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      APRIL 5, 1810

      Isle of Star Frost, England

      “Miss Phoebe O’Roarke.”

      Phoebe froze, the sultry velvet voice laced with the gruff of whiskey, shimmered down her spine like a ghostly touch, but not cold…

      Warm.

      Her skin was oh so warm. Perhaps it was only from the sun, which bore down on her back through her thin muslin dress as she picked wildflowers for the entry table.

      She knew that voice. She heard it in her thoughts, dreamed it, replayed his words, and added her own. He never said much to her, or rather, nothing since deserting Star Frost Isle three years ago.

      He was back?

      Had London not been satisfactory? What could have driven him back to their quaint isle off the coast of Cornwall?

      She dusted her hands and turned, schooling her features into something that wouldn’t reveal her ardent feelings toward a man deemed too mature, too dark for her.

      Reckless, her mother always said.

      Phoebe braced herself as she turned, preparing her heart for the first glimpse of him. She took the impact like an invisible gust of wind from the bellows of his soul to hers.

      “William?”

      He cocked his head, the shadows under his eyes deepened by the gathering clouds. His unshaven jaw gave him a dangerous edge. Her pulse took off like a startled rabbit, but her feet remained rooted. His eyes were still the same. Unnaturally bright blue, swirling with all the angst of an oncoming storm.

      His shoulders had broadened, and his face was leaner, but he still took her breath away.

      “You haven’t forgotten me.”

      A statement. Not a question.

      Did he know her true feelings?

      “You haven’t been gone that long,” she returned. Phoebe studied his rumpled clothing.

      “You’ve changed,” he said.

      Her cheeks bloomed with warmth as she looked down at her plain green gown. Lord only knew what fashions he was accustomed to seeing in the ballrooms. “Have I?”

      “You’ve matured.”

      Phoebe shrugged one shoulder. “Time has a way of doing that.”

      “You’re a woman.”

      His voice had deepened, and now flurries of sparks swirled inside her. Flickering bursts of hope and long-buried desire.

      Was there anything more incorrigible than foolish infatuation? She’d told herself time and time again to let go of him. He was a bright star she couldn’t reach and—in his eyes… She was that strange neighbor girl who wore breeches under her skirts.

      Too much time had passed since he’d spoken. Phoebe wet her lips. “I suppose that is the natural way of things. Girl to woman, rather than girl to squirrel.”

      How idiotic can I be?

      His mouth twitched. He shifted on his feet and then sauntered forward, coming down the small slope to the sun-warmed spot where she’d been kneeling, picking flowers. A soft breeze ruffled his black  hair, carrying his scent to her.

      Whiskey. As if he’d doused himself with the bottle.

      Her hopes floundered. Some things never changed.

      “Why did you come back?”

      He shrugged and sat on a felled log, bending one leg and stretching out the other while leaning to one side to rest on this elbow. He did this with great care, as if it pained him. She saw no bruising on his face to indicate fisticuffs—his preferred method of debate with other drunken louts.

      “Can’t a man wish to come home?”

      I hope to never see this lump of dour land again. You’ll be glad to be gone, Phoebe. They don’t call it the Isle of Ruin for nothing.

      Phoebe tugged at her tattered gardening gloves as his words came back to her. She’d believed him then. Had cried for days, lamenting his departure, thinking she’d never see him again, not until her debut. Soon, she would be the one to leave. Spring had come at last, and her aunt was determined to rescue Phoebe from Star Frost.

      Why couldn’t anyone but her see the beauty and mystery of this place? If she had her way, she’d never leave. She’d grow old like Mrs. Mossley, tending her garden, reading in the shade of an old oak, or staring at the stars that shined more brightly here more than any other place in England, according to legend.

      Star Frost was a world of its own, filled with myth and magic. But most chose only to see its failures. It’s history with unsavory characters, pirates, exiled rogues; it’s isolation from the mainland, and its lack of fine goods. Never mind the white sandy beaches that shimmered like diamonds, the velvet grassy hills to the west, the lush forests to the north. Star Frost had everything Phoebe held dear.

      Bountiful nature, unspoiled. Peace.

      Phoebe shook her head. “You said you never wanted to come back.”

      “I can’t change my mind?”

      “You’re as stubborn as the rising sun.”

      He smirked sardonically. “That I am.”

      “So, what are you doing here?”

      “Why, it’s almost as if you’re not happy to see me. Aren’t we old friends—” He burped. “I could really use a friend right now.”

      Phoebe grimaced. What a sorry state he was in. Drunk—which was typical, but also forlorn. She could see it in the downward cast of his brows. Whatever it was, she was sure it was his own doing. And just as she saw all the wonder in Star Frost, she saw all the good in him, though he tried to drown it in whiskey.

      “What have you done, William?”

      He squinted up at her, sunlight filtering through his sooty lashes to make his cobalt iris’s glow. “I went to London and had myself a rousing good time. A little too good, I’m afraid. I got shot for my antics.”

      Phoebe’s mouth dropped open and all the air left her lungs. She dropped to her knees and scooted toward him.

      “Shot? Where?”

      “It’s a week old now. Properly tended and healing just fine.” He pointed to the shoulder he wasn’t leaning on.

      “Were you robbed?”

      “Only of my dignity and reputation,” he quipped.

      She frowned at him. “Then…how?”

      “A duel, poppet. A duel with an angry husband.”

      Which meant… Her stomach sank and turned to cold sludge. She swallowed. He’d been with another man’s wife.

      Of course. Why should she expect a man of his status, attractiveness, and penchant for trouble to remain celibate? It wasn’t as though he returned even an ounce of her feelings. If he knew how she pined for him, how she’d confessed her love for him to her pillows, they would both be embarrassed.

      Her throat grew thick. “You came home to heal and then you’ll return?”

      “I could have stayed to heal, but it seems… I am not welcome to return to my circle of acquaintances. Not that I’m the first man to take an unhappily wed wife to bed.”

      “For shame.”

      “Don’t judge me.”

      “You feel no remorse at all?”

      He grimaced. “I feel…embarrassed. I should have been more discreet.”

      “You should not have”—she swallowed—“lain with another man’s wife.”

      He smiled at her. “Scandalous. You said lain.”

      Phoebe rolled her eyes and bit back a smile. “You brought it up. I’m a country girl—um, woman. I know what happens between men and women.” She blushed and chewed her lip, looking everywhere but at him.

      “You’re an innocent through and through. As you should be. I taint you with my very presence.”

      “You taint me with your smell,” Phoebe returned. “Have you had food today or only drink?”

      “Pfft. I had a hearty breakfast with my whiskey. Whiskey has healing properties.”

      “Says who, other drunkards?”

      “Said the surgeon when he poured it over my wound. Hurt like the devil.” He scratched his chin. “Maybe he lied and was set on torturing me for my sins.”

      “Serves you right.”

      “Haven’t I been punished enough? I was shot and turned out by my friends. I fulfilled my bargain of honor.”

      “They don’t agree and nor do I. How could you?”

      “I can’t stand a sad woman.”

      “How do you think she feels now?”

      He winked. “Satisfied.”

      Phoebe huffed as heat rushed over her skin. “You’re incorrigible.” Even disgusted with his behavior she couldn’t stop these feelings for him. She loved him, whether he deserved it or not. She dusted off her hands and sat on the log beside him. He sat up, resting his elbows on his knees with a wince.

      “I knew I could tell you, and you wouldn’t disown me.” He gently bumped her with his good shoulder.

      “We all have our vices.”

      “You’re a good woman.”

      “How long will you stay?”

      “Until I can’t bear it any longer.”

      Her heart lurched. He’d leave her again. “I’ll be going to London soon. For my debut.”

      He scowled. “Don’t do it.”

      “Why?”

      “London will ruin you.”

      “You said Star Frost would ruin me.”

      “No. You belong here. You’re as wild and rare as this island. But for others, it’s too small, too suffocating.”

      “And yet here you are.”

      “I can feel the noose around my neck already.”

      “You could come to London with me?” The words ran far ahead of her good sense.

      “No. I can’t be seen there until this blows over. I won’t be at your come out. In fact, you’d do well not to associate with me at all.”

      Phoebe picked at the brittle bark on the log, hurt by his words. “You’re not a villain in my eyes, just…misguided.”

      “And the love of a good woman will fix me? That’s what my mother seems to think.”

      A good woman? Like her?

      She shook her head, not at his words, but her own foolish thoughts. “She wants you to be happy.”

      “Since when has marriage equaled happiness?”

      “You’re not happy now. Perhaps you need a change?”

      “Marriage is never an answer.”

      Phoebe rolled her eyes. “You wish to remain a perpetual bachelor?”

      “I wish to remain… I don’t know. I think that’s my problem. I don’t know what purpose I serve.”

      “You’re the heir. You’re meant to take hold of your father’s legacy.”

      “What legacy? We live on a bloody island. My father repeats the same routine every day. Walking miles of land, counting his sheep, kicking at fence posts, and smelling the dirt. Is that all I’m meant to be? Gentleman farmer? A landholder.”

      “You have a title.”

      “I’ll be a baron. Hardly impressive.”

      “It’s better than most have. Perhaps you were exiled from London for being so melancholy. Poor you, born to wealth, privileged to travel and indulge yourself until the time comes when even more money will come to you.”

      Phoebe stood and scowled down at him. “A spoiled brat, that’s what you are.”
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      William squinted up at Phoebe. My, how pretty she’d become, even when judging him so acutely.

      He was spoiled rotten.

      Nothing satisfied him anymore. He chased fulfillment in all things, and yet wholeness eluded him. He didn’t even know what he wanted.

      He’d gone to London with such expectation of adventure, stimulation not only physically, but intellectually. Star Frost had only one school that instructed multiple-aged children in one room. Private tutors were hard to come by, but his father had enlisted the very best to ready him for Eton. But the cost was steep. As a bright-eyed boy, he’d been determined to prove his education was a benefit to his family. It was, but William learned quickly at university he was seen as an outsider, an oddity, coming from an island steeped in ridiculous lore.

      Fae, werewolves, witches. All preposterous notions.

      He’d had to fight his way to peace, earning grudging respect from the bullies and a place within a motley crew of boys, hell bent on trouble.

      He shouldn’t resent his home, but he did. All the wealth and finery wouldn’t change his birthplace. Through university, he’d sneered back at the ridicule and eventually joined in. He went home sporadically, feeling more like a stranger every visit until he didn’t belong…anywhere, really.

      His blood was blue, but he was different, and in high society, being different was a curse.

      The demimonde was far less judgmental, but rakes eventually turned into good husbands. His friends had tried to reform him. In the end, when he couldn’t be changed into a reputable gentleman, he was put out, like a dog who pissed on the carpet.

      He still had a few dissolute acquaintances, women who would open their doors and their arms to him, but he was bone-tired of debauchery.

      Too little, too late, it seemed.

      He didn’t have the popularity, wealth, and title to warrant forgiveness from high society.

      So, what was he to do? He couldn’t bear the sight of his own reflection and yet…

      He refocused on Phoebe.

      Innocent and lovely, fresh as a spring rain. Even when scolding him, she always had a light in her eyes that gave her away.

      She adored him.

      Had for as long as he could remember.

      And he was a heartless scoundrel for basking in it. A better man would gently reject her so that she could find a better suitor for her affections. It wasn’t as though he led her on, keeping her attentions for himself. Her best bet was to leave this dratted island and see what the wider world had to offer.

      But the wider world was also cruel, and he couldn’t bear the thought of Phoebe enduring the humiliation as he had.

      Soft light filtered through her raven hair, giving her an angelic halo. Her top bun had come loose and leaned to the side. Wispy tendrils framed her face and—even shadowed, he could see the flinty shards in her gray eyes. Gray now, but sometimes blue, depending on her dress and mood.

      The world shifted, and everything around her grew hazy and soft, like a dream. In his vision, she grew sharper, every hair, freckle, and lash. Razor sharp and defined. Abruptly he stood, feeling light, as if he’d floated out of his weary body, and yet his perspective of her hadn’t changed.

      How much had he drunk this morning?

      One bottle? Two?

      His mind was curiously empty and foggy, and then he had one clear thought, as distinct as the peal of a bell, as rich as the rumble of thunder.

      He wanted to kiss her.

      To taste her adoration, her easy acceptance of him, the good, the bad, the irredeemable.

      His knees softened by whiskey, his shoulder wound aching and itching, he stepped forward, and her eyes widened with confusion. Of course, she wouldn’t expect a kiss. They’d known each other all their lives, and he’d never once treated her like a girl he would kiss.

      She wasn’t a girl anymore. She was a woman.

      All of twenty years old, ready to spread her wings beyond Star Frost. But her first kiss should be here, in her natural element among the wildflowers and butterflies, with someone who could be trusted to provide an exceptional kiss.

      Him.

      He presented his hand, and she accepted his help to her feet, still watching him with confusion.

      He cupped her cheek, brushing his thumb along the arch of her cheek bone, wiping away a smudge of dirt but flecks of gold remained, stubborn little flakes they were. Had he found himself a wood sprite? He smiled, his first real smile in days, perhaps weeks. The muscles in his face had grown tight and strained from lack of use.

      “Dear Phoebe, how precious you are.”

      Her gaze searched his. “Precious?”

      “Rare. One of a kind. Is there a man truly worthy of you?”

      “You speak too kindly. I’m just…me.”

      “But you’ve never tried to be anyone else, and that is what is so unique about you. You like yourself. So many people I know, including myself, wish they could say the same.”

      “You don’t like yourself?”

      He shrugged, his smile light and lazy as he examined her face, entranced by the simplicity of her beauty. No paint, no practiced expressions. Utterly unjaded. He could read every emotion in her eyes.

      “No,” he said absently, “but you like me, and for the moment, that’s enough.” He inched his head lower.

      He could hear the whisper of her exhale rush over her lips.

      Oh yes, now she suspected something of him. But did she know how much he wanted this? How necessary it was—more than his next breath, his next drink. A kiss from Phoebe O’Roarke might just save his soul.

      Well—now he was being dramatic, drunk on whiskey and this heady moment.

      He focused on her lips, the petal soft pink crescents that plumped under his gaze.

      And then his vision blurred, and he closed his eyes. He nearly lost his balance as their lips met, she so much smaller than him. The top of her head came up to his shoulder.

      His mind splintered into fragments of awareness.

      The breeze ruffled his hair, the sun burned the back of his neck, or perhaps that was his own body heat, his core temperature rising swiftly as the pillow soft touch of her lips seeped into him like good medicine.

      Her hands settled on his chest, her fingers spreading. For a split second, he thought she might push him away, but she didn’t. The pads of her fingers pressed into him, individual points of need, a need she probably hadn’t ever experienced before or knew how to control. His own control wavered dangerously.

      He cradled her head, hair falling around his hands like ribbons of silk. She sighed softly, and he used the break between their lips to suck in a breath and press closer, easing his tongue between her lips and taking the kiss deeper. Her hands fluttered against his chest, and then she wound her arms around his neck. They pressed together, body to body, the rest of the world falling away.

      And now the earth tilted, in his mind at least, though they remained standing, but his heart pounded with a strange rhythm, and his knees buckled, just enough to align their hips. Fire coursed through his veins as visions of all the ways he could have her—right here, in the glory of nature, shuffled through his head like a deck of cards. His prick thickened, and at any moment, she would feel it.

      She’d be frightened.
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      Explosions of delight filled Phoebe’s body. Bright colors shimmered behind her eyelids as desire clawed at her, pent up for too long, denied until it had turned into a ravenous beast. Their hips collided, a carnal dance of sorts as she tasted her first kiss. Her attention bounced between points of contact.

      Lips, hands, hips, and the ridge of his arousal.

      She couldn’t focus on any one thing when everything was so pleasurably overwhelming. Her mind scattered, all sense whisked away by a storm of need. She didn’t know what to do, but she knew what she wanted.

      More.

      More of everything.

      Instinctually she tried to get closer, hooking her ankle around his calf to bring the contact of their hips closer.

      He grabbed at her skirts, freeing her leg and pulling it up to his hip.

      Yes.

      Splendid pleasure radiated from every touch, his body soothing hers and yet stoking greater need. His hand cupped her bare thigh, and she couldn’t find the sense to be scandalized.

      Nothing had felt righter than being in his arms.

      How could that be?

      She’d loved him for so long. Was this the result of those caged emotions? Reckless wantonness?

      So be it.

      Whether this new facet of their relationship lasted a lifetime, or for this single encounter, she would never regret fulfilling this one fantasy. The world upended as he lifted her by her bottom, and they lowered to the ground. His delicious weight came over her, and she could hardly breathe. Her pulse danced in her veins, and rays of sunlight crowned his dark hair. Her senses exploded.

      She could smell the soft earth beneath, metallic and familiar, his whiskey breath mixed in with the musk of his skin, an alluring mixture of salt and soap. She breathed deep, picking of scents of starch from his loosely tied cravat and cigar smoke from his jacket. Then florals and sunshine from the world around them carried by the gentle breeze. A heavenly aroma that made her head dance with pleasure.

      And she could taste him, a tonic of velvet and fire as their tongues clashed and found an animal rhythm of communication. She reveled in the exploration of his mouth, so enthralled by every new sensation and intimate texture.

      No wonder others succumbed to sin so easily. She was already inebriated by his touch, his smell, the very life force of him. Her body sang a chorus of desire. A special aria for him alone. Her skin burned with every caress; his weight, somehow natural and welcome on top of her, anchored her in this moment, safe and sheltered.

      Need burned like a wildfire through her, driven by kisses over her skin, the scrape of his unshaven scruff a tantalizing mixture of sweet pain. She could hear her dress ripping, her bodice giving way as her breasts swelled against the suffocating binding of her chemise. His hand slid into her bodice and lifted her breast free. A hot mouth claimed her nipple, and Phoebe cried out in ecstasy.

      Such blissful madness. She couldn’t stop the roar of passion in her body that escaped through her lips with every touch. She hardly noticed that his other hand was under her skirts, parting her thighs and forging a fiery path of pleasure to her core. And when he touched her there, the air sang with music. His hand slid through her slick folds and into her body. She parted her thighs farther, welcoming the touch.

      She was lost in her body, fighting a storm of need and fiery desire she was not determined to win. Giving in felt so much better. Magic pulsed through her veins as he moved over her, fumbling between them and then filling her again. Her eyes slammed open and met his, dreamy and bright blue. The sun light made a ring around his head as he moved inside her, a strange burning sensation at first, and then the aching rising need returned. He thrust, and Phoebe bit her lips to contain the sighs and moans climbing her throat, but they were too much. She cried out as he thrust, a strange pulsing inferno inside her. She squeezed her eyes closed. She felt like a shooting star, burning bright and hot while falling through a midnight sky.

      “Oh god, Phoebe, my—God.” He growled over her, his voice deep and spent. And then he slowly lay over her, panting, his heart hammering against hers.

      She couldn’t lift her eyelids. Not yet. She lay perfectly still, her body tingling, her blood simmering, and the sun blindingly bright through her eyelids. He pushed himself up, separating their bodies and tugging her skirt down. In his shadow, she peeked at him, haphazardly buttoning his trousers, and she had the urge to laugh. He looked…ravished.

      Phoebe pushed to her elbows and smiled, her body lazy and warm. She didn’t feel inclined to move, but then she noticed her breast out and free in the wild. She blushed and righted her bodice, but her dress would have to be repaired. Coming to her feet, she knew she ought to say something, but what?

      What did one say after…after… She didn’t even have the proper words.

      He tugged at his shirt sleeves and stepped back, but the log was there, and down he went with a grunt, knocking his head with a gruesome thud.

      Phoebe leapt to action, helping him to sit against the log. She inspected his head, but he was not bleeding.

      “I fell,” he said.

      “Yes, I know. I saw it.”

      He blinked at her. “You’re lovely.”

      She bashfully looked away and smiled. “Thank you. But I think you need to rest.”

      “I’m dreadfully tired, Phoebe. Tired of it all.”

      She stilled, wiping a streak of dirt from his brow. “What do we do now?” she asked, uncertainty replacing all the glorious feelings from before. Something must be said about what had just happened. They’d lain together, as a man and wife would. But they were not married.

      By all rights, she was ruined.

      “Am I dreaming of you?” he asked with heavy-lidded eyes.

      “I’m real. I’m right here, Will. I always have been,” she said. Whether or not he understood her would be up to his soggy memory. “Let’s get you home.”

      Phoebe slung her arm around his chest and helped him back to his family estate. It was a short walk, only a mile or so, but it felt like forever as the glow of their encounter faded, and parts of her body she was not familiar with grew achy. She was damp between her legs, an altogether unfamiliar and uncomfortable sensation that only occurred during her monthly time.

      Could it be?

      No, she exhaled with relief. She was as punctual as a well-tuned clock, and those annoying days were still a fortnight away. This must be the result of lovemaking.

      She blushed, certain she could never blush again after this afternoon. She was no longer a maiden but a woman, in truth. What would happen now?

      She peeked up at William. His lip was bloodied from his fall. She smiled. He looked properly ravished by her hands. Cravat gone, shirt unbuttoned at the neck and untucked from his waistband. Flashes of their encounter played in her mind. His eyes were closed, his thick lashes resting on his cheeks. Such wild beauty, masculine and devastating. They reached the front portico, and he opened his eyes, blinking slowly. Phoebe searched for his handkerchief inside his coat pocket and dabbed at the small cut on his lip. Her own lips tingled in memory of their shared kisses, feverish, wicked kisses that speared her with longing and pleasure.

      The door opened, and the butler flinched as he took in their appearance.

      “Mr. Hunter tripped over a log.”

      The butler raised one brow. “Indeed, Miss O’Roarke. Come this way.”

      They were shown into the house, and the housekeeper, Mrs. Bell, whisked Phoebe away to freshen up. Once in the room, Phoebe caught sight of her reflection and gasped.

      Her skirt was covered with bits of grass and leaves and streaked with dirt in a very…revealing pattern. Worse still, her bodice was ripped, exposing her upper breasts where he’d marked her skin in the heat of their passion.

      Her cheeks stained crimson, and her eyes pooled with tears as the expressions of the staff suddenly made sense. The butler’s austere brow, Mrs. Bell’s oddly blank expression. She’d known these people all her life.

      Phoebe covered her mouth, and her hands trembled.

      There was a light knock on the door before Lady Trevor entered, her normally cheerful countenance gone. She took one look at Phoebe, and the color drained from her face. Phoebe dropped her gaze in shame. Could they all guess what had occurred? That she was a wanton, with little self-control when it came to William? Not even a little. None.

      She’d jumped right into the fire.

      “My dear sweet girl.” Lady Trevor strode forward and took her hands, rubbing them between her burgundy silk gloves. “A bath, Belinda, with my good oils, for Miss Phoebe.” Phoebe looked up to see Lady Trevor’s maid standing in the doorway. The whole house would know by now, and soon her own household would catch wind. She, the only daughter of a gentleman farmer, had thrown her honor over the edge of a cliff.

      Lady Trevor cupped her cheeks and forced Phoebe to meet her gaze. Lady Trevor’s glossy silver curls perfectly framed her gently aged pale skin, and watery blue eyes stared back at her.

      “There are not enough apologies for what you have endured. But know that I never would have”—her eyes pooled with tears—“thought my son could do such a thing.” She let out a shuddering breath.

      Phoebe swallowed her panic. “My lady?”

      “He will do what is right, and you will not bear the shame. You will be the future Lady Trevor, and no one will know. Why should they suspect?” Lady Trevor released her hold on Phoebes face and shrugged.

      Phoebe blinked in confusion. The future Lady Trevor? She can’t mean…

      But William…

      The room spun, and Phoebe quickly found a place to sit, dropping to the foot of the bed before her knees gave out.

      “I don’t understand. I don’t think William intended to…”

      He had kissed her, and he had done so many wonderful things, tender touches, hungry kisses…but somehow, Phoebe couldn’t label those actions as love.

      She was in love with him, but he had never indicated he’d returned her feelings, and though it turned her stomach, she didn’t think this afternoon had changed that.

      “He doesn’t love me,” she confessed.

      “Then he shouldn’t have ravished you in the woods like some crazed blackguard,” William’s mother spat. She shuddered and then kneeled before Phoebe.

      “I’m sorry for what my son has done to you, but there is only one solution. I know you were excited to debut in London. But that is over now. We must make the best out of a terrible situation. I solemnly promise that, until my last breath, I will make sure William treats you well.”

      “You want us to marry?”

      “You must marry.”

      Phoebe shook her head, her thoughts a tangled ball of yarn.

      A tub was brought in and swiftly filled.

      “Do you need Mr. Gibbs to access any injuries?” Lady Trevor asked carefully.

      Injuries? She was a bit tender in places but not injured.

      “I’m afraid I don’t take you meaning.”

      Lady Trevor waved Belinda out of the room.

      She took her hand and led Phoebe to the tub. “My cousin had an experience much like yours. She was barren as a result. Infection nearly took her, but she survived and lived
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