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  Prologue


Cornwall, 1651 
“Come, Nicholas. Hurry up, will you? ‘Tis growing late and Mother will be furious!”
Nicholas St. Aubyn stumbled over a loose cobblestone and dropped to one knee, barely preventing himself from sprawling over the slick street. Niles, his twin, threw him a look of disgust and stalked down the narrow road. Lisette, his brother’s fiancée, shot him a sympathetic glance before she picked up her skirts and sprinted after Niles.
Scrambling to his feet, Nicholas sped after them. The cold wind that slapped his face did nothing to alleviate his aching head. His tongue felt thick and sour as if he’d just licked the bottom of a hogshead of pilchards. Oddsfish! I haven’t had that much ale, have I? Three pints? Nay—four at the most? Or five? Not five pints, surely?
Niles pushed through the crowded street, his black cloak whirling around his knees, his sword swinging at his side.
Nicholas shook his head, and the stone buildings wavered before him. I did not have five. . .I could not. . .  
Around him, the town of Camborne was closing for the night. Merchants pulled in their wares, drawing their shutters tight against the coming chill.
Despite the winter squall that had left west Cornwall drenched in an unrelenting downpour, Niles had suggested a visit to the local market to find a diversion. Nicholas fairly leapt at the chance. After an exciting year in Paris, it was unbearably dull to return home to Crowan, where his family was in mourning. ‘Twas not as if he did not grieve his father’s death. He did, but now his carefree days were over. Unlike Niles, who could return to the Sorbonne to finish his schooling, Nicholas would be shackled to St. Aubyn.
Hell. He was St. Aubyn.
Another wave of dizziness gripped him. In spite of the crowded street, Nicholas stopped and closed his eyes. Blocking out the cacophony around him, he tried to focus on standing.
“Nicholas, are you ill?” Lisette paused next to him and put a diminutive hand on his forearm.
Startled at the words, he turned to meet her ice-blue gaze.
“Nay, Lisette, he’s cup-shot. Pissing drunk!” Niles glanced back, his dark gaze raking him with contempt. “Can’t wait to see you explain this to Mother.”
“Bugger off.” As Nicholas took a step and a wave of nausea hit him. “I’ve carried you. . .few times. Besides. . .takes. . .more than. . .few pints to get me pissed. Stop.”
He shuffled to the edge of the road and sagged against the rough stone of Trelawney’s Haberdashery and tried to clear his head. This would be bloody amusing if he didn’t feel so ill. In the past year, he’d lost count of how many taverns, clubs, and inns he and Niles frequented. In all those times they’d left half-pissed, and he’d never felt this queasy and out of control. So far, he didn’t like the feeling. 
“Perhaps you need air, non?” Lisette asked. Her delicate face filled with concern. “Niles, Cheri, un moment, s’il te plaît. Come see to your brother.”
Whirling, Niles stalked back to where Nicholas leaned against the building. “You do know they punish public displays of inebriation in England, don’t you?” He raised a brow and slung one of Nicholas’s arms around one of his broad shoulders. Lisette took his other arm, and together they stumbled past carts heaped with coal. 
The narrow streets teemed with sailors, some pulling wagons of hemp, tallow, and wool. Others carried baskets of fish or struggled with big black barrels of grain as they pushed past Camborne’s pedestrians. Nicholas inhaled a bracing breath. The pungent smell of fresh fish mingling with wet wool made his stomach churn. 
“They wouldn’t dare. I’m—I’m—well. . .” He couldn’t think of what he was. At the moment he had to concentrate very hard on putting one foot in front of the other. He had to get home. Get to bed. Sleep. 
“Aye, my lord,” Niles fairly spat the words. “Fine example you’re setting too, weaving around the street like a common tradesman. Father would be disappointed.”
“Where. . .we going?” Nicholas stopped. The world spun out of control. Around him, buildings collided into one big blur. He tried to focus on his twin. Niles’s short hair stuck up in black spikes in the wind. With his sharp features, black billowing cloak, and his hair standing on end, his brother looked rather like a skinny crow.
“Down to the beach. You can get air there.”
“Not going to. . .bleedin’ beach. I want to go home!” He tried to twist free but could not seem to stand without help.
“Don’t be a fool, Nick. You can’t ride like this.” Niles pulled him onward. “‘Twill be best if you rest a bit.”
Stumbling over rough cobblestones then down a rocky path, they half-carried, half-dragged Nicholas past the dock and over to a hidden cove. The surf blew up a wet spray from the sea. The biting wind tore through him. He tried to tell them he’d forgotten his cloak and sword at the tavern but could not form the words. He was tired. More tired than he’d ever been in his life. 
They let him go. He fell to his knees, then facedown onto the shore. A briny smell filled his nostrils, and rough sand scraped his cheek. The roar of the tide rang in his ears, drowning out reality. He closed his eyes. Mayhap Niles was right. If he could sleep even for a few minutes, he’d have the strength to compose himself to make it home. The brisk air ruffled his hair and permeated his waistcoat, chilling him to the bone. 
Nicholas rolled on his back and opened his eyes. Above him, seagulls floated in the air like puppets on strings. Twilight enveloped them in a blue-violet haze, their sharp cries punctured the air, rising above muted voices around them and the roar of the sea. 
“I don’t know, Lisette! I don’t know how long it takes!” Niles’s furious shout broke through Nicholas’s stupor. Niles stood over him with Lisette hovering in the background. Etched with trepidation, their faces were a stark alabaster against the coming night. 
Nicholas tried to move, but ‘twas as if invisible ropes bound his wrists to the shore. His stomach bunched. Bloody hell! How can I be this addled from a few pints of ale? What if the ale was bad? Bollocks! His heart raced. People died from rank spirits, didn’t they?
 Yet Niles had swallowed as many pints, and he was not sick. Nicholas sucked in a deep breath. 
His brother removed his sword, squatted next to him, then leaned back on his haunches. His dark gaze roamed over Nicholas’ face. Niles reached over to put two icy fingers on the side of his neck. Shocked out of lethargy, Nicholas rolled over. Shaking with effort, he struggled to his elbows and stared hard at his twin’s pale face. Did Niles believe he was dying?
 “I want—go home. Niles—take—me—home.” He slurred the words. Fear tightened his chest, robbing his breath. He dropped his head in his arms, trying to calm himself. He was now the Earl of St. Aubyn. It wouldn’t do to show he was afraid. He tried to sit up. The world careened around him.
 “Non, you must rest.” Lisette crept beside him to fondle his hair. Nicholas squinted up at her. Her face had taken a ghostly pallor in the gloaming. She bit her lip, her blue eyes filling with careful resolve. His unease turned to full-blown panic. 
Ever since their return home, Niles had been reserved and withdrawn, almost to the point of rudeness. He’d thought ‘twas grief for their father that made him ill-tempered. Suspicion burned Nicholas’s gut along with the ale, pushing hot bile into his throat. Could it be--?
“Niles.” Nicholas shook off her hand. With Herculean effort, he sprang and tackled his twin. His disorientation threw them off balance. Nicholas fell flat against him. Under his weight, Niles wheezed. Above them, Lisette screamed. 
Nicholas pushed his arm against his brother’s throat, shaking with the force of it. “What. . .are. . .you playing at?”  
Niles gasped. “Playing at? I want to be sure you haven’t killed yourself with drink.” His defiant gaze found Nicholas’s. “Leave off, you sodding idiot. Belike I should take you home. What’s it to me if you fall off your horse and split your brains apart?” 
 “Aye, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Nicholas gave him a vicious shake. A sour taste filled his mouth. Roughly, he pushed against Niles, rolled to his side, and vomited into the sand.
Without warning, a blazing pain stung his side. Stunned, Nicholas scrambled to his feet. Lisette swayed in front of him, Niles’s sword in her hands, her face a ghostly white. 
His side throbbed. He put his hand to his ribs, feeling the sticky warmth of blood on his fingers. 
“I thought,” Lisette whispered, her eyes wide with horror. “I thought you were going to kill Niles.” 
“Lisette! Why would I—?” Disbelief spiralled through him. He stepped forward to grab her wrist. Dizzy, he tripped over the rapier and fell against her, knocking them both to the ground. 
“Niles! Mon Dieu, he is killing me!” Lisette gave him a vicious kick to the groin before she rolled away. 
Nicholas tried to stand, and another jolt of agony tore through his midsection. Shocked, he glanced down to see the blade of Niles’s rapier buried within his stomach. 
He jerked his head up and stared at his twin. 
Filled with horror, Niles’s gaze met his, his face bleached white as bone. “God’s wounds! Oh, bloody hell. Nicholas!” Niles pulled at the weapon. With a sob, he tossed it into the sea. 
 White lights danced before Nicholas’s eyes. He fell to his knees, then onto the sand. He opened his mouth and choked. The wavering outline of black sea and mist swirled around him. 
“Oh, God! I’ve killed him!” Niles’s anguished voice rose over the waves. “What have I done? ‘Twas not supposed to happen like this. I—I have to get help. I have to. . .”
A shower of sand hit Nicholas’s face. His brother’s footsteps rang in his ears. 
“But this is what we planned, cheri. You said—you said—” Lisette whispered.
Sand crunched in his ears. Nicholas caught the hem of her cloak in his hand. She hovered over him for what seemed like an eternity before she bent down, her cold gaze meeting his. Nicholas tried to speak, but the words came out a hiss. Without a word, Lisette slipped his father’s signet ring from his finger and ran after Niles.






  
  Chapter 1


March 1666 
He moved through the trees like a ghost. Silently, he crept up to the ornate wrought-iron fence that surrounded Crowan and stopped a hairsbreadth away. After fourteen years of travelling the world, Nicholas St. Aubyn had come home to a place he’d never thought to see again. Moonlight glinted off the mullioned windows, splintering into white shards over the well-kept courtyard.
 He stared at the high stone walls and ornate frieze and cornices that made up the imposing façade of the estate. Outwardly, the manse had not changed. A solid reminder of his past, it loomed over the Cornish coast, a testament to St. Aubyn strength and might.
“Come, mon ami.“ Stefan Vanier put a hand on Nicholas’s shoulder, urging him onward. “Come before we are seen.”
Nicholas threw a nervous glance back at the dark line of trees that hid their horses and clutched his blanketed bundle against his chest. His gut-churning, he turned to survey the imposing fortress. Memories flickered through his mind like fireflies, connecting the gossamer strands of his past, some vivid, others elusive. His father’s soft-spoken voice. His mother’s smile. His sister’s giggles. The grand halls and draughty rooms filled with the ghosts of St. Aubyn ancestors. 
Pushing aside the volatile images, Nicholas inhaled a bracing breath of cold air. He led Stefan through an iron gate. Like shadows, they passed through his mother’s wild garden into a woody copse of trees. A pale glow from the full moon flickered through the branches, illuminating small patches of light on the ground. Dried leaves crunched under his feet. 
In the distance, a door slammed. Nicholas halted. Next to him, Stefan stiffened, his gaze seeking his. They shouldn’t have come alone. Stefan had argued against it, but he’d never been prone to heed anyone else’s direction. He was his own man and kept his own counsel, however unwise. He’d fought hard for respect in the many incarnations he’d taken on in his life—pirate, builder, merchant, and husband. He’d done it all and excelled, and in this task, he would not fail. 
The distant voices faded. The iron fence banged against its post as a cold gust of wind jolted him back to the present. He clutched his bundle tighter, heading toward the parish.
The landscape had changed little since his youth. Every chance they had, he and Niles had come to the woods to escape their schoolroom lessons. Nicholas had cherished the absolute freedom of those stolen afternoons. His twin had rather liked to study. 
Niles. Nicholas’s throat constricted. Despite the passing years, the thought of his brother’s betrayal still held the power to wound. To cut him like no sword or lash of the cat ever had. He had no idea what Niles had told their family, or if they had searched for him at all. When he’d finally put the pieces together, he’d been months into the Mediterranean heading toward Madagascar. No one on board had believed his claim to be the Earl of St. Aubyn. In the end, he’d had no choice but to join the merchant crew who’d rescued him. 
Stefan turned, his craggy face etched with grief. “If you want help, you have only to ask.”
 “Nay, I’ll make short work of it. I need you to be on guard. I’ll not have Niles arrest me for trespassing.”
 Stefan handed him the shovel he’d taken from the ship and turned away. 
Nicholas stepped forward and made his way past the church. He glanced around the shadowy graveyard. After fourteen years, was there anyone left to mourn him? Who else had death claimed? Among the crypts and crumbling tombstones of his ancestors, two slabs of cement stood apart like ghostly specters. His father’s grave? His breath caught but he forced himself to move. At this moment, he could not give in to maudlin grief. He had returned to Crowan for one purpose and one purpose only. 
To bury his son. 
He spied an empty patch of ground underneath a tree, tucked away in a corner. Nicholas wound his way around the stone slabs, then dropped the shovel to the ground. With one hand, he thrust the blanket back. Through the trees, a slash of moonlight painted Oliver’s elfin face an alabaster white. With his eyes closed, he resembled a small marble carving of a cherub instead of the rambunctious boy who had crawled around the Defyance’s staterooms just a day before. 
Unbearable grief choked him, dropping him to his knees. One arm holding his little body, his hand fingering the silk strands of his hair. “Oliver. My precious son. I am sorry—so bloody sorry.” 
 Unshed tears clogged his throat, burning the back of his eyes. ‘Tis my fault. The unspoken words echoed his heartbeat. He’d been too impatient to escape the pious prayers and superstitious looks of Boston’s puritanical community. Escape the memory of Rachel. . .
Remembering his wife’s innocent face, Nicholas shuddered against the image. She’d bled to death delivering Oliver. He should never have taken him aboard the Defyance. Never should have let him roam the deck with only Patience beside him. 
His daughter’s pixie face flashed through his mind. Patience was very much alive in his stateroom and needed him to kiss away her nightmares. Nicholas kissed Oliver’s forehead, pulled the blanket over his face, then gently set him on the ground. Cold wind slapped Nicholas’s face, pulling him back to his task. He picked up the shovel and began to dig.
As he promised Stefan, he made short work of it. It seemed as if only minutes had passed before there was a chasm deep enough to prevent wild animals from digging through the earth. Despite the cold, sweat dripped in his eyes. He swiped the rivulets with the back of his hand. He dropped to one knee, picked up his son’s small body, and lowered it into the ground, the smell of wet earth filling his nose. He stared at the hole holding the small bundle inside and his eyes burned anew. Gritting his teeth, he pushed a mound of dirt into the opening, scattering it over the blanket. 
“A man never shows emotion. It is a weakness, and St. Aubyn’s are never weak.” His father’s advice had encouraged him through the years. He tried to practise it now, shoving away biting remorse. 
 He worked until the ground was as flat and leaf-strewn as before. He found two small sticks, stripping them of their leaves. He tore the lace from his sleeve, forming the branches into a makeshift cross. Winding the fabric around the wood, Nicholas stuck it into the ground, then stepped back to survey his handiwork. Mayhap no one would mark it, but at least he would have the satisfaction of knowing the fifth Earl of St. Aubyn lay in the family cemetery and not in some boneyard a half continent away. 
Ignoring the burn behind his eyes, he picked up the shovel and trudged up the path. Stefan stood just as he’d left him. At his approach, his friend’s swarthy face sagged with relief, and they made their way toward the manse.
In the distance, a rumble of coach wheels on cobblestones split the silence. With the jangle of braces, it came to a halt in the courtyard. Shadowy firelight from a taper flickered through the trees. Nicholas froze. Stefan stopped behind him. A high-pitched giggle rang through the air. Through the lacework of branches, a stocky boy with sandy hair ran toward the house, his red cloak streaming behind him. A small girl followed, her white gloves contrasting with the inky fabric of her clothing. 
“Give that back, Jonathan! ‘Tis mine.”
“Shan’t. Maman’ said I could have it.“ The boy glanced back.
 “Then I shall tell Pére. He will make you give it back.“ The girl followed him, ignoring the coachman’s assistance. 
“Nay, he will not! Pére said—”
“Silence! Another word and I shall have the blasted book myself!” A deep voice boomed over the squabble. A tall indiscernible figure jumped down from the coach then disappeared through the front door. 
 Niles. 
His twin was within those walls with his children, who were decidedly alive, while his own son lay underneath cold earth along with Rachel and the stolen promise of his life. Rage seeped through Nicholas, pulling him from his anguished stupor. The last time he’d heard his brother’s voice, Niles had been screaming his name. 
Images of that day rushed back with shocking clarity. His brother’s blade buried in his stomach. Lisette’s mocking sneer. The lacerating torment of Niles’s betrayal. He squinted through the latticework of yew branches, taking in the flickering tapers on the coach and the hard façade of the manse. I’ve spent the last fourteen years losing blood, sweat and skin on the high seas trying to stay alive while Niles has lived comfortably as the Earl of St. Aubyn impersonating me?
The reality of it crawled over Nicholas’s skin, seeping into him like a bone-chilling rain. His grip tightened on his sword. He was the heir. This was his house. His birthright. He might not have been in England for fourteen years, but the St. Aubyn legacy was his. Nicholas stepped toward the coach.
“Not now, mon ami.” Stefan stepped in front of him. “There will be another time.” 
“Bugger that.” Nicholas gave him a hard shove. 
“Non.“ Stefan tackled him. He grabbed Nicholas’s sword and tossed it into the underbrush. “Have a care with your temper,” Stefan growled, his knee planted hard into the small of Nicholas’s back, his fingers gripping Nicholas’s right wrist. “We cannot take the chance. D’you want to dance with the devil?” 
“Let me go,” Nicholas snarled, his hand on his scabbard. He could turn over and skewer his friend with one slice of the blade. They both knew it. “‘Tis mine, Stefan. Crowan is mine.”
“Perhaps, but now is not the time.” 
Nicholas inhaled a deep breath, trying to control his shaking. Rage surged through him, the anguish, and frustration igniting his blood. His fingers tightened on his weapon. He inhaled another breath. The squeak of braces rang through the air, and the conveyance started to move. He let out a heavy breath, forcing himself to sag against the earth. Above him, Stefan relaxed. He pushed himself off Nicholas’s back.
Nicholas leapt to his feet. Stefan was right. He had not come to reclaim his lands. After one bloody battle between his crew and the British Navy, he’d given up his dream to return. Catching the glint of metal amid the foliage in the wavering moonlight, he reached for his weapon and shoved it into his scabbard.
 What did Niles look like? What manner of man has he become? 
He followed Stefan into the courtyard and toward the bailey where they had tied their horses. A beam of light speared the St. Aubyn creed engraved above the door. 
Death before dishonour. 
He stared at it, hearing his father’s voice as if he stood next to him. He remembered his father’s proud stance, saw his mother’s devastated face as she slipped the family signet onto his finger. He swallowed a tide of anguish. He should have come sooner, but he had been a prisoner at sea. With each passing year, his early life had slipped into shadowy memory. 
Gazing at the fortress, the hard reality of it staggered him. He was the fourth Earl of St. Aubyn. His history and its legacy were Patience’s birthright. ‘Twas not Niles’s. Not Niles’s sons. It was his. His responsibility to the earldom had been ingrained in him by the time he’d left the nursery. He swiped a palm over his face. 
“Come.” Stefan gripped his shoulder, urging him onward. 
 Patience is a titled lady. She deserves to grow up among the rank and privilege of her peers rather than amid the chaos of a merchant ship. At sea, accidents happened all the time. If anything happened to Patience. . .  
Acrid fear sliced through him. The terror twisted deep, forging a blade of determination. He couldn’t lose another child to a life at sea. He wanted his daughter to run through the courtyard or sit by the hearth listening to him read to her instead of being cramped in the dingy cabin they shared. He wanted her to play with her peers instead of weaving her way through ropes and pulleys on Defyance’s deck with the cabin boy. 
Nicholas threw a glance over his shoulder. He stared at Crowan’s massive structure, his determination turning to resolve. He would find a way to regain his title and his lands for Patience’s dowry, even if he had to hang to do it.

      [image: ]                                           

One week later, Nicholas arrived in London. Dark timbered buildings leaned like drunken sailors over the dirty, cramped alleys that served as the city’s main thoroughfares. Narrow streets sloped into drains blocked by piss and horse dung. Drunks wobbled from tavern doorways, wavering like the wooden shop signs above their heads. He had heard Charles Stuart’s return to the throne had changed London from a God-fearing city to a frivolous one. Instead of the bleak, militant London Nicholas remembered, the city now pulsed with life.
Nicholas did not care about London. He wanted to meet his twin in the flesh, not just see a poor etching from the daily paper or illuminated in the dim moonlight. According to his research, Niles had succeeded to the title by special dispensation two years after his mother’s death. After graduating from Cambridge, he’d married Lisette and become a professor of Divinity at Gresham College. He held a reputation as a critic of the immoral behaviour of the king and court and lived an exemplary life full of devotion and dedication to God. ‘Twas the kind of life his father always meant for them to have. For me to have. Nicholas grimaced. He would not dwell upon what his father would have thought of him now. 
He rounded the corner, and a large pile of stone pillars and leaden windows came into view. Dismounting, Nicholas handed his horse to a linkboy, then took the stairs into the college two at a time. He strode down a long corridor lined with paintings and documents, passing students and professors. At the end of the corridor, two mahogany doors rose from floor to ceiling. He inhaled an anticipatory breath, pushed open the door, then slipped into the room’s dark confines.
 Myriad leather-bound books were stacked in tiers from floor to ceiling around the circumference of the chamber. Lit iron sconces lined a narrow walkway from the door to where row after row of wooden seats formed a small, intimate circle around a platform in the centre of the library. A group of men, all dressed in grey or sombre black, sat around a wooden table.
“The licentiousness and depravity of this court has got to stop!” A gravelly voice rang through the room. “The king has replaced the head of parliament with a man who was recommended by his mistress. His whore! Are we, the good citizens of London, to suffer the consequences of that proposal?” 
 Scanning the dim chamber for a hidden alcove, Nicholas spied a narrow ladder leading to the second tier of shelves. Judging it to be a half-story above the floor, he quietly scaled it and made his way toward the dais.
“Where have all the leaders gone? The morally upright citizens of London are stewing in penury while this king and his court continue to debase themselves in sin. Have we, the religious motivators of this country, lost our right to speak?”
A stooped little man shook his head. Long white whiskers rained down his black doublet and onto his stomach. “The king hears us not, Alexander. We need a leader, someone who is not afraid to approach our sovereign.”
“Bah! I am not afraid to approach God if need be!” Another elder shook his snowy head and pounded the table with his knobby fist.
“Aye, but Charles will not listen to ye, Matthew. Who be ye but an old physic? We need a peer.”
Each turned toward a dark figure of a man who seemed to tower above the others. His broad shoulders filled the space between the two other men beside him. He sat across from the speaker, his rugged face shadowed in the feeble light. Slowly, he leaned forward to regard each man one by one. Lines of age ringed his eyes and pulled the skin under them into dark circles, while a thin layer of fat surrounded his square jaw. 
Niles? 
Nicholas sucked in a hard breath. Once they had been so identical, no one could tell them apart. Now his twin had the look of their father at middle age. His fine baize waistcoat was flecked with gold, and his matching black doublet stretched around his widening middle. Nicholas leaned forward; his grip ferocious on the metal railing. 
How many times had he yearned to see his twin? Wanted to hear his voice? Wanted to see the look in his eyes when Niles learned Nicholas was alive? Most of all, he wanted his twin to explain how he could put his love for Lisette above his loyalty to his family. At fifteen the two of them had been inseparable. Had Niles been consumed by jealousy over my inheritance, or was it Lisette’s ambition? 
He’d asked that question for fourteen years. Now seeing his brother seated at a table as an esteemed member of society, the reality hit Nicholas with brute force. He clutched the railing hard to prevent himself from leaping down in front of Niles to demand answers. Images of what should have been his flashed through his mind. Holidays in Cornwall. A position at Westminster. A son that still lived. . .
“Nay, do not look to me to go to court.” Niles’s venomous voice filled the room, piercing Nicholas’s grief. “Evil permeates that place like the sour stench of the death carts. How dare you be so bold?”
“Do not lecture me, my lord. How can you condemn Charles Stuart after what he has done for you? How is it you still have your lands while so many others loyal to Cromwell lost theirs?”
“I care naught for his benefaction. I will not lower myself to the standards of the court!” Niles smacked a crown on the table. “The king hides the queen behind castle walls and parades his whore before the whole of London. Do you think I take pride in knowing an adulterer leads our nation? God will not bless a nation so entrenched in decay. How can you not call London cursed? Remember the plague this summer past? Our war with the Dutch? Even the king of France tires of the king’s duplicity!”  
Murmurs echoed Niles’s sentiment.
“If Charles Stuart restored my lands, ‘twas because they were taken from my father for a crime he did not commit. I will grant Charles reprieve for one thing. He values loyalty and truth above all else. Gentleman, truth will come to light. Loyalty reaps its own rewards. ‘Tis quoted in Holy Scripture that God reviles idleness as much as murder, and our court is idle much.”
Revulsion spread through Nicholas. Does God bless a brother who attempted to murder his own flesh and blood? Had he brought his pistol, he would have shot Niles where he sat.
“From the taverns to the playhouses, people spend their time in drunken lassitude eschewing the words of our Lord to embrace the licentiousness of the courtiers. Children beg on the streets, and we, the God-fearing people of London, are expected to support them. I am not a supporter of Charles Stuart, nor will I venture into his world.” Niles stood. “Gentlemen, if you desire to take our sovereign to task, so be it, but do not look to me to do so. Petition the House of Lords. I have other things to see to.” Niles stood, shoved himself back from the table, and strode from the chamber.
Nicholas strode to the ladder, taking the metal rungs two at a time. He ran the length of the hallway and once outside, inhaled gulps of air, needing to quell the nausea roiling through him. 
Christ’s blood! What gave Niles the right to be so pious? How dare he be so sanctimonious? Bloody hypocrite. Blind with rage, Nicholas headed down the rain-slicked road. 
I’ll kill the bastard. Wait for him in the shadows. Skewer him with one thrust. 
Nay, that is the coward’s way. Niles had always been the first to cry truce at the end of a wrestling match or an argument. He would never have lived through the floggings Nicholas had survived over the years. From the looks of it, his twin wouldn’t have the guts to stay alive. 
Nicholas turned down College Street. Cold wind clawed his face, yet he didn’t feel the chill. For years, he’d lived for revenge. It had consumed him until he married Rachel. Then he had entrenched himself in a Puritanical world and clung to an uneasy peace. Now there would be no Rachel to stop him with her solemn looks or quotes of scripture. 
Now he would shadow Niles. Take everything he valued, expose Niles as the hypocrite he’d become. He would show his twin how betrayal stole a man’s trust until there was no one left to believe in. How bitterness stained a man’s heart until there was nothing left but acidic rage. By the time he finished with his twin, he would see Niles on his knees begging him for forgiveness. 









  
  Chapter 2


April 1666 
Applause echoed through the dim theatre to swirl over the stage in a wild crescendo. Across from Isobel Montigue, William D’Avenant, the manager and director of the Duke’s Theatre, beamed.
“Rehearsals begin at eight sharp. I tolerate no laziness from any actress, no matter how—“ he took a step closer. His dark gaze roved over her body and settled on her breasts, ”—talented.”
Isobel did not mistake the look in his eyes. It was one she knew well—one she could handle. In spite of her title and what society expected from a widow approaching her middle years, she had won the starring role in D’Avenant’s new play over fierce competition from veteran actors Bab Knipp and Moll Davis. 
“Aye, sir, you can expect nothing but punctuality from me. This I promise you.” She gave him a deep curtsy and waved to her best friend Harry, who sat in the front row with a furious scowl on his narrow face.
“So, tell me, Killigrew.” D’Avenant eyed Harry. “How is it that this jewel you bring to me does not play upon your father’s stage? He is not one to let a pretty face walk away. I would know the whole of it. I’ll not have him beating upon my door saying I cheated him.”
“Sir D’Avenant.” Isobel cast Harry a pleading glance before she scurried over and placed a hand on the director’s satin-covered arm. He pivoted toward her, his puzzled frown softening. “His father would not have me because of the circumstances.” The insinuation, even used as a ruse, heated Isobel’s cheeks. Below her, Harry’s strangled groan echoed throughout the chamber. 
“Ah, I see.” Understanding flashed in D’Avenant’s dark eyes accompanied by a speculative gleam. “Well then, Mistress Fontaine, I shall consider myself very lucky indeed. And to you Master Killigrew, my felicitations.” He bowed toward Harry then turned away.
Isobel blew Harry a kiss before joining her fellow actors on the sidelines. All the players had been picked except the role of Alceste. As the leading lady, she would need a leading man. She glanced at the line of hopefuls milling around the left side of the stage. At seven and twenty, she was finally getting her chance to prove that she could be a fine actress.
“D’Avenant,” Harry called from the pit, his blond periwig a beacon in the shadows. He strode toward the stage with a graceful elegance Isobel knew he’d copied from the aristocracy. His blue eyes met hers before flickering to where the director stood.
 The man whirled toward Harry, annoyance plain on his wizened face. “Aye, Killigrew? I have no time to tarry here. Be off with you or be silent.”
“I understand, but I should like to have a word with Lady Iso—“
Isobel stifled a gasp. He had almost given the director her real name.
“My lady,” Killigrew amended, shooting her a killing glare.
“Perchance it will wait. I have rehearsals at noon and a play at three.” D’Avenant glared.
“Harry shan’t bother you anymore. I shall be a moment and then he’ll be gone.” Isobel laced her arm through Harry’s. She pulled him past the staring actors, out the back door into the alley. Bright sunlight hit her face. She shivered as April’s cold wrapped around her bare arms.
“Harry, will you go away? I don’t need a protector. ‘Tis broad daylight and no one will think of ravishing me. Isn’t Jean lonely? I shan’t have her furious with me for keeping you. I’m fine.”
“Nay. When I promised your brother I would keep an eye on you, I don’t think he imagined you’d run off to Lincoln’s Inn Fields to act. You are a lady, Isobel Montigue. Do you think the Duke of York will not notice when he walks through that door? What say you then, La Belle Fontaine? Ha! ‘Tis a scandal you’ll have, and your brother will flay me.“ Harry crossed his arms, giving her an obstinate glare.
“For your information, I requested an audience with the duke, and he thought it a splendid idea. If all I had to worry about was my reputation, I should be so blessed. You know what this court thinks of me, and I care naught for that.” Isobel tossed her head, the old anger simmering her blood. “Besides, the king and his court are away from the city ’til June. You are grieved that I claimed to be your mistress. You don’t want to lose Jean.”
“Aye, and if she hears the rumours, she’ll leave me for sure. My mistress? Are you mad? When we were attached, you were terrified someone would find out. Now you announce to the world that we are—“ He stopped, his eyes filling with regret. “Oh, bugger, Izzy, I forget myself.”  
“Oh, Harry.” Isobel caught his hand. “You can always speak plainly with me. You know I will do nothing to hurt your relationship with Jean. I’ll come and explain it to her myself.”
“But the gossip—“ His solemn gaze roved over her face. 
“The gossip will be four years too late, in any case.” She gave him a small smile. 
“But—“ 
 She reached out and put a finger on his lips. She knew what he wouldn’t say. Once again, she’d be a target, fodder for the vicious tongues of the courtiers. How could she, a widow with no hope of marriage, act like a common strumpet and run off to be a player on the stage? Hadn’t she heaped enough scandal upon her family? Familiar bitterness ran though her, and she lifted her chin. “Nay, I am past caring. What haven’t they said? I have no more room to hurt.” 
Desolation flashed in Harry’s eyes. 
She shivered again. “What shall I do with myself? Sit and stare out the window and wait for a dream that will never come? I don’t want to grow old without tasting life. The plague taught me much, and I am fair tired of squandering my days on a fantasy I’ll never have.”
She reached out to touch his cheek and his skin tensed beneath her fingers. The wind blew again, scattering bits of rubbish at her feet. 
“Please, Harry. ‘Tis the chance of my life to prove I can do something worthwhile. I want to count for something. I do not wish to be dependent upon Devon, and I am not ready to be an old maiden aunt. The play opens mid-May. I’ll be La Belle Fontaine ’til mid-summer, then I’ll go home to Broadmoor. May I have your blessing?” She searched his sombre gaze. Despising the sympathy she saw there, she dropped her hand. 
He caught her fingers in his. “Of course, you have it. You always have it, but have you thought of everything?” He cast a sudden suspicious glance around the alley. “What if Comte Limeaux returns to England? What if—“
 “Nay, do not think it. ‘Tis been eight years since I’ve seen my husband’s family. I’ve served the queen for the past four. If my husband’s brother wanted to see me, he could have requested an audience at Whitehall, which he has never done. As far as I know, he is still in Paris with his mother. ‘Tis why I took the name Belle Fontaine. He will never think to look for me at the theatre. With my brother gone, belike I am safer here than at court.” 
The last time Isobel had seen Robert Montigue, it had been on a cold, drizzly morning in Hyde Park when he’d crumpled to the ground as a result of her brother’s pistol. Isobel shuddered at the memory.
 “But Devon is on holiday. What if he tries to find you?” 
Fear slid through her, sending a spate of goosebumps to pepper her skin. Shivering, Isobel pushed it away. “I’m tired of hiding. I’m tired of being a prisoner in my own home. I need to do something. The play runs for two months. After it is done, I’ll return home and lock myself within my bedchamber until my brother returns, I vow it.”
Harry caught her hand and brought it to his lips. “I’ll have your promise on that.”
“Aye, you do.” His warm breath caressed the back of her hand. Where would she be without Harry? Once, he had been her salvation, now he was her best friend. 
“Besides, you will be there to protect me, shan’t you?” Isobel tried a smile, knowing if Robert Montigue turned his attention to her, no one but the king could save her. 
“Aye.” Harry shuffled his feet.
At his look of discomfiture, she hugged him. The door opened and D’Avenant peered out of the crack. Despite catching them in an embrace, his face showed no emotion. “Mistress, you vowed ten minutes past you would not keep me waiting.”
 Isobel broke away from Harry, old ghosts and terrors replaced by burgeoning excitement. She was going to act. “I will send ’round my cards when I get them. I let a flat on Bridges Street.”
She blew him a kiss and followed D’Avenant through the maze of props that made up the backstage. 
“We are exceptionally lucky. Lord St. Aubyn has invested a great deal of blunt into this project. He has just voiced his wish to play Alceste. I am not sure if you’ve had contact with the nobility before. On stage, be assured he will treat you with the utmost respect. Off stage, you will defer to his consequence.”
Lord St. Aubyn? Isobel tripped over a loose rope lying on the floor. She stopped and stared at D’Avenant. “A peer of the realm?” She hated the way the words came out. Panicky. She searched her memory for a St. Aubyn at court. No one came to mind. 
“Aye.” D’Avenant stopped and eyed her curiously. “He has taken an unusual interest in the arts. Philosophy is his hobby. With the subject matter of the play being so apropos to today’s society, he thought he would try his hand at acting. A diversion, he called it. 
“Remember, mistress, our place is not to question the ways of the nobility. Ours is to entertain them. He has been on the sidelines watching the auditions, and now you’ve kept him waiting on stage.”
“He did not ask specifically for me?” Isobel asked, afraid she’d been caught at her ruse before it had begun.
“Nay, but he did not disapprove either.” D’Avenant led her onto the stage. It seemed the light from the tapers glowed less bright than before. He thrust the playbook into her hands and stepped back into the shadows.
“Read, Mistress Fontaine. Read.”
Isobel wiped a sweaty palm on her skirt. She was barely able to see in the shadows. She squinted at the scrawled handwriting on the paper. Not daring to look up, she started to read. Her voice came out a high-pitched squeak. She slanted a glance upward and sucked in a deep breath. 
From the inky hair falling past his broad shoulders over his satin doublet and matching shirt, the man brought night to life. Even his shirt and waistcoat held the colour of a raven blending into the satin cut of his breeches. Her stomach clenched and the book dipped in her fingers. Not daring to look at his face, Isobel swallowed hard, gazed at the book, and started again, her words coming out a timid whisper.
“Surely you can do better than that,” D’Avenant interrupted. 
Heat crept over her face. The paper in her hands turned damp. St. Aubyn stood a full head taller than she did. She stared at the tanned patch of skin showing through the dark laces of his shirt, afraid to move. Her name and reputation hung on a glance. It doesn’t matter if he recognises me. It does not! After all, hadn’t she just trivialized her reputation five minutes past? She was no coward, nor a hypocrite. She took a deep breath and raised her eyes to his.
Thick black eyebrows curved over deep-set obsidian eyes and slanted into a vee at the bridge of his aquiline nose. His gaze held a hint of curiosity and nothing more. She blew out an uneven breath and flashed him a brilliant smile.
He nodded at her and then glanced down at the paper, rereading his lines. His voice rang rough into the empty chamber. Isobel regarded the jet strands of hair brushing against the elegant cut of his cheekbones and how they glistened in the taper light. His wide forehead spoke of intelligence, and his square chin was dark with stubble. She had seen handsome men before; the beautiful flocked to court. Yet surely among the sea of pampered, vice-laden faces, she would have remembered one so ruggedly masculine? Tension cracked through her, catching her breath. Dear life! His shoulders block the view of the pit. Even through the fabric, she marked the hard outline of muscle underneath. 
He slanted a glance at her. With a start, she realised he was waiting for her to respond. She had no idea what he’d read. Another hot flush stung her cheeks.
“Pray excuse me, my lord. Can we start again?”
“Certainly.” A hint of a smile played around his lips as he reread the lines. Behind him, D’Avenant sighed.
She did what the role called for. She played the coquette. She played the petulant yet unaffected lover, playing to his brooding looks and the restless way he stalked her like a cat toying with a mouse. Throwing herself into the role, she matched him word for word, wit for wit. She was Celimene, and he was her lover.
“I must answer the summons,” St. Aubyn read the lines, gesturing with the playbook. He shot her a quick glance, then back at the script. “I will see you anon.”
“Adieu, mon cher, adieu.” Isobel nodded. Because the scene required it, she wound her arms around his thick neck and gave him a long, lingering kiss.



      [image: ]Nicholas tasted mint, and his body turned to stone. Boldly, her tongue caressed his lips. Mayhap ‘twas only a second before she cast him an impish smile, then danced away in a burgundy swirl of silk and lace. Lust shot through him, stealing his breath. Thunderous applause echoed around the chamber, marking the occasion.
“Beautiful! Exquisite!” D’Avenant bounded toward them.
The actress, Belle-something-or-other, flushed and dropped into a curtsy that would put any highborn lady to shame. She was beautiful, damned beautiful, and it had been a long, long time since a woman had caught his eye. Before his marriage, Nicholas had entertained dozens of women. Dark, fair, exotic. . .He tore his gaze from the French lace outlining the curve of her generous breasts, focusing on her heart-shaped face. Fine-boned and delicate, the slope of her cheeks brought to mind the highborn nobles that graced the great courts of Europe. Ebony brows arched delicately over wide leonine eyes that sparkled with triumph.
“My lord.” D’Avenant’s rushed to him, his wizened visage awash in pleasure. “You are indeed a born player. It would be an honour in the highest degree if you were to play upon my stage. You did say you’d take the part?”
Nicholas hesitated. He’d planned to frequent the theatre enough to cause Niles’s reputation to be questioned. He glanced around the stage, noting the shock on Thomas Betterton’s face. Unwittingly, his gaze locked with Belle’s. Scepticism painted her face before she tossed her head and looked away. 
He surveyed the dark swirl of hair tumbling over her slim shoulders like a maiden’s. No frizz and side curls for her. The dark strands brushed her pert derrière and his breath caught. Wouldn’t she make the part interesting? He gazed again at the generous amount of creamy flesh spilling over her chemise. Aye, she certainly would.
But he had to keep his wits about him. Yesterday, his past came up to bite him. Hard. Now he had his own ghosts to explore, yet impersonating Niles on stage would shred his twin’s holier-than-thou credibility in a thrice. Belike his brother would be forced to abdicate his position at the college, not to mention—Nicholas gave the actress another speculative glance. What damage he could do to Niles’s marriage by being seen with her. 
D’Avenant’s face fell. “If not, I understand. Thomas—“
“‘It would be my pleasure.” Nicholas shrugged, ignoring his better judgment. He’d played with chance before and survived. 
“Thank you, my lord.” D’Avenant smiled and pivoted toward Betterton. “Thomas, you shall be his second if my lord becomes indisposed. Let’s try that scene with you, eh?” 
Nicholas retreated to the shadows; a group of actors clustered in front of him. Was D’Avenant so desperate for an audience that he would try his luck on an unskilled peer? Mayhap. Desperation made a man do strange things. Like his own mad plan for Niles. Nicholas being in the theatre would have caused his father an apoplexy, not to mention all the other horrors he had committed. Lust was the lesser of them.
 He leaned against the wall, unconsciously erecting a barrier between himself and the other players. No one disturbed him. Not the men checking the lighting or stagehands arguing over the props. Even the other players had taken the opposite corner to read.
Again, his gaze fell on Belle. Her full lips curved into a pretty pout. She sauntered across the stage with the hypnotic sway of a practised courtesan, laying long, tapered fingers on Betterton’s arm. She was tall for a woman. Tall enough that they stood in equal height. Tall enough that she hadn’t needed to stand on tiptoe for their kiss. In truth, he simply hadn’t expected his fellow thespian to be so accomplished or so ravishing. 
 “My lord!” D’Avenant swung toward him, breaking his reverie. He motioned Nicholas forward. “Mayhap you can break their impasse. You see, Thomas thinks Alceste is a bit weary of life and is playing him thus. Mistress Fontaine sees him as a bitter cynic. What say you?”
Nicholas shrugged. He had read the play more than once and ignored Stefan’s rather pointed barb that Stefan’s uncle had penned Alceste with Nicholas in mind. He ambled toward the players, his gaze holding Mistress Fontaine’s. Her eyes sparked with challenge.
 “To be fair, I would say both. He is weary with life. He has grown disillusioned with mankind in general. He sees Celimene as someone who can save him—“
“Nay, he wants to possess her,” Belle interrupted with a toss of her head. “Like one values a prize spaniel. ‘Tis a jealous love. He does not love her like she wants to be loved. He does not value love for love’s sake. He does not believe it is a concrete emotion, my lord.”
“And you do?” He raised a brow.
A tell-tale red burned her cheeks. “I am merely suggesting that Alceste, in his disenchantment and frustration with life, would like to keep her as a talisman. He wants to have an illusion of love since he cannot grasp the true emotion. I am not Celimene, my lord, and nay, I do not. Love is for fools.”
“Or the very lucky.” The girl next to Mistress Fontaine interjected. Nicholas glanced at her, taking in her wide green eyes and the smattering of freckles across her pert nose. She was passingly pretty but held none of Mistress Fontaine’s glittering sophistication.
“Mayhap what we need is a dialogue on the play itself?” D’Avenant suggested.
“‘Tis a very philosophical play,” Betterton said. “We could meet this evening at Grey’s Inn and discuss it over a few pints.”
“This eve? I cannot, I am moving today. Tomorrow, mayhap. . .” Mistress Fontaine trailed off at D’Avenant’s look of disbelief.
“How ’bout half-past eight? I trust, mistress, you shall be settled by then?” D’Avenant raised a brow and spun toward Nicholas. “What about you, my lord? Shall you be able to join us? That is, if such short notice would not importune you?”
 “I will rearrange my schedule.” Anticipation flooding him, Nicholas nodded. How long will it be before Niles hears about my part in the production? ‘Twas unlikely his twin had ever visited a taproom, public house, or theatre. He’d become puritan to the bone.
D’Avenant flashed a dazzling smile. “Then it is settled. Grey’s Inn. Tonight. Half-past eight.”
Nicholas turned to leave. He had business to see to.
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  Chapter 3


Nicholas spotted Stefan instantly. His towering height and brawny frame stood out among the throng of merchants, mountebanks, and costermongers crowding the narrow street that made up the market of Billingsgate. Stefan looked like a harassed father. Noting the small whirlwind at his feet, Nicholas guessed he felt like one. 
Patience hopped from foot to foot, singing a rhyme, oblivious to the dark looks and uneasy glances cast her way.
“Ring around the rosy, pocket full of posy. Ashes, ashes, we all fall down!”
With the last word, his dramatic daughter feigned a dead faint and fell into an undignified heap at Stefan’s feet, her hair a fan of ebony over his boots.
“Get up! Stop it now!” Stefan barked. Through the crowd, his gaze caught Nicholas’s, and his swarthy face sagged with relief. 
Laughing, he shouldered his way toward them until he stood behind his daughter. 
“Aye, listen to Stefan, poppet, for ‘tis not a proper way for a lady to act.” At the sound of his voice, Patience jumped up, and he swung her into his arms. Her sea-green eyes met his. The same eyes that reminded him of her mother every time he saw them.
“Stefan took me to see the tigers. Tigers, Papa!” She clapped her chubby hands, then threw her arms around his neck.
“Good for you!” He moved closer to his friend, who clutched a leather-bound ledger, and a few rolled up graphs. “Have you been good for Stefan?” 
“Good.” Stefan grimaced. “Good enough to get us skewered with that ditty just now. ‘Tis a song of the plague. Signals the first sign of sickness—rosy rings on the arm and chest, then the cough—“
“I was not aware of that.” He gave Patience a little bounce on his arm. “Hear that, sweeting? ‘Tis not a nice verse. Let’s not sing that again ’til we leave London.”
“But it’s so much fun falling down!” Her lower lip stuck out in a show of protest. Nicholas bit back a laugh and tousled her hair.
“Mayhap you should explain, non?“ Stefan grinned.
He shrugged and motioned to the ledger in Stefan’s hand. “How did you fare? Were the English game?”
“Well enough.” Stefan switched to French, and they turned toward the wide entrance of the Exchange.
“This war with France has hurt England financially. ‘Tis said Charles Stuart runs the country on promissory notes funded by his courtiers. Trade for the past year has been difficile and imports non-existent. Everyone is scrambling for anything coming in, especially tobacco and sugar. There are those who are trying to find a way to fund exports—legally or otherwise. ‘Twould be good for business if we could see a way to it—if you know what I mean.”
Nicholas nodded. They could employ the Levant Company and fund the run with their own coffers, run supplies through their own warehouses, charge double for the merchandise on return, and blame it on the price of doing business. They could make a tidy sum in a short amount of time. He would have to belabour the details, but it might work. He gave Stefan a considering glance. 
“Tis been a year since we’ve been to Le Havre, and that doesn’t sit well. Aye, Patience, I see the pretty ladies.” He glanced at his daughter who pointed at two women in the height of fashion. Switching back to French, he turned to Stefan. “I found a file regarding the Black Gryphon in the Naval office. The tales of treason we heard are true.”   
“Le Diable!” Stefan scowled. “Treason my arse. It’s been eight years since Ceylon, and ‘twas not as if we killed those men on purpose. They attacked us, remember?” 
Nicholas shot him a warning glance. Despite the fact that they stood next to a bantering fish vendor amid a throng of shoppers all loudly vying for the catch of the day, they could not afford to be overheard. “‘Tis no matter, the file is still there.”
 Stefan glanced around the busy street before lowering his voice. “How thick can the cursed file be? Most of our acquisitions had naught to do with the English, Ceylon notwithstanding.”
“I doubt they see it the same. It does not matter a whit if it was for a righteous cause. They were English ships. We helped ourselves to their merchandise.” He thrust back the memory of that day’s horrific slaughter. At his command, one hundred fifty of the Royal Engagement‘s crew had been left for shark bait off the Caribbean coast.
Afterward, the name of the Black Gryphon had been whispered up and down the coast of New England. The bloodthirsty tales had quickly spread across the waters of the Atlantic. In the following years, he and his crew had gained advantageous alliances while eluding capture, securing a fortune for himself and his men. It had been exciting and fantastic, but that part of his life was over, replaced by sober respectability as a textile merchant. 
“‘Tis not you they hunt for, Stefan. Why think you I never traded with England? If it weren’t for Oli—“ The word stuck in his throat. He inhaled a deep breath before slowly letting it out. “Well, I would not be here.”
I would not have seen Niles. I would not know what I missed. Avoiding his friend’s eyes, he surveyed the booth in front of him, taking in the various types of fish, their shiny scales on display for the masses.
“Are we having fish for dinner, Papa? All we eat is fish. May we have something else?” Patience’s snub nose wrinkled.
“We’ll have kidney pie, then.” Nicholas gave her a smile and turned away from the booth. 
Stefan followed him into the street. “In truth, we don’t know if the English have anything linking The Black Gryphon name to yours.” Stefan moved to let a woman pass, her arms full of packages. 
Nicholas snorted. “The English are notorious for their documentation. Remember Boston? Despite what you think, I have no desire to play with the hangman. I need to obtain that file and make that little piece of English history disappear before I take St. Aubyn. I cannot risk petitioning the king until that file is gone. The Naval office itself is easy enough to get into. I’ll pay another visit to sort out the place.”
 “If you are caught, you shall make a pretty death of it, mon ami.“ Stefan glared. “Perchance I should clap you in irons ’til you come to your senses.”
 “Down, Papa!” Patience gave him a swift kick in his thigh. “Isn’t fair! You and Stefan always talk business. See the candy, Papa?” 
She pointed to a makeshift stall across the lane where a tubby merchant stood, the fat on his arms jiggling as he draped brightly coloured ribbons hung with candied fruit over a wooden hanger. Clustered around his table were the old and young, their hungry gazes captured by the juicy confections. ‘Twas a rich man’s treat, and no doubt he’d let Patience relieve him of several shillings before they left. She wiggled out of his grasp. He grabbed her hand, and together they crossed the narrow street to the booth. Elbowing his way to the front, he gestured for three of the brightest ones hanging from the ribbon and paid for three. He gave one to Patience, then headed back into the square. 
“To sweeten your words, my friend.” He handed a sticky ribbon to Stefan. 
Stefan scowled at the confection. Taking a bite, he continued his rant. “You play with your life, mon ami, and hers, as well. You have a life! Perchance it does not carry a title, but it is honest work and sufficiently lines our pockets. What of the business? What of the Defyance? D’you mean to let everything go for this madness of yours?” 
“Aye,” Nicholas snarled, meeting Stefan’s gaze. “You are apt enough to take care of the Defyance. You ran the business in Boston; no doubt you can do it again. I would not be where I am without you, Stefan, nor would I have acquired so much in such a short time. I owe you my life.”
Stefan’s face reddened and he shot him a dark look. 
Nicholas urged Patience past a colourful flower display, pausing as Stefan caught up with them. “Mayhap I have lost all reason, but Patience is a lady. Why should she be ferreted between seaports when she could be safe in the country learning sewing or whatever ladies of her station learn? ‘Tis her birthright Niles is robbing her of. Give me one good reason I shouldn’t ruin the bastard. As to impersonating him, mayhap my hair is longer, but we have the same eyes and bearing, though he has run to fat. Belike I’ll not fool Lisette and close acquaintances, but I will fool the masses. 
“God’s balls!” Nicholas rounded on his friend. “I have shadowed him for a month and have little to show for it. Chance has stolen his correspondences and intercepted his solicitors, yet Niles does nothing but hide in Gresham’s hallowed walls and spew treason in the House of Lords. Christ’s blood, the man has no backbone to apply his convictions. If it’s treason he wants to be hanged for, then I shall be happy to help him attain it.” 
“Oui but have a care. Do not forget you are in London. ‘Tis said even the walls have eyes. You shouldn’t want to meet that fate.“ Stefan pointed to the entrance of the Exchange where two glistening skulls perched on pikes on top of the wooden entrance. 
Nicholas flashed a grim smile at his friend. “As for walls, when there is a meeting between my brother and me, ‘twill be before the king. Why think you I chose the theatre to have him seek me out?”
“Don’t cozen me, Nicholas. It hasn’t been just the theatre. Sneaking in and out of his house will only hurry you to Tyburn. You are either mad or a fool. I haven’t decided which.”
Nicholas shrugged. It was easy enough to do in the dead of the night with the kitchen window left open. So far, he’d managed it twice, retrieving some silver from a closet and a fine iron pot. Mayhap not enough to give him satisfaction, yet it was gratifying to know that he hadn’t lost his touch. “Belike if I happen upon a maid, she will think it’s my brother wandering the halls. I’ll be savvy enough, no worries. Leave Chance with me. Sail to Portugal and pay Silva a visit. Let him know we’re back and check our supplies. The man has always skimmed more gold for himself than he should. Let him know we’re aware of it before I return and lesson him on stealing from his employer.”
 “Papa! The cherry candy has real cherries—oh, look!” Patience gave a fierce tug on his sleeve. “The birds! I must see them!” She darted between them and raced down the street.
“Patience! Come back here!”
A team of horses pushed past, pulling a wagon filled with cherubic-faced children waving from inside. On the curb, Patience paused, waved back, and dashed across the thoroughfare into the path of an oncoming coach and four. Terror shot through him, and he shoved past two gentlemen in black breeches and large hats. Ignoring their outrage, he shouldered through the crowd, his gaze never leaving the top of her head. 
“Patience, I said wait!” 
He caught up to her outside Mason’s Haberdashery and Sweet Shop. Two women stood just inches apart, haggling over a bag of fine sugar, their furious shrieks rising above the clamour. Above their heads, three yellow canaries fluttered in a gilded cage. The harried bespectacled merchant paced before them, his gaunt face a picture of nervous misery. Ignoring the women’s loud quarrel, Patience stopped in front of them, her head tilted upward, her fascinated gaze locked on the feathered creatures.
“Patience, I shall give you a thrashing—“ Nicholas tripped on a loose stone. He fell against a full-figured blonde, knocking the wrapped bundles from her arms. Boxes tumbled into the street willy-nilly, settling between the refuse-covered cobblestones. Stefan nearly crashed into them from behind. His chest heaving, he dropped to the ground, gathering as many packages as he could, panic still making his legs shake. 
“Papa, can I have a bird?”  
“Non, you cannot!“ Stefan answered for him. “I will not have any extra creatures on our ship. The mice are bad enough!”
With his arms full, Nicholas stood, schooling his face from annoyance to regret. The woman still knelt at his feet, her back to him. A few blonde strands broke loose from her coiffure to blow in the wind. The gold lace edging her blue velvet cloak dripped into the mud. She rose unsteadily on her feet and pivoted to face him.
“Why Niles, what are you—“ Cornflower blue eyes roamed over his features and widened. Her skin leached into the hue of blanched parchment.
His breath caught. Methodically, he compared her features against the ones he remembered. She had the same pert nose and dimpled chin; the slow, guileless smile albeit in a chubbier face. Nicholas blew out a breath. The din around him receded into a distant hum. The retrieved packages fell once again into the mud. Small, jewelled fingers reached up to finger the folds of her cloak. Her thin lips parted, and she took a step back.
 “Greetings, Lisette. Been a while, hasn’t it?” He gave her a slow menacing grin. One that had terrified countless men and had been their last glimpse of him before he’d sent them to hell. Screaming, she whirled. Pushing through the crowded street, she disappeared around the corner.
“Papa, Stefan won’t let me have a bird!” Patience tugged at his elbow. “Did that lady give you her packages?”
Nicholas stared at his brother’s wife. Fourteen years narrowed into yesterday. Lisette had been a beauty. A girl with enough lineage and property to further his father’s ambitions. A girl with just enough innocence to make Niles believe in her purity, and enough experience to hint at the promise of paradise. 
She’d been a viper in disguise. 
The old hatred flared bright. He’d marked the fine cut of her clothing; the glittering gold rings on her fingers. Those rings should be mine to give to Patience. Stefan’s hand fell on his shoulder, and Nicholas shrugged it off. Rage burned and pricked his skin. ‘Twas the same feeling he always had before battle.
“I’m sorry, Papa. I shan’t run again.” Patience stared up at him, her eyes brimming with tears. He stared
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