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  Chapter 1
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London, 1802 

“You don’t have to go through with this, Kit.”

I looked across the carriage at my twin brother, Marcus, Lord Rycroft, the future Baron of Northshire. He wore such an open look of optimism that I bit back my snide retort and turned away, choosing instead to stare in frustrated silence at the night-drenched scene beyond the carriage window.

The lamps that lined the boulevard outside our London residence had been lit as the dying rays of the setting sun turned the western sky into an ugly, mottled bruise. Now that full dark had fallen, their flickering light fell in lambent pools on the cobblestones, bathing the street in variegated hues of orange and amber.

Marcus leaned forward, closing the distance between us. He plucked my gloved hand from where it rested on my knee and pressed it between his own. His tone turned pleading. “Kit, speak to me.”

“What choice do I have?” I asked him.

“You could flee instead. I could use my allowance to set you up somewhere in the country. A nice little stone cottage with a garden. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

I shook my head. “It would never last. Father would know you helped me escape. He’d bribe anyone who agreed to help us. Sooner or later, he’d find me.”

And God help me when he did.

I loathed that I even had to explain this to Marcus. Once upon a time, we’d been inseparable, had known each other’s every secret. Years had passed since then, pulling us apart, creating this gaping chasm between us that we now struggled to breach.

We might have both been eighteen, but my brother seemed so much younger than me, forever underestimating the man who had sired us, because, though he had heard some of the stories from my own lips, he hadn’t been there. He hadn’t seen for himself all of the things that I had.

After our mother died and Marcus enrolled in Eton, our father’s indifferent cruelty sharpened into something much worse. My brother still had trouble understanding this. In part, it was because Father was always on his best behavior whenever Marcus returned from school, for he knew that Marcus would eventually go back, that he might tell someone what he saw, and that person might listen to him. Unlike myself, who was trapped in our country estate, who was a girl, whose word no one would believe over a lord’s.

The memories started a fine trembling within my fingers. I wrenched my hand from Marcus’s before he noticed and did my best to shove all recollection of the past into the darkest recess of my mind. It was over. I had survived it. That was all that mattered.

“There has to be some way out of this,” Marcus said.

Anger flared within me like a fire, heating my response. “There is no way out of this. I’m his daughter. His property. He’s free to pass ownership of me to whomever he chooses.”

We had both inherited some part of our father’s temper, and Marcus’s rose to meet my own. “So you’re just going to give up, is that it? Let him marry you off to that wretch?”

I stared at him a moment before responding, watching the ebb and flow of shadow and light play across features screwed up in anger. He was my twin, the person I was closest to in this world, regardless of the distance that had grown between us. At times, the good times, when he startled laughter out of me and made me momentarily forget why I so seldom laughed anymore, I still felt as though we might share a soul. And yet, he was also male. The years I’d spent pinned beneath our father’s thumb, he had spent at school, learning, making friends, having adventures. He was free in a way that I never would be. He would inherit our family’s fortune and title, its properties and the people who lived on them. Perhaps, one day, despite his insistence to the contrary, he would even be passed ownership of a woman in the form of a wife.

Sometimes I feared I hated him as much as I loved him.

“I didn’t say that I was giving up,” I said.

His expression shifted, like quicksilver, from anger to concern. “Tell me what you have planned. I can help you. I want to help you.”

This was precisely the type of declaration I’d been waiting to exploit. “Fine then. Tonight, after the ball, you’ll return home with me.” He had a habit of seeing me as far as the carriage and depositing me into the protection of our servants, leaving him free to pursue whatever pretty face had caught his eye that evening.

“I will,” he said.

“Then you’ll tell me about every intimacy that can take place between a man and a woman, and which ones might lead to impregnation.”

He frowned. “I’ve only ever been with men, Kit. You know that.”

“What I know is that your knowledge on the subject must still surpass my own. The maids I’ve tried to coerce into speaking to me have all been too afraid of Father to take the risk, so my education has been relegated to the books I’ve managed to thieve from Aunt Jane’s library. They’re frustratingly vague. What you don’t know, surely you can find out from friends, or even the bloody footmen.”

It was my turn to lean forward now, forcing him to meet my gaze. “After that, you can find out every form of contraception that I could possibly procure. And if those don’t work, you’ll find someone to rid me of the child I might one day be forced to carry.”

His eyes flashed wide. “Kit, I…”

I lunged forward and grabbed his free hand. “Do not let me die like Mother.”

In childbirth. Alone. Terrified.

He leaned forward, wrapped his arms around me, and pulled me from my seat onto his. “Never. I’ll do anything.”

We remained like that as the carriage turned a corner and gained speed, huddled together in the shadows. My dress would be creased and my hair disheveled, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. I was trapped by the horror of memories and the knowledge that I could suffer the same fate as our mother. I shook within my brother’s arms, my panic mounting, breath rasping in a troubling way that told me an attack of the nerves threatened. Marcus did his best to soothe me, rocking us back and forth, humming a familiar lullaby as he stroked my arm.

Don’t think of her. Don’t think of that day. Bury it deep, I told myself, until finally, blessedly, the trembling abated.

“I hate the idea of you married to him,” Marcus said.

“That makes two of us. Have you discovered anything new?”

He had been gathering information about the man I would soon be formally betrothed to and relaying it to me. From what we had learned, he was deeply in debt, prone to bouts of drunken debauchery, and currently had not one, but three mistresses. It gave me hope that he would be so preoccupied with them that I might be all but ignored once we wed.

“The seamstress he keeps may be carrying his bastard in her belly,” Marcus said.

I felt a surge of pity for the woman. “Pray God that she lives through the delivery.”

“And there was something else,” he said, the words soft, as if he didn’t want to speak them. “A rumored bit of ugliness with one of the dancers from Covent Garden.”

“What manner of ugliness?”

He remained silent, his arms stiffening around me.

I pulled free and looked at him in the dim light. “Marcus, what manner of ugliness?”

Begrudgingly, he glanced down at me, brows drawn together, expression filled with worry. “I don’t want to say yet. I planned to make more inquiries into it tonight and tomorrow. Just…if there’s even the slightest chance that these rumors could be true, you will not marry him. Do you hear me, Kit? I’ll drug and kidnap you if I must. Spirit you away to a forgotten part of the continent. We can live like hermits in some small, sea-swept Mediterranean village where Father’s cronies can never find us.”

I sucked in a sharp breath. “That bad?”

He looked away again, jaw clenched. When he answered, it was through his teeth. “That bad.”

The trembling began anew in my limbs. I tucked myself beneath my brother’s arm and wrapped my own tighter around his middle. “Tell me a story. Anything to distract me.”

Marcus didn’t hesitate. At this point, he was used to requests like this from me. “Randolph was keeping two lovers at Drury Lane, one a man, and the other a woman. The woman, Lucille, is a dancer. The man, Malcolm, an actor. Two nights past, they found out about each other.”

“What happened? Did they come to blows over him during a performance?”

He shook his head, the light of a passing torch glinting off his teeth when he smiled. “When we went backstage after the final curtain to pay our respects, Lucille used one of those dancer’s legs to kick Randolph between his hard enough to lift him clear off the ground.”

The picture his words painted was enough to tease a grin from me. “What did Malcolm do?”

“Well, naturally, when Randolph’s feet hit the floor again, he fell right to his knees, clutching himself and baying like a bloodhound. That’s when Malcolm used one of his knees to finish him off. Randolph ended up sprawled in an undignified, unconscious heap in the hallway. Bradford and I had to carry him to safety, for there were threats of further unmanning him.”

I was torn between amusement and concern: a common response to most of Randolph’s antics. “Poor Randolph. How is he now?”

Marcus shrugged. “Fair enough. We were able to revive him in the carriage, and he spent the night bemoaning and carrying on so much that he piqued the pity of a serving wench from one of the taverns. I haven’t heard from him since. I think he’s still holed up with her somewhere, licking his wounds.”

An unladylike snort slipped through my lips in response. I might have been frustratingly ignorant of some of the intimacies between men and women, but I’d learned enough from Aunt Jane’s books to doubt that it was Randolph’s pride that was being licked.

We moved on from his scandal to other gossip, passing the remainder of the carriage ride focused on frivolities, anything to keep the darkness at bay. By the time we slowed to a stop outside the Duke of Hampshire’s, I felt better prepared for the night to come.

Marcus opened the door and leapt from the carriage without waiting for the footman, as agile as one would expect from a man who’d had riding and fencing lessons since he was old enough to sit a horse and hold a saber. Another pang of envy shot through me to see such effortless grace. Beneath my ethereal, cream-colored gown, my corset dug into my ribs something fierce, ensuring that I would never be able to leap like him. In that moment, it felt like nothing more than one of the innumerable bars that formed the inescapable cage that surrounded me.

Marcus bowed toward me, his hand extended in wait. “My lady.” His tone was overly formal, his expression goading. He was teasing me, attempting to keep the mood light, unaware of my torment and jealousy.

I took a calming breath and reminded myself that none of this was his fault. “Thank you, my lord,” I said, giving him a practiced smile as I put my gloved hand into his.

He helped me down and then proffered his arm. I slipped mine through it and gazed up at the towering stone façade in front of us. Light and sound poured forth from every window, revealing tantalizing glimpses of the crush inside.

This ball was an annual affair, the only social event of the season that the venerable Duke of Hampshire hosted. The ton were known to descend upon his manor en masse for the rare chance to see and possibly – if one were very lucky – interact with him. Rumor was that some years he didn’t even deign to attend it, forcing his aging mother, the Dowager Duchess of Hampshire, to play hostess in his stead. I wondered if tonight would be one of those nights. Was he somewhere inside? Or else at the palace, aiding the ailing king while playing an intricate, dangerous game of political chess with his fellow dukes and the reagent as they vied for power and prestige?

“Shall we?” Marcus asked.

Awed and more than a little intimidated, I nodded, and he led us inside.

“Honestly, can you believe the nerve of that woman?” the Dowager Duchess of Amesbury asked the group of ladies I stood with an hour later. Her tone reflected the outrage displayed between the lines of her ancient, craggy face.

I made a tutting noise and hoped that she interpreted it as agreement. Several women made similar sounds around me, while others went so far as to verbalize their accord. One would think I could simply keep silent, that my tutting would be lost in the chorus of responses. One would be wrong.

As usual, I stood on the outskirts of the event with the most matronly members in attendance. The Duchess of Amesbury ruled them all. I had no doubt that she marked every sound of ascent, noted every word of agreement. Those who disagreed, or who declined to comment, would be noted and excised from the group like the cancer she saw them as.

The company I kept was calculated. As a young lady in search of a husband, I should have spent my time circling the room, engaged in conversation with the other young women who had made their debuts this year, or dancing with the men who would be my suitors, but I had learned the folly of that from my mother’s sister, informally Aunt Jane, formally Lady Cloverfell, just before the beginning of the season. She was my sponsor into society, since my father – thank God – had refused to rouse himself from our country estate to act as such. He was still too busy grieving over the death of the man who had sired him, even though our formal mourning period for Grandfather had ended in late winter.

Aunt Jane doted on the duchess as though she was a lady in waiting to the queen herself. She also had a tongue for gossip, and, hoping to impart some knowledge unto me regarding the men and women I would soon be faced with, had told me all manner of tales about them. I had learned a very valuable lesson from her hearsay: to be female was to be fragile. As if my mother’s fate hadn’t already taught me that.

Aunt Jane’s gossip only reinforced my belief in this. From her own lips, any sign of gracelessness was seen as ill-breeding, too keen an intelligence was thought of as overreaching, too little intelligence was treated with disdain, and any perceived inappropriate flirtation was nothing short of a fatal flaw.

It made simply existing as a young lady of the ton a precarious position. One I most certainly couldn’t afford to be in. No, I needed to be beyond reproach. I needed to be seen as the height of propriety. I didn’t want to be thought of as beautiful, but boring, nor sweet, but rather snobbish. It was the safest course of action, because even though my father wasn’t here in person, I had no doubt that any misdeed on my behalf would somehow get back to him, and he would find a way to make me pay for it.

This left me in haughty, tedious company. Over the past hour, I’d been subjected to speech after speech concerning the impropriety of those around us, had been informed just how vapid this year’s debutantes were – myself excluded, of course – and listened to endless rumors regurgitated from the gossip rags they all denied reading. It was the same drivel I’d heard last night, and the night before that, and the night before that, and I was growing increasingly weary of it.

My gaze drifted to the latest lady the Dowager Duchess of Amesbury had taken to lambasting: the Viscountess of Dover. She wore a beautiful gown of emerald green, her silken shift clinging to her voluptuous form, the freedom of her upper body making it all too apparent that she wasn’t wearing a proper corset beneath the garment. Her thick, chestnut tresses were pulled up in an intricate knot, a few spilling forth to tickle her cheeks and flit over her ample décolletage. Her expression was a mixture of rapt attention, amusement, and devotion, her gaze directed toward the handsome blonde man with whom she was dancing far too closely.

That man was her husband.

Quite shocking indeed. How scandalous.

I would have rolled my eyes if Amesbury wasn’t close enough to catch me.

As we watched, the viscount leaned in and whispered something to his wife. The vivacious young woman threw back her head and laughed, uncaring of the crowd. 

Amesbury made a sound of derision. “I would have thought the viscount at least above such public displays. How plebeian of him.”

I couldn’t have disagreed with her more. The couple looked deliriously happy. It was such a welcome sight in a sea full of adulterers and deceivers that I hoped they danced together again and again, damn the gossip.

“Yes, how plebeian,” I said, hating myself a little for it.

The Viscount and Viscountess of Dover broke apart as they made another turn in the dance. Through the space that widened between them, I caught sight of a short man with thick, lustrous dark hair and a face more pretty than handsome. It was my soon-to-be betrothed, the Earl of Aberdine.

He watched the couple as closely as I had, a glass of champagne clutched in one hand. As they drew together again and spun toward him, his gaze sharpened. Something about his focus was deeply unsettling. It reminded me of a predator sighting his quarry. Aberdine must have made eye contact with the couple, for he raised his glass in salute toward them, a lecherous smile spreading over his face.

I shifted my gaze to follow his and was shocked by what I found. A complete change had come over the pair. The viscountess stood stiff within her husband’s arms, her body so rigid that I feared she might trip as she moved through the dance. Gone was all hint of flirtation from the viscount’s face. Ruddy splotches of red colored his cheeks now. His gaze cut left, back to Aberdine, the look he gave the smaller man filled with the threat of violence.

What in heaven’s name had taken place between the three of them that a mere look from the earl caused such a drastic response? There was history there for them to have reacted so strongly; I just knew there was.

Aberdine grinned as though he found the viscount’s anger humorous, then drained his champagne and cast his gaze around the ballroom. It lurched to a stop on something or someone I couldn’t see and turned downright rapacious. My spine stiffened, a sliver of fear snaking up it. No good would come from that look. I’d seen similar in my youth. There was violence there, and something else I didn’t want to recognize at first: lust.

I had seen Father look at Mother that way.

Aberdine slipped through the crowd toward the back wall. I dipped a curtsy to the other ladies, made a hasty excuse about needing to speak with my brother, and then circled back through the room until I was out of sight from them, all the while making my way toward where I’d last spotted Aberdine.

I rounded a group of men and saw that he had cornered a maid near a hallway, proffering his cuff to her as though there was something upon it that needed cleaning or repairing. The young woman, close to my age, had light brown skin and features that hinted at African and European descent. She wore her mahogany curls pulled tightly back, with a few small tendrils framing her face. She was stunning, even with her face screwed up into a look of confusion. As I watched, she stammered out a response to Aberdine and looked past him as though searching for aid in the crowd. Aberdine followed her gaze, and I ducked behind the group of people I stood near just before it landed on me.

“May I help you, my lady?” a painfully low voice asked.

Oh, no. I must have brushed against one of the men.

I looked up, having to tilt my head way back to meet the gaze of the gentleman who spoke to me. His skin was a shade darker than the maid’s, his eyes deep pools of brown. He wore his black hair cropped close to his head in the military style. His features could have been carved from marble: an expressive mouth, Grecian nose, square jaw. The muscles of his upper body strained against the fabric of his fitted jacket in a way that was damn near improprietous. It was none other than Henry Fletcher.

I was considered almost tragically tall for a young woman, and yet he stood a head and a half above me still. His size was further magnified by the fact that he was so broad one might easily mistake him for a blacksmith instead of the renowned artist that he was.

My father had used his stature for intimidation and violence, and so I had a general distrust for men his size and larger. Because of this, I found Henry Fletcher downright terrifying, and, regardless of the fact that his soulful brown eyes had never looked upon me with anything but kindness, I avoided him at all costs.

“No, I beg your pardon, sir,” I said with a curtsy.

Ever polite, he dipped me a bow and turned back to the group of men.

I stepped away from them. In my moment of distraction, Aberdine and the maid had disappeared. The nearby hallway seemed the likeliest of routes for them to have taken. I strode toward it with forced nonchalance and then turned my back to it when I reached the threshold. I cast my gaze over the crush. Not a single person looked my way. I took a steadying breath and then strode into the hallway. The deep shadows engulfed me, and when I was sure that I was no longer visible to the room I’d left behind, I slipped my shoes off, picked them up in one hand, lifted my skirts a few inches from the ground with my other to give my legs a measure of freedom, and paced deeper into the darkness.

I didn’t have much time. For a young lady like myself to be alone for even a short period was to court scandal. I lengthened my stride, feet moving silently across the cold stone tiles. Over the past four years, I had learned how to sneak and spy. They had been necessary skills to avoid my father.

I found my mark quickly, for the maid was putting up a fight, albeit a polite one.

“My lord, this isn’t the way. Please release me. I can run and gather the items needed to clean it. I’ll be but a moment,” she said, a note of panic creeping into her voice.

They were just around the bend in the hall. I slowed my pace and stopped before it, trying to determine the wisdom of attempting a glance around the corner.

Aberdine’s voice was low and cajoling. “Come, now, you didn’t really think this was about the spot of champagne on my cuff, did you? I saw the way you looked at me.”

“My lord, I didn’t…I don’t know your meaning, my lord.”

I could damn near hear his libidinous smile when he responded. “Oh, I think you know exactly what I mean.”

“No, p-please don’t. I don’t wa-”

“Stop squirming,” Aberdine hissed, dropping all pretense of charm. “Do you know who I am? A baseborn bitch like you should be begging for my attentions.”

There was a quiet sob, followed by, “I…yes, of course, I know who you are. Please, my lord, please let me go.”

Fire burned in my belly as I listened to the sounds of a brief struggle, followed by a sharp slap. I hoped she hit him good and hard, but then I heard her strangled cry and realized with dawning horror that she was the one who’d been struck. I glanced the other way, down the corridor, toward the light and music of the ballroom. The crowd that filled it was just a scream away.

Scream, goddamn you, I urged her.

“Hush, now,” Aberdine crooned. “I’ll make it better. Let’s go just inside here, and I can see to it.”

The girl sobbed a little louder.

Rape. That was his intent. That was the ugly rumor Marcus had heard. Or was it? Was there something worse? If Aberdine was depraved enough to assault a servant just a scream away from a ballroom, what would he do in private?

Bile rose in my throat, choking me. Oh, God. I was to marry him. What would he do to me in private? Was this to be my life, inheriting the same fate that my mother had suffered?

I barely managed to keep my gorge down as I whirled away and sped back toward the party. I slipped my shoes on just before stepping into the light and beelined toward the first female servant I spotted at a relaxed pace that took every ounce of my willpower to affect.

She dipped a quick curtsy. “My lady?” She was even younger than me, with mousy brown hair and hazel eyes.

I glanced around to see that no one was near enough to overhear us and then slipped my arm through hers. “Come with me. Now.”

I led her to the closest server, a fellow only my height, with guileless blue eyes. He bowed to me when we reached him.

“The housekeeper or butler, or whichever servant of authority you find first, tell them to come into that hall as fast as they can,” I told him, pointing toward the one I meant. “Do not delay. Do not tell anyone. Once they’re on their way, find the two largest footmen you can and send them right after. On the life of one of your fellow servants, do as you’re told.”

“On…on the life, my lady?” he asked, eyes wide.

“Yes. Leave the room at a normal pace, and then run, do you hear me?”

The boy followed my order, turning on his heel and weaving away from us. I couldn’t trust that he would be quick enough. 

“My lady, what do you mean? What is happening?” the young woman I clutched asked.

“Hurry. One of your fellow maids will be raped if we’re not quick enough,” I said, nearly wrenching her shoulder out of socket as I wheeled us toward the hallway.

“Oh, God,” she said, a sliver of terror in her voice.

“What do I look like?”

“W-what?” she asked. No doubt my abrupt subject change had thrown her.

“My face. My features. What is my expression?”

“Calm. How are you so calm, my lady?”

Relief surged through me. All my years of forcing my expression to neutral while under extreme duress were finally coming to fruition. “I assure you, I am not calm,” I said. “Now look toward the ball with as casual an air as you can muster. Is anyone watching us leave it?”

In my periphery, she turned her head. “A few are.”

“What are their expressions?”

“Curious? Concerned, perhaps?”

“Fine. It’ll have to be fine. They see me with you. They know I am accompanied.”

We gained the mouth of the hall and picked up speed. Once we hit the darkness, I slipped off my shoes again and moved as fast as I could manage. I had no plan, no thought for how to smooth this scandal or keep Aberdine from ruining me if my involvement was discovered – for I knew he could, it was his word against mine, and I had learned the hard way long ago that no one would believe my word over a lord’s.

We rounded the corner. There was no one in sight. Doors lined either side of the hallway.

I grabbed the maid’s arm and slowed her to a walk. “He must have dragged her into one of the rooms. Listen now.”

She did as I bade.

We crept down the hallway as quickly as possible. My ears strained to detect anything over the sound of my roaring pulse. A few paces later, I heard a soft, muffled cry from the nearest doorway, and without thinking, ran forward and twisted the handle. It was locked. I raised my fist and banged on it as hard as possible.

“Oi!” I yelled, mimicking one of the common accents I had heard in the streets of London. I spent so much time manipulating my voice to hide what I was feeling from those around me that I had grown quite adept at altering it to impersonate others. “Mary, that you in there? Mrs. Putnam been asking fer ya, she has. Ya best come out now an’ quit yer caterwauling. She migh’ go easier on ya, ifn’ ya go to her afore she finds ya here.”

Silence fell on the other side of the door. Good. That meant whatever had been happening had stopped.

I banged on it again. “Oi! Ye hear me, ya daft wench?”

Just then, a portly older woman in the duke’s livery came running around the opposite corner of the hallway. She huffed and puffed something awful. Right on her heels were two brutishly large men I could only hope were the footmen I had summoned.

“What is the meaning of this, my-”

She cut off at the sight of me desperately waving my hands. Thank God for that. My lady, she had been about to say. Aberdine could have heard her.

“Keep knocking,” I told the maid who aided me.

I pulled the older woman, who I assumed was the housekeeper, away from the others and told her what I thought was taking place within the chamber beyond. Her face blanched while she listened to me. I didn’t envy her. Aberdine was a peer of the realm; it was his word against all of theirs. He could have them fired, or worse. It was dangerous just for them to interfere, but I could tell by the set of her jaw that she was willing to do it.

“Is everything all right?” a voice asked from somewhere behind me – a painfully deep, familiar voice.

Henry Fletcher.

“I wasn’t here. You didn’t see me. You don’t know who I am.” I told the housekeeper. “Please.”

She nodded.

I fled, careful to keep my back to Mr. Fletcher, though my gown and my flame-red hair no doubt gave me away.

It was over. I was ruined.








  
  Chapter 2
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Isped blindly around the corner in the hallway, not knowing where I was going, only that I needed to escape. A set of stairs, their narrowness marking them as the servants’ stairs, appeared at my right, and I wrenched my skirts up and climbed them, shocking a maid into a high-pitched shriek when I burst through the door at the top. I didn’t stop to apologize or give her a chance to mark my appearance. Well, beyond the obvious.

Damn this hair of mine, I thought for the second time in so few minutes. It all but ensured that I would be recognized wherever I went. I might not be the only redhead in the ton, but no other ladies had quite the flame-colored hue as I did, only Marcus. 

The hallway I sped down was claustrophobic and dimly lit, most likely the staff quarters or some part of the house designed for their use alone. There would be too many eyes here for me to linger without notice, so I found another set of stairs and took it upward, to the top floor of the house. They deposited me in a much grander corridor. One meant to display the wealth of the home’s owner. Long, intricately woven carpets spread out over the wide-planked wood floor; small tables holding obscure relics stood along the walls at intervals; priceless portraits painted in oils hung beside watercolors depicting country scenes.

The end of the hallway loomed ahead of me, a door to both the left and the right. I chose the one on the left and quickly slipped inside, craving a quiet space where I might subdue my rising panic, gather my thoughts, and think of some way out of this debacle.

A fire smoldered in the large stone hearth. Its dying embers allowed me a glimpse of a room made up of heavy furniture and dark fabrics. It smelled of wood smoke, leather, and the particular mustiness of books: a study, most likely. Opposite me was a pair of glass doors, leading to what I could only hope was a balcony.

I propelled myself through the room, one hand clutched to my middle as I knuckled a cramp in my low abdomen, the other reached out in front of me, ready to brace myself on whatever was closest if I stumbled.

Fresh air. I needed fresh air. My breaths came in short little pants after my race through the house, and the darkened room seemed to tunnel around me ominously. Never again would I allow my handmaid to tie me into a corset so tightly.

I pushed through the doors and out into the night beyond. The midsummer air was warm and stagnant, and it did little to ease my labored breathing. My knees wobbled, the world tilted, and I sunk to the flagstones in an ungracious heap, leaning back as far as possible to keep my corset from strangling me.

Mr. Fletcher had seen me. The servants had seen me. I believed that the housekeeper would hold her tongue, but I couldn’t trust that she would successfully bully the rest into silence. If they gossiped anything like those in my father’s house, I was doomed. They would tell the other members of the staff, who, in turn, might repeat the tale to friends and acquaintances in other households, who would, in turn, tell their masters in hopes of bettering their positions.

A young lady such as myself shouldn’t know what rape was, and certainly shouldn’t have intervened to save a servant from it. Such a tale would spread like a conflagration through the ton. All my weeks of mimicking Amesbury would be for naught.

Father, I thought, choking back a sob.

Oh, God, what would he do to me? I could never go back there, to that place. The day I left our country home for London, I swore to myself it would be the last time I looked upon it. Father would try to summon me there when he heard, away from society, where he could dole out his punishment in private.

No. I would refuse the summons. If I went back there, I might never escape again. Knowing Father’s temper, my refusal would only stay my sentence. Word of my ruination would rouse him from the manor. Eventually, he would come here and create some public scene so shocking that the scandal that had triggered it would seem like nothing but the gentle breeze that precipitates a mighty gale.

I couldn’t be in London when he arrived. I had to find Marcus. We could do as he said, flee the country, seek refuge in some far-flung fishing village. We both favored dark-haired men. Perhaps a seaside settlement in Italy or Spain wouldn’t be quite so intolerable. But could I really do that? Damn him to that fate when he stood to inherit everything?

No. I couldn’t. Not after living a life where I had never been free to make my own decisions. I would have to make it clear that joining me would be his choice and his choice alone. I must reassure him that I was a survivor, and after surviving the household I was raised in, I could survive anything.

My mind made up, I stumbled to my feet. Unfortunately, my legs weren’t quite as resolved, and I pitched sideways into the banister, wheezing as I caught myself on it. A few moments. I simply required a few more moments to gather myself. I couldn’t succumb to one of my fits. Not now. Not when I had no one to loosen my corset. I knew from experience that if my breathing became more labored, I might swoon, and then anyone could find me here.

The thought of being so vulnerable did nothing to soothe me. Soon I was bent over double, clutching at the railing, unable to stand because I couldn’t catch my breath, unable to catch my breath, because, folded over like this, my corset made it impossible for my lungs to expand fully. It was a vicious circle, one that spiraled lower and lower until darkness gathered at the edges of my periphery and trailed murky fingers of shadow across my sight in casual threat.

No! Not now! I raged against the abyss.

I had survived so much worse than the threat of ruin. What was a scandal to me? What was an irreparable reputation? I would still have my life. I could still flee, with or without Marcus. And if I fled far enough, not even Father could find me.

All was not lost.

I forced myself upright with heroic effort, bracing my hands on the cool stone beneath my palms and locking my elbows and knees to keep myself vertical. My breathing eased some, and, slowly, my vision cleared.

You can survive this, I told myself, over and over again, the words becoming a mantra.

It was only when my racing pulse began to calm that other noises started to penetrate. Soft murmurs floated on the night breeze. The clink of champagne flutes meeting in a toast reached my ears. I leaned forward and glanced down. A small army of torches lit up the garden below my balcony. From my vantage point, they looked like enchanted fairy lights. Their warm glow illuminated the grassy avenues that wound lazily through the flowering shrubs. The hidden alcoves that branched off from the paths were cast in deep shadow as a result, as if designed for dalliances.

Almost directly under me, a man and a woman sat together within one on a marble bench, engaged in a passionate kiss, hidden from view by the hedge that towered around them. Unaware of the liaison that took place just a pace away, ladies and gentlemen meandered past in pairs, trios, and groups, their conversation echoing up the stone façade of the house. The smell of flowers in full bloom followed in their wake, filling my nose with a heady bouquet of jasmine, lavender, and roses.

It was a reminder that life went on, as yet unaware of my ruin. It gave me a small glimmer of hope that my life, too, might continue in such a peaceful manner.

“You forgot to bribe the servants,” a cool, cultured voice said from behind me, shattering my momentary optimism.

I whipped around. A shadowy figure emerged from the doorway. His hand appeared first, long, tapered fingers wrapped around a glass filled with amber liquid. Then his crisply starched cuffs. The black arm of his dinner jacket. His torso, narrow waist flaring up into broad shoulders. Finally, his face.

His features were Botticellian in nature, as if rendered by a master artist intent on exaggerating the possibilities of male beauty. Atop his head was a tangle of close-cropped blond curls. His eyes were half-lidded as he gazed at me, so light a brown that they were a near match for the drink he held. His arrow-straight nose pointed downward, drawing my gaze to full lips set in a hard, unforgiving line. What a sight he would be if he ever smiled. If he ever looked upon a person with any expression other than this one – the only one I had ever seen him wear: boredom mixed with a hint of derision.

He was none other than our host, the Duke of Hampshire.

I sucked in a strangled breath of recognition, which spurred my heartbeat back into a wild, reckless gallop. What little control I had gained over my emotions evaporated at the sight of him. The Hellion of Hampshire. The Duke of Deceit. The papers had given him innumerable, ominous nicknames, each one more fearsome than the last. To cross him was to court disaster, to offend him was to ensure your own demise. He was vicious, vindictive, power-hungry, cold, and cruel. And, judging from his presence and his words, he knew everything that had just transpired downstairs and the role I had played in it.

I was now at his complete mercy. If he had any.

The attack hit me full force then. I had fought it off for too long, had suffered one too many shocks tonight. The trembling overtook me first, followed by a final, harsh expulsion of air from my lungs. Try as I might, I couldn’t force any breath back into them. My corset felt like a malicious, living thing, tightening with sinister intent, delighting in my pain as it squeezed the very life from me. Beneath it, my heart ached as if it was fit to burst.

I dug at the corset with numb fingers, and when I found I was unable to loosen its hold on me, I looked toward my only hope of aid, the duke, in a silent plea for help.

“Goddamn it,” he said, monotone, before draining his drink. He set the empty glass on the railing and strode forward.

My legs buckled. I fell sideways, unable to stop my descent.

He scooped me up just before my head hit the flagstones, one arm beneath my knees, the other behind my back, annoyance writ across his countenance. It seemed I blinked, and I was back inside the room, sprawled on my stomach on a settee. I was yanked several inches up off the cushion. A great tearing sound came from behind me.

“What the bloody hell are you doing, John?” a deep voice boomed.

“Attacking her, obviously,” was the sarcastic response. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. She ceased breathing.” There was another yank on my back. “Damn these stays. Hand me that knife.”

I blinked again and opened my eyes to stare up at a ceiling. Darkly stained beams stood out like the ribs of some great beast. Undulations of orange and red danced over them, as if the beast was bleeding. Firelight, I realized. I must have lost consciousness. For how long?

I turned my head. I was still in the study, reclining on the settee. A pair of armchairs faced me. Behind them, the fire had been rekindled, illuminating the room. Because of the backlight, the chairs were cast into shadow, and it took my eyes a moment to adjust. When they did, I saw that both seats were occupied: one by Henry Fletcher, and the other by the Duke of Hampshire.

Fractured memories of my dress and corset being cut away flooded my mind. I glanced down. My modesty had been spared thanks to the blanket that one of the men had draped over me. Beneath it, I could still feel whalebone girdling the lower part of my torso, but the upper part was now loose, blessedly so, enough that I was able to take deep, even breaths.

I returned my focus to the two men. They knew what I had done this night. There was no point in trying to salvage this situation.

“The maid?” I asked.

It was Mr. Fletcher who answered. “Harriet. Her name is Harriet. She’s a little bruised, and understandably shaken, but you reached the door before Aberdine could do any lasting damage.” He shrugged a great shoulder, looking chagrined. “Well, physical damage.”

“I’m curious,” the duke said. “How did this all came about?”

I glanced at him and then away, unable to meet his unnerving eyes. “Aberdine, Your Grace,” I said, my manners coming back to me. “I am to be betrothed to him. My brother, Lord Rycroft, told me earlier that there might be reason to flee England rather than marry him. I was in the ballroom below when I caught sight of him wearing an expression that I distrusted after such a declaration, so I sought him out when he slipped from the crowd. I saw him with the maid, with Harriet, and followed. It was clear what his intent was. I couldn’t let that happen.”

“Rape,” the duke said.

I flinched away from the word.

“John,” Mr. Fletcher said, his tone cautioning.

I glanced up and saw him staring at the duke in open disapproval. Who was this man to speak to and look at the Hellion of Hampshire in such a way?

“Come, Henry,” the duke said, turning to regard the larger man. “You know her father. His reputation. No one could abide in his household for any length of time without learning the reality of words like that and worse.” His focus returned to me, cold gaze assessing as it roamed over my blanket-covered body. “Judging by the scars on her back, she hasn’t been spared from his barbary.”

Mr. Fletcher followed his gaze, frowning. “Scars?”

“She’s been whipped. At least twice,” the duke said, and if he felt anything about that fact, it didn’t show in his tone or expression.

Mr. Fletcher made a sound that was torn between anger and outrage as he rose from his seat. I shrank away when he took a step toward me. Logically, I knew that he must have meant to comfort me, but in my current state of panic and undress, I couldn’t stand to be near a man so large.

My open fear and the duke’s restraining hand on his arm gave Mr. Fletcher pause, and he sat almost immediately back down. His gaze shuttered, brown eyes sorrowful. “My deepest apologies, my lady. What happened to you was…”

“Quite commonplace?” I said. My tone was venomous, the same ugly, bitter part of myself that hated my own twin rising up to choke me.

“Monstrous,” Mr. Fletcher said. He spoke the word like one accustomed to its real meaning might.

The duke waved a hand in my direction. “I’m guessing this isn’t the first such attack you’ve suffered?”

Still unable to meet his gaze, I turned my focus to the fire beyond him and shook my head.

“You see it sometimes,” he said. “In those who have experienced such trauma. My butler fought in the colonies when they were warring for independence. Loud bangs trigger similar breathing fits in him.”

The war had ended nigh on twenty years past. His butler still suffered attacks? Did that mean I might have to endure this crippling panic for the same length of time? Uncomfortable with this prospect and having trouble breathing again because of the memories that still threatened, I tried to sit up. I was forced to carefully wriggle my way into a seated position thanks to my state of undress.

My state of undress.

A slow, dawning realization struck me, of who had put me in said state, and what it could mean. I was a maiden. An unmarried young lady of noble birth. In a duke’s study. A duke who had just cut me out of my corset. I couldn’t have engineered a more opportune moment for extortion if I had spent months planning it. This was the perfect recipe for entrapment. And yet, knowing the duke’s reputation, I would be an utter fool for attempting to use it to my advantage. As skilled as I was at deception, political machinations and maneuverings were unfamiliar to me. A man with a reputation as dark as his would likely leave me to face my ruin alone rather than do the honorable thing and marry me. Perhaps I could appeal to some deeply buried empathetic side of him.

I met his gaze and let my true emotions play across my features, allowing him a glimpse of the desperate, terrified creature that lurked beneath the façade of good breeding I had meticulously cultivated.

“Your Grace, I’m sorry to beg this of you, but would you be willing to aid me this evening? I would avoid a scandal if I could, and…I can’t return to my father’s house. Ever. My brother has spoken of joining me in flight from him, but I won’t, in good consciousness, allow him to make such a sacrifice if there’s another alternative.”

The duke’s lips crooked up on one side, whether in amusement or disdain I couldn’t tell. “Are you asking me to set you up somewhere? To live out your life in impoverished obscurity far from the sphere of your father’s influence?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” I said, my voice barely rising above a shame-filled whisper.

“Rather than angle for the far more obvious and beneficial avenue of marriage via blackmail?”

“I would never be so foolish as to attempt to blackmail you, Your Grace.” 

The duke and Mr. Fletcher looked at each other, sharing a long, silent exchange filled with an unspoken conversation that I wasn’t privy to.

After what felt like an age, the duke turned back to me. He shook his head, lips pressed into a hard line. They parted, briefly. “No.”

My heart sank, tears of frustration prickling the corner of my eyes. It was to be ruin after all.

“John,” Mr. Fletcher said. “Just tell h-”

The duke cut him off with an impatient gesture, his gaze burning into mine. “We’ll wed.”

I stared at him. “You…you can’t mean that, Your Grace.”

“Oh, but I do,” he said, leaning forward. “Much better to have someone such as yourself tucked close, within sight at all times. Out on the continent, my enemies might find and make use of you against me.”

Make use of me against him? His words were baffling. Why would his enemies have any interest in someone like me?

His full lips parted in a dangerous grin. “And wouldn’t it be much more satisfying to remain here in London? Think about it. You’d be close to your brother. Within your father’s sights and yet outside of his reach, elevated so high above his rank that you could ruin him if you chose to. Slowly. Using my influence to pull him apart piece by piece, dismantling his empire, souring every one of his political ambitions and business transactions.”

I clutched the blanket tighter around my chest, envisioning what he said, wanting it more than I had ever wanted anything else. Against my will, I felt a strange sort of kinship for the duke then. We were made of some similar materials, he and I. Beneath these fine clothes and gentile faces lurked dark, greedy, grasping, manipulative beings.

I shook my head against such thoughts. There would be too many innocent victims sacrificed on the altar of my vengeance if I moved against my father in such a way. Those he did business with. The commoners who lived upon his lands. My twin. 

“Marcus,” I said. “What would that leave for my brother to inherit?”

The duke sat back and shrugged dismissively. “Empires can be rebuilt just as easily as they are torn asunder.”

God, the arrogance of the man. The power he must wield to speak this way.

“No,” I said. 

His expression twisted into one of dark amusement. “No?”

“No. Too many others would be hurt. And I don’t want this,” I said, releasing the blanket to gesture between us. “Marriage. Children. A life spent ruled by a man. I want freedom. Just pay to send me away. Please.” My voice broke on the last word, and I bit my lip to hide its quivering. I sounded as desperate as I was, but I was past caring. I would get down on my knees and beg if that was what it took.

“John. Tell her,” Mr. Fletcher said.

The duke turned to regard the larger man for a moment. “As you will,” he said, then, to me, “Your brother, Marcus, he’s a sodomite.”

“He prefers men,” I said, reproof heavy in my tone.

“Myself as well. Henry here, specifically,” the duke said.

I clenched my jaw to keep it from dropping open. I hadn’t heard so much as a hint of a whisper of this, but now that I glanced between them, thought back over the past few moments, the way they had spoken to each other, looked at each other, I began to see it.

“There will be no children if we marry,” the duke continued. “You will be much left to your own devices, for I have no desire to rule over you, as you put it. I will simply ask that you aid me in one endeavor or another now and again.”

My mind reeled. I’d been facing ruin just moments before, and here was a duke, offering me a lifeline that I never would have anticipated.

I remained quiet for several minutes as I weighed my options against one another. No, I wouldn’t destroy my father, but I could use the threat of it to force him to do a great number of things. Keep far, far away from me, for a start. Increase Marcus’s allowance. Maybe even abdicate his title early. The possibilities were endless. 

And I would be a duchess.

“Yes,” I said.

We were married in less than a month. Without a whiff of scandal, thanks to my new husband’s influence and reputation.

Only years later would we realize our folly. That the lies we had told, the truths we had kept hidden, would one day come back to haunt us. That the ruin we had staved off was a vicious, vindictive creature. We hadn’t truly escaped it. No, it had merely retreated, biding its time, gathering its strength. It would come for us again, and we would be wholly unprepared for its wrath when it did.








  
  Chapter 3
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London, April 1804 

"Too tight, Your Grace?” my handmaid, Harriet, asked me after she stuck the final pearl-tipped pin into my hair.

I turned my head, inspecting her handiwork in the vanity mirror. The low chignon she'd coiffed my unruly mane into appeared effortless and elegant, and I was reluctant to tell her that it pulled mercilessly at my scalp. If anything, I welcomed the pain to come, hoping it might keep me conscious throughout the banquet I was about to attend. Dreadful business, banquets, but rendered even more unbearable when hosted by a man with political aspirations.

"It's lovely, Harriet. Thank you,” I told her.

She brightened at the compliment, eyes creasing at the corners, a shy smile tugging at her lips. "You're welcome, Your Grace. Now I just need to find the right shade of green to match that necklace.”

She turned away, opened the top drawer of my bureau, and started sifting through the ribbons that crowded inside. Knowing it might take some time to find what she was after, I closed my eyes and let my mind wander to the novel I’d been reading before she arrived. My imagination - judged far too overactive throughout my youth - gave me wings, and I spread them wide and lifted myself from the bench I sat upon to fly into the pages of my book.

The sounds of my maid were soon subverted by a veritable cacophony of jungle life: the low drone of buzzing insects filled my ears; exotic birdsong echoed from overhead; somewhere off in the distance, barely audible over the insistent susurration of ocean waves, the rhythmic pounding of heathen drums rose to a crescendo.

The air that licked my skin became so laden with humidity that it was stifling. I felt on the verge of perspiration when a welcome breeze blew in from the west. I turned my face toward it and breathed deeply, savoring a complex mélange of blossoming flowers, sun-ripened fruit, and the briny tang of sea salt. When next I opened my eyes, it was to see a band of pirates stalking a troupe of unsuspecting castaways through the dense undergrowth that spread out before me. Fur flashed in my periphery, and I lifted my gaze to watch a family of monkeys swinging through the vine-choked canopy overhead.

I would have given my dowry to step into the scene. No more lies, no more balls, no more insufferably boring dinner parties filled with ladies and gentlemen I could scarcely tolerate. Could this have been my life, if Marcus and I had fled together? Who knew where our travels would have taken us? To the tip of the Grecian archipelago, on a craggy isle littered with the toppled ruins of a shrine once dedicated to long-dead gods? Or to a Caribbean island like the one from my book? Or to a long-forgotten corner of the continent, where the villagers still buried people with bricks between their teeth to keep them from rising from the grave as vampires?

It wasn’t until Harriet bade me to step into my cream-colored gown that I came back to myself.

“Head up, please, Your Grace,” she said when I was once again seated in front of my vanity.

I turned toward her like a flower following the arc of the sun through the sky. Her dexterous fingers dusted powder over my face, smoothed pale rouge on my cheeks, and then spread a matching pink salve on my lips before she placed a lead pencil to my brows, using it to both darken and define them. She had selected ribbons of the deepest green to accent the gown I wore, matching them to the heavy emerald carats that dripped from my earlobes and splayed across my décolletage in a necklace so extravagant, it was almost gaudy.

“There you are,” she said when she was finished.

I barely recognized the young woman who stared back at me out of my vanity mirror. This was, in part, because of my parents. I was reminded of both each time I gazed into a looking glass, and so I avoided them whenever possible. Unfortunately, there was no escaping the one in front of me now.

My mother had been an Irish heiress, and it had been she who had gifted me with my thick red hair and striking green eyes, while my wide mouth, straight nose, and tall stature came from my bastard of a father. The freckles I’d recklessly earned in my youth had never quite faded, but they were hidden now by the layer of powder Harriet had applied to the bridge of my nose.

Were we truly one in the same, this woman and I? It seemed impossible. Surely my cheeks couldn’t be so rosy and bright when such darkness lay in my heart. I forced myself to grin, and the woman grinned back at me. She looked young, beautiful, wealthy, noble, and haughty. Unless, of course, you looked closely at her eyes. At times like this, they still gave me away, even after all my years of practice. No matter how many smiles I feigned, I could never fully rid myself of the haunted look that stared out from them. It was a good thing that no one dared to peer too closely at a duchess, for a cunning person might discover the truth, might see the cold, disillusioned creature that dwelt in the depth of my soul. Might glimpse the demons that still lurked there, despite my best efforts to exorcise them.

My grin slipped, a hint of misery sneaking into my expression. Harriet stepped forward and stood just behind me. I tore my gaze from my reflection and met her eyes. Her brows drew down in concern. She lifted a hand as if to place it on my shoulder in a gesture of comfort, before thinking better of it and letting it fall again to her side.

“Your Grace, if there’s anything else I can do, anything at all…”

I knew from her tone that she wasn’t speaking of further steps to prepare me for the evening. This was her subtle way of offering me a shoulder to cry on. It was increasingly apparent that the young woman hoped to become my confidante.

I thought back to the night, nearly two years past, when I’d saved her from Aberdine, and how effusively grateful she’d been afterward. The outward displays of loyalty she had shown me since seemed absolute, and still I couldn’t bring myself to trust her. Still I thought the worst. That she spoke these words to manipulate me, to gain my confidence only so she could turn around and sell my secrets to our cook, Mrs. Marson, in hopes of receiving better meals, or the butler, Sherman, in exchange for a bottle of wine, or the housekeeper for something further still. Because that was what happened to me in my youth. My father’s entire staff had worked together to not only serve him, but to keep me trapped and helpless and friendless. 

I did my best to smile up at Harriet. “I don’t think there’s anything left to be done. I’ll be the most becoming lady at the party, thanks to you,” I said, feigning ignorance of her deeper meaning. “Is the duke ready?”

“He was in his study when I came upstairs, Your Grace. With Mr. Fletcher.”

I rose from the vanity and went to the door, needing to be away from her and her kind eyes. “I’ll fetch him myself, thank you.”

Though the sun had already slipped over the horizon, a lingering illumination remained in the western sky. Gloaming, this was called. These brief moments between day and night when darkness went to battle with the light. It was a magical time, where the veil between what was real and what was imaginary thinned. Something about the gloom of the halls I paced through made me feel as though the portraits staring down at me marked my progress through the shadow-shrouded hallways.

I've been reading too much again, I thought, a shiver running down my spine.

Even so, I couldn't shake the feeling that I was being watched, and as I picked up my pace, the silk of my hem whispered angrily over the priceless rugs beneath my feet, sounding disturbingly like the disapproving whispers of the long-dead dukes and duchesses that had come before me.

Only when I neared the study door did I manage to slow my progress to the stately saunter more befitting a woman of my rank. At least I hadn’t passed any servants in my rush. The last thing I wanted was to add more kindling to their gossip pyre.

The darkly stained wood of the door was cool against my ear when I pressed myself against it. Thump-thump, thump-thump, was the only sound that greeted me, my pulse loud in my ears. I took a few deep breaths, silently chiding myself for letting my imagination get the better of me again. Once my heartbeat calmed, I was able to detect the rich timbre of male conversation rumbling from within.

I raised my gloved hand and rapped my knuckles against the heavy wood. “John? Henry?”

“Come in,” a familiar voice replied.

I slipped through the door, careful to close it behind me. The leather couch that dominated the room had been drawn close to the fire. John sat in the far corner of it, facing the flames. One of his arms was draped casually over the back of the couch. He held a glass of scotch in his other hand. His features were filled with contentment as he turned toward me. Our gazes met, and his full lips lifted in a small, welcoming smile.

Something about the scene triggered another of my memories, from a night long gone, in this very room, when he had held an identical glass of amber liquor, and I had wondered about just such a look. It was even more beautiful than I could have imagined, for now, after all of this time, I knew how rare his unguarded smiles were, and how few people were lucky enough to receive them.

Henry’s large form was sprawled over the rest of the sofa, his head lying on John’s thigh. He sat up when he caught sight of me, the dark fabric of his jacket straining over the width of his shoulders, the firelight only serving to heighten the sharp angles of his face.

I felt a pang of embarrassment, thinking back to how I’d spent the first few months of my marriage terrified of him. It had taken me nearly a full year to stop flinching when he moved too fast or spoke too loud. I’d been like a skittish colt back then, but Henry had handled me with such unflagging care, gentleness, and patience, that eventually he had won me over.

“Are you all right, Kit?” he asked. Something in my expression must have given me away.

I shook my head. “Memories.”

It had proven impossible to spend so much time with these men and not reveal some of my past to them. They knew of both my father’s physical abuse and his dark manipulations of everyone around him, of how a look, a word from him could corrupt every conversation. I was careful to keep the worst of my experiences to myself. John didn’t share my scruples about preserving innocent lives. If he knew it all, he would stop at nothing to ensure that my father’s ruin was both spectacular and absolute.

“Come here,” Henry said.

It was impossible to resist his command. He reached for me when I approached, and, hoping that physical contact would drive away the lingering fear in my heart, I slipped between his outspread arms and allowed him to pull me onto his lap. His warmth enveloped me, heavy arms cocooning me within his embrace. The muscles of his thighs bunched beneath my bottom as he leaned in to nuzzle my neck. His nose brushed over my sensitive skin first, but his lips soon followed in its wake, his five-o’clock shadow rough against my delicate skin. He leaned closer and butted my chin with his forehead, seeking greater access to my person, and I shamelessly obliged, tipping my head back to stare up at the ceiling.

The warmth of his breath paused over the vein that pulsed down the side of my neck. I was forced to close my eyes when he pressed his lips against it, fearful of what John, who remained unmoving in his corner of the couch, might see within them. Henry kept his lips there for one second, two, ten. There was no way he would miss the way my pulse tripped and tumbled in response, and I silently cursed my traitorous heart for giving me away.

My mind knew that this flirtation was just Henry's way, that he showed me such affection because he was an overtly physical person, and where John was wont to allow such displays, I had never refused them. As a consequence, all the moments in which Henry might take his lover’s hand, or shower him with teasing kisses, or wrap him bodily in a rib-cracking hug, were instead visited upon me. My rational mind knew all of this. Just as
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