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      Before immersing yourself into the world of The Royals of Avalone, please allow me to give you some information that will help your experience a little.

      The island nation of Avalone resides within the middle of the Atlantic Ocean and is tied loosely to Europe after it broke from English rule in the 1500s. However, it prefers to be self-sufficient, only forming trade deals where it absolutely must, and forgoing any involvement in other nation’s military matters. While they are a very insular nation, they hold a particular dislike for their British cousins.

      Due to their desire not to be reliant on other nations, Avalone uses the Gold Standard for their economy. Therefore, their money is valued differently to those who use the Dollar Standard.

      In Avalone they use  bits, slivers, and crowns, with 100 bits making 1 sliver, and 100 slivers making 1 crown.

      A crown is worth 1 gram of gold, so the wealthy citizens of Avalone will often refer to having gold over having money. This is important to note, as at the time of writing the series (2019) 1 gram of gold is currently worth approx. £45.00 GB or $60.00 US. This means that having a million crowns is not the same as having a million pounds or dollars! This is something to keep in mind when reading… This is a very wealthy nation, and these are very, very wealthy people!

      For more information and history of Avalone, please visit www.evdarcy.com.

      Enjoy!
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      Lady Henrietta Constantine Snape, twenty-fourth in line for the Crown of Avalone, swirled her drink with her straw as she stared at the twisting oranges, reds, and yellows of the juices that did nothing to hide the liberal quantities of alcohol the bar owner had poured into the bottom of her glass.

      Flicking her finger at the paper umbrella, she scowled at the wasted pieces of fruit mixed between the ice. Although the juices in the drink were also a waste; they were slowing down her quest to get a nice fuzzy feeling to forget all about her sisters and their problems.

      Bitches wouldn’t know a real problem if it slapped them in the face. Alexandra wanting to be a queen—although Hattie wasn’t sure she didn’t already have something up her sleeve from the way she spoke at Victoria’s wedding—Philippa worrying over her business, the most successful accountancy firm in the country, and Victoria… Yeah, okay Victoria had problems with Cormac almost being killed at Christmas. But she needed to stop stressing about the lack of a baby.

      She rolled her eyes at herself in the mirror over the bar. Perfect bloody Victoria. Somehow, she’d managed to find a great guy in the weirdest of circumstances, paying him to marry her, and then falling totally and utterly in love with him. And he with her! But it wasn’t enough, the baby that would ensure Victoria control over her share of their inheritance was eluding them. Why she was fretting, Hattie didn’t know. After all, things always seemed to work out for Victoria. She’d have a baby in no time if she just stopped thinking about it.

      Well, that and telling her three sisters to hurry up about getting their own inheritance sorted. Hattie wasn’t bothered; no, she didn’t want the money being bestowed on her grandfather—something her father had put in to encourage them all up the aisle, she’d bet—but she didn’t need the money.  When she worked, she was well paid. She owned her home outright, and she had no plans of ever having children. There wasn’t a deep-seated need within her to start a family; the mere idea of wiping a kid’s nose—or worse, an arse!—churned her stomach, and the thought of something latching on to her breasts to be fed—

      Her hand flew to her mouth automatically as her body threatened to vomit over the shiny bar.

      ‘Everything okay with your drink, my lady?’ the far handsomer and much younger bartender asked as he wiped down the counter with a cloth. She forced a smile to her lips, before wrapping them around the straw and sucking, long and slow. The man’s eyes dropped to watch, and she ensured she caught the last drop off the straw with her tongue before she sat back.

      ‘Perfect,’ she purred. She wouldn’t mind him sucking her breasts. The bartender made to say something in return when someone jumped up on the stool next to her.

      ‘Fancy meeting you here,’ a familiar, deep voice rumbled in her ear.

      ‘Back in town, Jensen?’ she said, turning her barstool to face the new arrival. She cocked her head to one side; the suit was certainly a new look for her beach loving friend, whose usual attire consisted of flip-flops and shorts. His calves were probably wondering why the hell they were covered for the first time in over a decade.

      ‘How’d you know it was me? Everyone else thought I was Roman,’ he said with a pout as she met his amber eyes. Sighing, she raised her brows, silently asking him to get real. ‘Ah, I should’ve known I’d never be able to fool you.’ He shifted on his stool to face the bar and waved for the young bartender he’d chased off to come back. ‘You love my brother too much to ever believe I was him.’

      It may have been years since her young heart had been given to the man who looked identical to the one who sat next to her, but still, just the idea of Roman Tyrrell quickened her pulse and stole her breath. The way he smiled at her, the secretive grin he kept just for when they were alone, or the deep timbre of his voice as he murmured his hopes and dreams in her ear…

      ‘I don’t love Roman,’ she protested, a little too quickly even for her own ears.

      ‘Hattie, c’mon—whisky neat,’ he told the other man before facing her again. ‘You were his little shadow; wherever my brother went, you were right there with him.’

      ‘He was my friend nothing more,’ she lied. As she took another long pull of her drink, she pretended not to picture the identical, yet—at least in her eyes—very different face of Jensen’s twin brother. Finishing her fruity concoction off far quicker than she really should have, she motioned to the bar’s owner with her finger that she wanted another.

      ‘We never understood it,’ Jensen said, his voice low, as he stared down at the wood of the counter, his fingers tracing the grain of the wood. ‘How he never fell in love with you the way you loved him.’ She made to protest, but Jensen’s hand closed over hers, silencing her before she could speak. ‘Don’t deny it, we all saw it. He was it for you, and what he did was a dick move.’

      Hattie rolled her head back as she made an ugh sound. Sure, Roman had stolen her heart, but he hadn’t loved her back. She didn’t hold that against him, even if she did lament it.

      ‘All he did was back his girlfriend,’ she said firmly, nodding her thanks to the owner as he put their drinks in front of them. She waited for the man to walk away before huffing in irritation as she removed the decorations around the top of the cocktail again. ‘Who had every right to defend her relationship, no matter how wrong she was.’

      Liar.

      ‘It was, what?’ she asked, fingers reaching inside the glass to pluck out an orange slice. ‘Fifteen-ish years ago? He’s still with her, they must be very happy together’—Jensen snorted—‘and I wish them all the best. I don’t hold grudges.’

      Stop telling porkies…

      ‘Fiona’—Jensen’s upper lip curled up in disgust at saying the name of his soon to be sister-in-law—‘was and still is a cow. He should have put her in her place when she accused you of being a stalker, sorry a bloody bunny boiler, not sided with her. And certainly not in front of all of us.’ Jensen raised his glass to her before downing it in one. He held the tumbler back out to the nearest barman and ordered the same again. Hattie frowned at the action.

      Jensen was never a spirit drinker, always a beer kind of guy, he’d nurse one for hours before someone would take it off him and replace it with another; fresh and cooler.

      ‘It was like he had forgotten all about the four years he’d spent with you because he was suddenly getting his leg over. It was just so unlike Roman. I mean give him his due, he’s an absolute bastard in every aspect of his life, but until that moment he’d always been loyal to his friends.’

      ‘Look,’ she snapped, irritation bubbling up. Why couldn’t she ever just have a nice quiet drink? ‘I don’t know why Roman never returned my feelings. I don’t know what he sees in Fiona or why he fell for her and not me, but I do know that I wasn’t a guaranteed lay. Maybe she was, and that’s what he wanted.’

      Liar, liar pants on fire!

      Jensen threw his head back and roared with laughter. The barman she’d been hoping would take her into the back room during his next break, eyed her friend as he delivered his second drink.

      Elbows up on the bar and chin in her hand, she watched the hot, young bartender go on his break, glancing over to her as he slowly closed the door to the stock room behind him. Hattie sighed.

      She had been a sure thing. So sure, she’d spread her legs for Roman the first chance she’d got. It had been their last Christmas at Guildford University, and Jensen had brought them drinks from the student union. She’d had a sip of one of the beers and found it disgusting and pushed it back at Jensen, saying no, thank you. They’d all laughed at her, told her she was still a baby.

      Sweet sixteen and never been kissed, they’d all teased, and while she’d laughed it off with them, Roman—who had flat out refused the beers from the start, calling them vile—had later found her hiding in her suite, desperately trying to stop the tears that fell.

      How was she supposed to get kissed? She was only sixteen and stuck at university! Men filled the hallways and lecture theatres. She might have the mental capacity and work ethic akin to her professors, but everyone saw her as a child. Even he saw her as such, she’d accused in her ire.

      No, never. He’d said it with such conviction, such truth, she’d felt it in her heart. He’d shook his head while holding her gaze; his warm whisky eyes filled with a fire, a surety she’d never seen in anyone before or since, and it had taken her breath away as he’d lowered his head to hers.

      Their lips met, and she gave him her first kiss; an hour later, her virginity.

      The following morning she’d woken up slightly sore but deeply satisfied and wholly content as she snuggled deeper into his arms. She felt she was exactly where she was supposed to be, that perhaps everything she’d endured in her short life was to lead her to him, to be in that moment, wrapped in his embrace. But the universe wasn’t that kind to her.

      She remembered every word he’d thrown at her after he’d woken up and realised he’d cheated on his girlfriend. How Roman had accused her of tricking him into her bed, trying to get her twisted, infatuated claws into him in an attempt to snatch him from Fiona. She couldn’t stand that he had someone and she didn’t.

      That someone else had taken his heart.

      She also vividly recalled how he’d threatened her, that if she ever spoke of what had happened between them to anyone, she’d be sorry.

      She’d spent so long trying to work out what she’d done to make him fall into bed with her; it had taken years before she’d understood that he’d been eighteen, filled with hormones, and that even the sensible, level-headed, overly serious Roman Tyrrell could be controlled by his penis for a few minutes. Everything he’d said had merely been man-speak for I’ve colossally screwed up and I’m going to use you as a means to get out of the blame.

      She should have told Fiona. Perhaps if she had, the poor woman might have found a man to give her the solid gold ring to match the diamond Roman had finally given her at Christmas—although no official announcement had followed. But Fiona’s perseverance had finally paid off; maybe in another fifteen years she’d finally get to say I do.

      ‘So, what’s with the get up?’ Hattie asked, peering at Jensen through her lashes as she took another sip of her drink. He downed his immediately. She pursed her lips together to stop herself from berating him when he asked for a third and settled on saying, ‘Did you suddenly grow up?’

      ‘How very dare you!’ he said in mock outrage, slamming his once again empty glass on the counter. ‘I will never grow up. Never!’ Hattie couldn’t help the small giggle that bubbled from her lips. That was the Jensen they all knew and loved; always the class clown, the fun one of their small group.

      ‘So?’ she prompted.

      ‘So, I’m playing a game.’

      ‘Oh, no.’ She quickly pushed her glass across the bar and grabbed her bag ready to leave, her sobriety immediately returning. ‘I’m not getting involved in another one of your games,’ she told him as she spun away from her guest. The last time they’d played a game had been three years ago when she’d ended up practically naked in the middle of London with no passport, no money, and a bleary memory of how she’d even got there in the first place.

      Her father had gone ballistic when she’d called home asking for help, promptly forbidding her from ever seeing Jensen or their small group of friends again. She’d promised him, but reneged on it a few months later when Jensen and a couple of others had rolled back into her part of Avalone. While they hadn’t played any games, her father had found out and kept his word—he’d refused to speak to her.

      Okay, that she definitely held a grudge for. Her father should have accepted her calls, especially when he knew he was ill. He was the parent. He should have realised that children, no matter how old, made mistakes and needed their mothers and fathers to turn to. He’d abandoned her. Left her alone and pointedly ignored her until she’d eventually given up… Only two months before his death.

      The bastard.

      ‘Hattie.’ Jensen’s hand closed over her own, as she’d braced it against the bar to jump down from the stool. ‘Please don’t go.’ She glanced at him over her shoulder, freezing at the look of loss, hurt, helplessness, and a myriad of other emotions on his face. She saw so much pain and sadness in his being, that Hattie wondered how anyone could feel so much and still be standing.

      ‘Jensen, what’s happened?’ she asked, but the moment the words were out of her mouth, his serious demeanour changed, and the smile was back on his lips. However, this time she noticed the usual playfulness he exuded didn’t reach his eyes; eyes usually so open and warm no matter what, were now closed and empty. He turned back to the bar and waved his empty glass at the bar’s owner, ignoring her question.

      ‘Jensen?’ She twisted her hand in his and grasped at it, surprised when he clung back so fiercely, as if it were a lifeline for a man cast away into the tumultuous ocean, but he didn’t turn to face her.

      ‘Not here,’ he told her, releasing her hand and knocking back the drink the barman put in front of him. ‘I- I’ve got a car—you’re not far from here, right?’

      ‘It’s walkable,’ she told him, not liking the idea of either of them behind the wheel that night. ‘And the sand beneath our feet will be nice.’

      He nodded, rubbing his hands on his trousers nervously, before glancing down at his leather covered feet with another frown.

      They left the bar in silence, a far cry from the way they’d left such establishments in the past. A night out with Jensen was always something to remember, always a time she ended up doing something she’d never have done without him there, giving her the confidence, cheering her on… She had so many good memories with the man at her side. Yet, she realised as they stopped to remove their shoes at the edge of the sandy beach that lined miles of the north eastern shores of Avalone, she’d never been out alone with Jensen before. They’d always been in a group.

      Roman, Jensen, Constance, Fiona, Julia, Ben, Heidi, Freddie and little Hattie, the brainiacs sent off to the Guildford University Gifted Programme. And oh, how they’d clung together, even after they’d graduated.

      They’d been peerless; too young for university life, too smart to attend an academy. None of them had friends their own age, save for their small clique. It had been worse for her; she’d been almost two years younger than the rest of them, just turned thirteen-years-old. The soil on her mother’s grave not even settled before she’d been torn from her sisters and packed off across the country. She wasn’t the only one with a tale to tell, but hers was by far the most obvious and rawest.

      The girls had become her surrogate sisters, while the boys became her annoying brothers—something she’d relished. Finally, something just for her, something Victoria, Pippa, and Alexi would never know.

      Roman never fell into the brother category. From the moment she’d met him she’d been lost to his good looks; his rich, amber eyes seeming to see right through her, touched her in a way no other ever had or been able to since.

      Of course, as soon as Jensen discovered her crush on his brother, he’d tried to impersonate Roman multiple times to catch her out. But while he could fool almost everyone else, his eyes weren’t Roman’s. She always knew.

      ‘Seriously,’ she said after Jensen tucked his phone away after sending a message to someone. ‘Why are you dressed like Roman? I thought you’d given up pretending to be him.’

      Jensen shrugged, staring out across the dark ocean only illuminated by the low-hanging, full moon. The crests of the waves, bright white in the moon’s light, rose and fell, crashing over the shoreline, threatening to tickle their feet as they went.

      ‘Do you ever wish you could just…’ He sighed and bent low to pick up a dazzling white shell half buried in the sand. He dropped his shoes and kept his eyes on his prize as he brushed the sand away, running his finger over the curves and curls, before throwing it back into the ocean. ‘Do you ever wish you weren’t part of the Royal Family or a Snape? That you’d not been smarter than everyone else and just been able to go to an academy like the rest of the country, instead of earning your degrees at sixteen?’

      Her bottom lip rolled between her teeth as she listened to his words, trying to work out what he wasn’t saying. Something big had happened, and he was desperately unhappy about it. However, the problem with Jensen was that for all the talking he did, he never knew how to discuss the important stuff.

      ‘I suppose it would have been nice to have had more friends,’ Hattie said, honestly. ‘But then, having my PhD by nineteen was rather nice too.’

      ‘But the rest?’

      She sighed as she pointed him towards her house, and they turned to head towards it. It was small, far smaller than he probably expected, and while she could have afforded much bigger, she’d immediately fallen in love with its cute exterior and the intimate space inside.

      ‘I suppose it would have meant a different way of life not being in my family—in both aspects. Although it can be infuriatingly annoying, being the granddaughter of the King, it hasn’t really hindered me in any way, not the way Victoria has suffered for it.’ She shrugged. ‘It certainly opened plenty of doors for me without me even needing to ask.’

      ‘So, you wouldn’t change that, but what about being a Snape?’

      Hattie ground her teeth at the thought of her father and how much he’d changed after her mother had passed away. He’d become cold, distant; focused too much on his business and never on them. Hell, he’d been the one to send her on the gifted programme just weeks after his wife’s death. Her mother hadn’t wanted her to go and had she not died, Melinda would never have allowed it—not at just thirteen-years-old.

      But if she hadn’t gone, she’d have never met Roman, Jensen, or any of her other friends. And for as much as Roman had hurt her in the end, for most of those four years he’d been a friend to her the way no other ever had. Not even Jensen.

      ‘No,’ Hattie finally said as they reached the back of her beach cottage. The little decked balcony that overlooked the sandy shore wasn’t very big and standing next to Jensen, who was as broad as he was tall, it felt even smaller. She opened the door and stepped inside, Jensen slowly following. He stood in the doorway, fidgeting with the buttons on his jacket until she flicked on the table light.

      ‘Cosy.’

      ‘It does me,’ she said, falling onto the overstuffed couch. She smiled up at him and patted the seat next to her. ‘I love it here. It’s calm, out of the way, so peaceful. I barely see my neighbours because they’re all second homes… And it’s not as if any of my cousins are going to rock up to a place like this.’ She snorted at the thought of one of the royal cars pulling up in front of the colourful row of tiny beach cottages.

      ‘I don’t think I’ll ever get my head around your mother being a princess and that your grandfather is the freaking King. Doesn’t seem real with you being… Well, you.’

      ‘It’s all overrated,’ she said with a sigh. ‘I mean it’s not so bad for Pippa, Alexi, and myself, but for Victoria it can be a bit of a nightmare. The Lady Blake, la-de-dah. You couldn’t pay me to do it.’ Hattie rested her head back against the sofa to stare up at the ceiling. ‘What about you?’ she asked before he could say anything about Victoria. ‘You wish you weren’t a Tyrrell? Or clever? Or a twin?’ She turned her head to face him at the last question. ‘Can’t imagine that’s easy.’

      ‘D’you know that when Roman and I did our entry tests for the programme, I scored eleven points more than him? I was only five behind you.’ He raised a brow in a perfect arch the way she’d never been able to do. She stared at it for a second before meeting his eyes again. While Roman’s eyes had always seared her soul, Jensen’s filled her with warmth. They brought a smile to her face even when she didn’t want them to.

      ‘So, if you’re the smarter twin, why aren’t you vice president of your father’s company?’

      It was Jensen’s turn to snort. ‘That would mean I’d have to wear getups like this’—he waved his hand at his outfit—‘all the time. No thanks.’ He shook his head and turned his attention to the room. His eyes landed on the table next to him and the radio that took pride of place there. He pressed the on button and the smooth voice of the late-night radio host filled the room, announcing the next song.

      ‘Dance with me,’ Jensen said, turning back to her and holding out his hand. She shook her head but smiled as she put her hand in his, allowing him to pull her from the couch as he stood. His arms wrapped around her waist and gathered her against his body, nestling her in a cocoon of warmth. They moved together slowly, their bodies swaying as one, while Billy Paul’s “Me and Mrs Jones” swirled around them.

      ‘What happened with you and Roman?’ he murmured into her hair. ‘For years it was almost like you were his twin and then one day you and Fiona are screaming at each other and he… Well, you know better than anyone. The truth, Hattie. Please?’

      She shifted, not leaving his embrace but drew back slightly so she could meet his gaze. Perhaps, if she hadn’t met Roman first, maybe if Jensen had been the one to see her that first night, curled up on her duvet, shivering and shaking with sobs, not understanding why she’d been sent away, why her mother had died, and why her father no longer wanted her, he’d have been the one to capture her heart. But it had been Roman who’d walked past her room that night and heard her heartbreak. Roman who had wrapped his arms around her and given her a shoulder to cry on, who’d told her he’d watch out for her and promised she wouldn’t be alone…

      ‘We slept together.’ The words fell out of her mouth, surprising even her. She opened her mouth to try and take them back, but Jensen was already nodding.

      ‘I see.’ He said the words slowly, and she couldn’t work out if the news was a surprise or not. ‘We all suspected, but neither of you said anything.’

      ‘He hated me afterwards.’ She ducked her head, feeling that same shame she had all those years ago, one she just couldn’t grow out of. ‘He said I cornered him. That I made him cheat on Fiona and that—’

      ‘The bastard,’ Jensen muttered the curse, making her look back up. ‘Their whole relationship is based around their names,’ he told her with a shake of his head. ‘You keep saying they must be happy together, but they don’t love each other. They see other people all the time; it’s just a match made on paper. Good business sense. She’s the heir to the Martin line, and Roman…Well, I’m sure father has already made it so that Roman inherits everything on our side.’

      Hattie blinked at the revelation. ‘What?’ she whispered.

      ‘I mean,’ he said, stopping their slow dance, his brows furrowed as he thought. ‘Maybe it didn’t start out that way, maybe they did love one another once.’ Hattie wondered if he was simply trying to backtrack at the look of devastation she couldn’t hide. She’d built up a world in her head of Roman’s life now, one of love and happiness, one she’d put there to stop herself from hating him, and with just a few words it collapsed.

      ‘Oh, Hattie.’ Jensen started to move again, leading her once more in a slow sway in time with the music. ‘Have you been carrying that guilt with you all this time?’

      She licked her lips, feeling her own brows pulling down into scowl. She always wore her emotions on her sleeve Victoria was always telling her. She needed to control them better or the world would use them against her.

      ‘Hey.’ He took a hand from her waist and gently lifted her chin. When she still didn’t meet his gaze, he ducked his head to hers. ‘You didn’t do anything wrong. My brother can be a dick. He gets it from our father.’

      ‘What about your mother?’

      ‘Nicest woman you’ll ever meet. Poor taste in men. Roman’s her favourite.’ A giggle slipped from Hattie’s lips. ‘Attagirl,’ Jensen said as he suddenly turned her and dipped her low. She laughed again, holding on to his arm, frightened he might drop her, but knowing he never would.

      His face lost all trace of amusement, his eyes far more serious than she’d ever seen them. They almost reminded her of Roman’s…

      ‘I hope you don’t mind,’ Jensen murmured as he slowly brought her back to her feet. ‘But I’m going to kiss you now, Henrietta.’
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        * * *

      

      She hadn’t minded in the slightest. What she did mind was Jensen leaving bed at the crack of dawn. The light that came through the still open drapes was almost grey, not unheard of for the end of February, but still unusual considering they were supposedly getting an early start to the spring season.

      ‘Where are you going?’ she mumbled, rubbing her face against the pillow before turning to peer blurry eyed at Jensen’s bare arse disappearing inside his trousers. ‘No underwear? You were definitely wearing some last night.’

      He chuckled as he tucked himself away before carefully easing up the zipper. ‘Feel a little more myself without anything on under the monkey suit.’

      ‘Do you go commando often?’

      ‘Would you like me to?’

      She smiled up at him, pulling the blanket around her before burying her face back in her pillow.

      ‘What are we doing?’ she asked, her voice muffled. She felt like a blushing virgin. Well, at least how she probably should have felt after losing her virginity; warm, content, and safe.

      Not that Roman had made her feel unsafe, but he’d certainly made her confused, sad, and utterly decimated as he’d quickly gathered his clothes up as he backed out of the door, all the while telling her that it had never happened, that no one would believe her if she told them, that he’d pay her to keep it quiet if he had to. It had been all her fault…

      The bastard.

      She felt the bed dip before he pressed a kiss to the back of her head, dissolving the sour feeling deep in her stomach. She bit down on the feather filled pillow to stop the girlish giggle that wanted to spill from her lips.

      ‘I dunno,’ he admitted, running his fingers through her hair before gently coaxing her to raise her head to look at him. ‘But I’m game if you are.’

      Hattie pursed her lips as she assessed him. His olive skin was warmed by a small blush as his golden-amber eyes showed his sincerity. This was a side to her friend she’d never seen before and she was intrigued.

      ‘I’m not going to end up half-naked in London again, am I?’

      Jensen threw his head back in a bark of laughter. ‘I promise, no half-naked escapades… Maybe some full ones,’ he said as he tugged the blankets away from her body, revealing her naked back and derrière to him. He probably expected her to squeal and hurry to cover her modesty, but she was far too practical. After everything they’d done last night, she had no modesty left.

      ‘I think we should have them now.’ She pouted as she rolled onto her back, allowing him to see the fullness of her nakedness again.

      He groaned at the sight, his hands reaching out to slide over her shoulders and across her smooth skin to between her breasts. He leaned forward, dropping his head to hers to take her lips again in a kiss. She returned it whole heartedly, eagerly even, opening her mouth to deepen the kiss as his hands sneaked lower over her stomach.

      She twisted her hips as his hand almost reached its goal, rolling back onto her front and breaking the kiss. She gazed up at him and fluttered her lashes, innocently.

      ‘You’re wearing too many clothes for this to go any further.’ His eyes searched her face, something serious settling within them just as it had the previous evening. Her smile slowly fell; he really was going to leave.

      ‘I gotta go and sort some things out,’ he said, pulling away and standing once more. He grabbed the shirt from the floor by the door and shrugged into it as she, fuming at the audacity of the man to screw her and leave—just like his bloody brother!—she scrambled to her knees, pulling the blankets back around her.

      ‘So, not only do you both look alike, but you also treat me the same too.’

      He cursed under his breath before he turned back to face her. Okay, perhaps she still held a little grudge against Roman, and while it wasn’t fair to take it out on Jensen, right now he was the twin that was standing there and this was scarily familiar.

      ‘Don’t, Hattie,’ he said, firmly. ‘It’s not like that. If I don’t go and deal with this now, then this’—he motioned between them—‘isn’t even gonna get a chance to begin.’ She frowned as he picked up his tie and disappeared through the bedroom door back into the living room.

      What the hell was he talking—

      A sinking feeling in her stomach had her staring at the door before she threw herself off the bed, wrapping the sheet around her body and following him into the other room.

      ‘You’re seeing someone, aren’t you? And you’ve just turned me into the other bloody woman, just like him!’

      ‘What? No!’ Jensen turned, his hands pausing in the middle of trying to do his tie at her question. ‘I am not my brother. I don’t cheat— How the hell do you do these things?’

      Hattie rolled her eyes and moved towards him, slapping his hands out of the way as she took over. She felt his eyes on the top of her head as she focused on the half-Windsor she was trying to do.

      ‘When I get back—and I am coming back,’ he told her firmly as he slipped his fingers under her chin and gently coaxed her head up. ‘When I get back, we need to have a proper talk. Last night was amazing, but I think we need to lay all our cards on the table.’

      She took a deep breath before releasing the air slowly. Her eyes dropped to the finished knot, tightening the material when it was in place, and gave it a pat of satisfaction. Her fingers lingered as she raised her gaze back to his.

      ‘Sounds good.’

      It didn’t. Last night had been free and easy, she thought as she accepted the kiss he pressed to her forehead before he made to leave, but she had a feeling it wasn’t going to be from here on out.

      Jensen stopped as he opened the door to her porch and glanced back at her over his shoulder. He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. She lifted her hand in a small wave before he stepped through the doorway and let it close behind him, disappearing from her sight.

      Her friend was hiding something; he’d come here with a plan and while she wasn’t certain if their sleeping together had been part of it, if he thought he was going to be able to carry on with whatever scheme he was running without first explaining to her what the hell was going on, he had another think coming.

      If sleeping with her had been part of whatever plot he was hatching, he better be ready to grovel on his hands and knees for forgiveness for using her instead of just asking for her help.

      She snorted at the idea of him on his knees—he’d bloody well do it too—as she headed back towards the bedroom and her en suite for a shower. She was going to wash up, get dressed, and head down to the little town of Haleton, to the bakery she loved so much. With all the calories she’d burned last night, she deserved an apple and cinnamon bun, no questions asked.

      The thing was, she mused as she switched on the shower to allow the water to heat up, she’d always thought that if she’d ever slept with Jensen it would feel wrong, that she’d in some way be cheating on Roman—which her mind knew was crazy—but it hadn’t. Okay, so no fog had suddenly cleared for her to realise that Jensen had been the one she should have been pining for all along, but it hadn’t felt wrong. If anything, she was more conflicted about why she wasn’t conflicted!

      She was still going to make Jensen work for whatever he was scheming though. She smirked at herself in the mirror, sticking her tongue out before spinning around to leave the room.

      She hummed a merry little tune as she headed to her small dressing room to plan her outfit for the day, all the while plotting what hoops she’d make her handsome friend jump through before she finally and inevitably gave in to whatever it was he wanted from her. She always did, after all.

      She was trying to figure out exactly how to get him almost-naked, halfway around the world, when the toot of a horn sounded outside her house. She hurried to the window, peeking through the slats in the wooden shutters to see Jensen beckoning at her from the back seat of a large Bentley Mulsanne. A strange sight in itself, Jensen loved to drive himself everywhere, but the sight of him half hanging out of the window, tie flapping in the wind, made her laugh so much she thought nothing of his change in transport as she grabbed a slip and threw it on before heading out.

      ‘I thought you were leaving?’ she called gaily as she opened the outer door of her porch and saw him leaning through the window to try and catch sight of her down the steep steps that led from the road to the front of her cottage.

      ‘I couldn’t leave without asking you something very important,’ he called back. Hattie rolled her eyes in feigned exasperation; she knew exactly what this important thing was. He asked her every time he saw her—and she loved it.

      ‘Marry me!’ he shouted to her.

      ‘You’re insane!’ she called back with a laugh, waving him away.

      ‘Completely for you!’ He returned her merriment. ‘Say you’ll marry me and make me the happiest man alive!’ He held his hand to his chest and gave her the most pathetic lovelorn look she’d ever seen.

      ‘If I say yes, will you bugger off?’

      ‘Anything you desire, if you agree to be my wife, Lady Henrietta Snape!’

      She threw her head back and laughed heartily; how easily he could make her forget all her earlier reservations about his plans. The man could make her smile and ease whatever weight was on her shoulders as no one else could. That couldn’t be a bad thing, right?

      ‘Fine. I’ll marry you,’ she shouted back with a shake of her head. ‘Now bugger off like you promised.’

      ‘Ah, Hattie, you’ve made me the happiest man alive!’ he called as he slipped back inside the car, waving to his driver to move on.

      Hattie shook her head and began to close the door when a sudden force and ball of heat, threw her backwards, smashing her into the thicker inner door that swung open and toppled her into the living space as her windows exploded in a screech of glass. Heat rushed around her, so intense she wondered if the sun had crashed into the planet and scalded her body.

      She lay there, dazed, confused for a moment before she sat up and screamed, ‘Jensen!’
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      If this was another one of the stupid pranks Jensen had a penchant for, he was going to kill his brother, Roman Tyrrell decided as he strode purposefully down the unusually empty hospital corridor. That he’d been forced to cancel an incredibly important breakfast meeting with one of the company’s biggest clients to deal with whatever Jensen had got himself into this time, meant the bastard better be dead or dying. And if it was the latter, it better be slow and painful.

      Roman stopped at another set of clear glass doors, ready to hit the button to open the clinically airtight barriers when he saw her sat beyond them.

      He wasn’t an oblivious man; he understood he was privileged. Outside of royalty, he was one of Avalone’s most eligible men—despite the fact he’d got engaged just two months ago to his long-term girlfriend.

      At just thirty-three years old, Roman was not only as handsome as he was wealthy, he was also hugely successful in his own right. The youngest vice-president in Seymour Medical’s lifetime, he’d not only earned the place by merit, he’d ensured he kept his place by increasing the company’s profit line two-fold since stepping into the role three years ago.

      Oh yes, people wanted Roman Tyrrell; women to lure him to their beds, men to get into his pockets—sometimes the reverse was also true. People tried anything and everything to get his attention, but it was the gifts they threw at him that he enjoyed the most, and people could be so inventive with them! The use of a villa here, a boat there, and a private jet on one occasion. One prospective contractor had even offered Roman his wife for the weekend.

      Those had been three very enjoyable days. What made it even better in Roman’s eyes was that his father had every intention of working with the guy and Roman had been about to tell the poor bastard such, when the man had made his offer. With his wife staring up at him with her big, blue, come-to-bed eyes, Roman had figured the paperwork could wait a few more days.

      But for everything Roman had, for all he could have, there was one thing that had slipped through his fingers because of a mistake he’d made when he was barely a man.

      And there she sat, beyond the medical grade doors—designed by his own company—barely ten feet from him, yet unfathomably out of reach.

      Henrietta.

      Her auburn hair, usually curled so perfectly into the most beautiful twists, was in utter disarray; a wild mess of a nest that stood high on her head. Her face was covered in black dust that smeared her perfectly clear skin, save for the tear tracks, long dried, that meandered down her cheeks from red-rimmed, brown eyes that were usually filled with warmth and laughter. And instead of the designer clothes she normally wore, she was dressed in those green scrubs doctors donned during surgery.

      But Roman’s eyes focused on the tight bandage on her arm, noting how it ran all the way up from her wrist to where it disappeared under the sleeve. He imagined it continued upwards to her shoulder. She cradled it in her other hand as she stared, unblinkingly, across the corridor at the plain white, sterile wall.

      Whatever had happened to her, she was hurting. Despite her lack of outward reaction, natural instinct to the injury, to pain was forcing her body to try and protect herself. Holding her arm close to her chest and the way her shoulder hunched and turned in towards her body ever so slightly, told Roman that while consciously she may not be aware of the fact, her body knew she was suffering.

      Had his brother caused that? Had one of Jensen’s games hurt his Henrietta?

      Roman felt his fingers curl in on themselves, his perfectly manicured nails digging into the palms of his hands; he was going to kill Jensen. He’d bloody throttle his twin when he got hold of him if he was the cause for Hattie’s injuries and obvious distress.

      His arm snapped out to his left, punching the big blue button, causing the doors to release with a short, sharp hiss.

      Hattie jumped at the sudden noise in the otherwise silent hallway, her head jerking around to look at the intruder into her quiet reverie.

      Roman marched through the doors as soon as they allowed, and had her face not been covered in a thick layer of what looked like soot, he would have seen what little colour she had left in her cheeks drain away completely as her eyes met his. She struggled to her feet, which were also bandaged, carrying her weight on her left; had she hurt the whole right side of her body and not just her arm? Roman bit back the growl that wanted to erupt from him, wishing he could see the extent of the damage his brother had caused.

      Throttling Jensen wasn’t going to be enough, he decided as he reached out to Hattie, offering his arm to her to help steady herself. Her fingers wrapped around the sleeve of his jacket, and, for a brief moment, he wished he wore the t-shirts his brother always did, just to remember the touch of her fingers with more clarity than his mind could provide in his more private moments.

      His eyes travelled from her fingers, up her covered arm, to her face, frowning at the black dust he was now positive was soot or ash from a fire. His stomach turned; what the hell had they been doing? If Hattie was this injured, perhaps his brother was worse…

      He glanced down the deserted corridors that ran perpendicular to one another and met where the pair stood, looking for a doctor, a nurse, even a porter, but there were none he could see. His frown deepened as he glanced at the walls, searching for signs of what department he’d reached. He hadn’t been listening properly when given directions, he’d only paid attention to what he’d needed, not thinking the rest was important—this wasn’t the first time Jensen had ended up in a fancy hospital after one of his ideas went awry.

      ‘Henrietta.’ His voice was low, gruff as he turned his attention back to her. It was the first time he’d said her name since they’d last seen one another a year ago at some charity event he couldn’t even remember—although, he could recall with perfect clarity how she’d styled her hair, the green dress she’d worn, who she’d spoken too…

      ‘What’s going on?’

      Her eyes clouded with confusion, her little nose wrinkling as her brows lowered. ‘Roman, I’m…’ He watched her plump lower lip wobble as she tried to find the words she wanted.

      ‘Oh, Roman,’ she breathed before throwing her good arm around him and burying her face against his chest.

      His arms encircled her automatically, surprised at the level of feelings she displayed. Growing up she’d always been a ball of emotion to him; she had never quite learnt how not to speak exactly what was on her mind and he’d envied that. It gave her a freedom he had never been able to capture. But since that night, all those years ago, she’d locked him out.

      If they’d happened to run into one another at an event, conference, or just simply by happen-chance, she shut down. Her eyes became cold and distant, her face empty and her body language defensive and closed off. And every time it happened, he relived the aftermath of what started it all; recalled every word he’d thrown at her, every accusation he’d made towards her, and the self-loathing, guilt, and disgust he’d felt at himself came rushing to the forefront of his mind.

      But right now, she was his Henrietta again. A ball of trembling feelings, vibrating in his arms, sending him back to the very first night they’d met when he’d held her small shaking frame and told her everything was going to be okay, that he’d look after her and be her family.

      That night, he’d looked into her wet, brown eyes and known, even at their young ages, that she was special. His tender heart had beaten erratically in a way he knew it wouldn’t for any other, and even though he didn’t understand, and couldn’t comprehend what it meant back then, he knew that Lady Henrietta Snape was it for him. There would be no other.

      There never had been.

      ‘Shush, Henrietta,’ he said as he wound one hand into her wild hair while the other pulled her closer, careful with her bad side and trying to take the weight from her poor feet. ‘It’s okay, you’re safe now. I’m here.’

      And he meant it. Every word.

      He didn’t care if when they walked out of here, they never spoke again. Today was the day he would ensure his brother stopped screwing up her life every time he visited. Jensen wasn’t going to cause her any more tears or heartache. If Roman so much as heard of Jensen making Hattie frown, he would ensure his life wasn’t worth living.

      He’d destroy his brother if he had to.

      Hattie’s hands clung to his biceps, but he felt her relax—just fractionally—at his words, nuzzling against his chest slightly as his fingers caressed her skin at the top of her neck where she’d always carried her tension.

      ‘Everything’s going to be okay,’ he whispered, closing his eyes and trying to forget it all; why he was there, why she was with him, and simply revelling in the fact that they were together again. His whole being ached with her so close, knowing this wasn’t going to last. He pressed his lips to her hair, inhaling deeply, expecting the scent he remembered so vividly, the one that haunted him each Christmas; apples and cinnamon. Instead, the acrid stench of fire and… petrol? Oil? Definitely an accelerant of some sort. It hit him hard, making him pull back and cough.

      He frowned deeply as she lifted her head to look at him. The soot on the left side of her face had been smudged along his crisp white shirt, revealing her skin to be red and tender underneath. What the hell had she and Jensen been up to for her to smell as if a bomb had gone off?

      ‘Roman, how is everything going to be okay? Jensen, he’s- He- I saw him, I watched as—’ She stumbled backwards, wrenching herself from his embrace as she raised her bandaged hand to her face, covering her nose and mouth as if trying to hide the look of horror from him. She reached back for the bench with her other hand and all but fell onto the padded seat.

      ‘Shit,’ he breathed as he watched her fall apart, her shoulders shaking as large, fat tears rolled down her cheeks unimpeded. She hiccupped and coughed, as he slowly took the seat next to her, gently taking her injured hand in his. He looked down at the dressing wrapped between her thumb and fingers, how it cut across the back of her hand. He traced the edge of it with his thumb, the gauze texture rough against the top of the pad, a strong contrast to her soft skin along the rest of his digit.

      ‘What happened, Henrietta?’ he asked again, gently pulling her hand into his lap to hold it in both of his. She turned her brown eyes to his, her lip still trembling as the tears fell freely over her cheeks. ‘Where’s Jensen? Why are you part mummy?’ He tried to offer a small smile, the right side of his mouth curving ever so slightly to show he wasn’t here as her enemy.

      She blinked a few times as she stared at him; trying to pull herself together to answer his questions. Her eyes shifted to her hand within his, and he squeezed her fingers ever so gently, barely a press so he wouldn’t hurt her, but letting her know he was here for her.

      ‘Ro—’ She hiccupped. She took a deep breath and composed herself before slowly meeting his eyes and trying again. ‘Roman, Jensen’s… Fuck, they didn’t tell you.’

      He let her hand go the moment she pulled and watched perturbed as she rubbed them over her face, dragging them down her cheeks just enough to peer at him. ‘Roman,’ she said, her words muffled by her bandaged hand. ‘Jensen’s dead.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘He’s… he’s dead.’

      His brows drew together. Her words were muffled, there was no way she’d said what he thought. It was that damn mummified hand of hers, making it sound like the worst thing in the world.

      Jensen’s in bed, that’s what she’d told him. He was down one of the two corridors, sitting in a bed in one of the rooms waiting for Roman to go in and scream at him for being a dumb shit again, and once more threatening to have their father disinherit him. As was their routine. Every few years, something insane like this would happen, and Roman would track down his twin, remind him of their family, their responsibilities, and tell him that if Jensen didn’t buck up, he’d get Dad to cut him off completely.

      But this time, Roman would mean it when he took his brother to task. This was the limit, and having Hattie of all people involved… This was too far, even for his brother.

      ‘There was…’ She dropped her hands to her lap and took a deep breath. ‘There was an explosion, Roman. The car he was in, it— it exploded.’ She said the word exploded as if she didn’t believe it herself. She shook her head as if trying to come to terms with it still, while he stared and watched, trying to see the falsehood, the lie she was spinning.

      ‘No.’

      Hattie closed her eyes at his denial. Was she in on Jensen’s cruel prank? Or was his brother making her another casualty to it, as she always was. When was she going to stop falling for Jensen’s—

      ‘He’d— We spent the night together,’ she told him. ‘He was leaving and—’

      Roman’s mind shorted out. Hattie, his Henrietta had slept with Jensen? His twin had known the woman he desired above all others the way he’d known her? He wanted to be sick at the idea. Images of the two entwined together, their cries of passion calling out into the night, assaulted his mind.

      The idea of his Henrietta under his brother, staring up at him and calling Jensen’s name instead of his—

      ‘You slept with my brother?’ His words were quiet, laboured as he held back the burst of fury he wanted to explode with. To demand to know where Jensen was so he could drag her to the bastard and make her watch him punch his brother out. To tell the ingrate that Roman was finally done with him and he was no longer welcome in the family home.

      Hattie didn’t even open her eyes as she flinched away from his words. Her tongue curled out over her upper lip as she breathed in deeply through her nose, trying to keep her composure.

      ‘He was leaving,’ she continued, ignoring his question. ‘He was waving to me out the back of one of the cars you prefer to—’

      ‘From the back? He was being chauffeured?’ That didn’t make any sense, Jensen hated being driven around. He’d driven himself from the moment he passed his test, when their father had handed him the keys to his first bright red Ferrari.

      ‘He was joking, as always,’ she continued, finally opening her eyes. But she refused to meet his gaze, instead she rolled her lips between her teeth and clamped down on the words she wanted to say next. The furrow of her brow, the way her eyes narrowed, he could tell she was going over that exact moment again. It was how she looked whenever she had to analyse a piece of text or the results of an experiment. The fact she was doing it now, spoke volumes; she was trying to work out if whatever it was Jensen had been doing at that moment was actually a joke or not.

      ‘Henrietta, I don’t care what he was joking about, I want to know where my brother is.’ He stood up and began to pace the small waiting area. Why the hell were no doctors around? He stopped to stare down the corridor before he turned and tried the nearest door handle. Locked.

      ‘Roman, I told you.’ Her tone was careful, hesitant. ‘Jensen’s dead.’

      Roman’s head snapped around and Hattie jerked back in her chair, his furious gaze pinning her in place.

      ‘Stop it.’

      ‘Roman, I’m telling you the truth,’ she tried again as she struggled to her feet once more. ‘I waved him off, I was closing the door and then I was thrown back into the house—’

      ‘This is a sick joke. I can’t believe you’d play along with him on this, Hattie.’

      ‘Why do you think we’re in the mortuary, Roman?’

      The morgue? He glanced around again, trying to see a sign, but once more failing. This had to be one of Jensen’s games, the sick bastard.

      ‘He’s in one of these rooms’—he tried another door but it was also locked—‘just waiting to jump out on me.’

      ‘Roman, no,’ Hattie said, shaking her head as she struggled towards him in a strange limping shuffle. ‘They were supposed to send someone to tell you…’

      He stared at her. ‘I can’t believe you’re playing along, Henrietta. I know I hurt you all those years ago,’ he said, trying to choke back the feeling of dread attempting to claw its way up his throat at her pleading eyes. ‘But this is just— Look, I’m sorry I upset you, I’m sorry I called you a… Well, what I did,’ he said, dropping his eyes from her, still unable to voice the things he’d said. Still ashamed, even if what she and Jensen were doing was abhorrent. ‘But to do something like this, to play along with my brother—’

      ‘Roman.’ Hattie’s hands clenched his shoulders and gently shook him, making him look at her once more. ‘Roman, this isn’t a game,’ she begged him to believe her. She swallowed before continuing, ‘The force threw me through my door, but I got up and ran through the debris and glass.’

      He glanced down to her bandaged feet before he looked back up, to the right side of her face that was bright red, as if she’d been out in the sun too long.

      ‘By the time I reached the top of the steps, the car had rolled down the road. I tried to run to him’—her breath sped up as she spoke—‘I could see him in the back, Roman, I saw him still sitting there—’

      She closed her eyes again and rubbed her hand over her face, causing more streaks in the soot that decorated it. He watched the now grey bandage becoming blacker. But he couldn’t comprehend her words; this wasn’t real, none of this was real.

      ‘They say he wasn’t alive when I got there, that the blast, the fire, it would have been instantaneous, but I swear I saw him trying to get out and I ran… I ran and I ran, but I got tackled when—’

      ‘Lady Snape.’ A deep, commanding voice sounded from down the corridor perpendicular to the one in which they stood. Marcus Walker, Head of the Royal Avalonian Guard, stepped into view pushing a wheelchair. ‘You really need to come with me now.’

      Roman did a double take between the two as his brain tried to play catch up. There was too much to process. She had to be lying, but then why the hell was a member of the Royal Guard here? Hattie hated anything to do with her royal connections, and unless it was a family wide event, she stayed clear of her relatives at all costs. Meaning she and her sisters were never subjected to measures such as the Guard unless…

      Unless something happens to threaten our lives, she’d once said.

      ‘What the fuck is going on?’ he finally snapped, stepping away from them both.

      ‘Mr Tyrrell?’ another voice interrupted the scene from his other side. Roman slowly pulled his gaze away from Hattie and turned to see another man nearby. The new interloper wore a white coat and beneath it, the same green clothes as Hattie. An ID badge clipped to the pocket of his lab coat said Dr Hastings. Roman’s eyes moved from the man’s face to the badge and back again.

      ‘Yes,’ Roman finally answered, his voice a mere whisper.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Dr Hastings began. ‘But you shouldn’t have been called here.’

      ‘But you said—’ Hattie began before cutting herself off at the doctor’s hard gaze.

      Roman wanted to scream in your face at her, slap the doctor on the back and ask where his brother was hiding. Clearly, not everyone could be bought by Jensen’s charming ways if this doctor was calling them out. Although how he’d managed to get the Head of the Royal Guard in on it, he didn’t know. He had to give his brother kudos for that.

      ‘I knew this was a joke,’ Roman said, turning back to Hattie. ‘I knew this was one of Jensen’s twisted games again. Well, this time he’s gone too far. And for you to—’

      ‘Mr Tyrrell, I’m sorry, but you misunderstand me,’ Dr Hastings interrupted him. The man looked towards Hattie and Marcus. ‘Did the police not inform him?’

      Hattie shook her head.

      ‘It would appear not,’ Marcus added.

      ‘I didn’t see the police,’ Roman finally clarified. ‘I got a call from the hospital saying my brother was here.’

      ‘I’m terribly sorry, that’s not how it should have happened.’ Dr Hastings shook his head.

      ‘Roman,’ Hattie’s voice, once more softened, called his attention. ‘We’re telling you the truth,’ she said calmly, her good hand gently touching his arm again. ‘Jensen’s dead, they brought him here because, well, that’s what they do.’

      ‘But you shouldn’t have been called down here,’ Dr Hastings added. ‘Usually, people only come here to identify the body, but for Mr Tyrrell—’ The doctor frowned looking at Roman. ‘For Mr Jensen Tyrrell, we simply need a DNA sample from yourself for comparison. You should have been directed to pathology.’

      ‘What? Why do you need DNA? I’ll identify him.’

      ‘Roman, you don’t know what you’re saying,’ Hattie said, her voice once again pleading. He glared down at where her fingers clenched at his forearm and she slowly took her hand away.

      ‘Your brother’s body is too badly burnt to be recognisable,’ the doctor said, his voice softening. ‘And from what I understand, he had perfect teeth—not a single filling.’ Roman nodded; both he and Jensen had never required anything beyond their annual scale and polish to perfect their smiles.

      ‘With the two of you being twins, it will be easy to confirm his identify through blood work.’

      ‘I told you, it’s him,’ Hattie snapped at the doctor. The vitriol in her voice stole Roman’s attention from Hastings. He’d never heard such contempt from her before, even when she’d been on the phone to her father at Guildford, and they’d had roaring arguments. ‘I saw him—’

      ‘I’m sorry, Lady Snape, but the police told me you had turned away from the car and were heading back inside the house. There was time between the explosion and you getting to the site where you saw a figure. It doesn’t count as a positive ID.’

      ‘Why you—’ She hobbled forward, jarring Marcus into action, pushing the wheelchair away, but it was Roman that stopped her in her tracks as he stepped between her and her target.

      ‘He’s really dead?’ The moment he spoke, Hattie immediately shut up, her face softening as she slowly nodded.

      ‘He’s not hiding in there?’ He motioned to the room behind the doctor with his head. The door had been left open and he’d seen the metal slabs bodies were laid upon when they had to be examined. ‘He’s not on one of those tables, a sheet over him, ready to scare the shit out of me when I pull it off?’

      Hattie’s eyes glistened once more, but this time the tears weren’t for his brother.

      ‘Oh, Roman,’ she whispered, shaking her head. ‘I know what he’s—’ She swallowed. ‘I know what Jensen was like, I know the shit he pulled, but even he would never have done that to you. He might not have had many, but he did have lines he’d never cross.’

      ‘My brother’s dead?’ he whispered again. He turned to look at the doctor who mirrored Hattie’s nod. He couldn’t, wouldn’t believe it. Not with the way Jensen played tricks.

      ‘I need to see him.’

      ‘Roman, please, no—’

      ‘Mr Tyrrell, I don’t think—’

      ‘Let him.’ It was Captain Walker’s voice, the deep, smooth timbre of the stoic Guardsman that quietened the protests of the others.

      ‘Very well,’ Dr Hastings said, clearing his throat as he stepped aside, allowing Roman to enter the large white room.

      A feeling of dread ate away in his stomach as he stepped further and further into the room, closer to those metal slabs. They were angled slightly, with channels running around the raised platform, and Roman knew they were designed that way to make clearing up the blood, after the bodies were cut into and pulled apart, easier—he’d helped to design them, after all.

      Had Jensen already—

      He shook his head.

      This is just a room, he tried to tell himself. You’ve been in plenty of these before, helping to fit them out. There’s nothing different about being in here than being in the hallway. Jensen’s no more in here than he was outside. This is all a lie
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