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      Candle-light turned the heavy velvet drapes black. Chas hadn't expected that when he ducked into this side room to escape Phoenix Tanzer, newest heir to Lord Badr Castle. The ball was in its full glory, a string quartet valiantly attempting to play a reel loud enough that the music could be heard over the roar of several hundred voices. The gossip had to be horrific, especially given how ardent Phoenix had been in attempting to get Chas into a compromising situation.

      Outside, fairy lights illuminated the satin dresses, silk suits and luxurious velvet robes of Lord Castle's guests. Here? Two candles sat in the middle of the library table, for that was what this little room held. A small private library that would normally have delighted Chas.

      Bookcases lined the walls from floor to ceiling two stories overhead. The window at the far side of the room had looked a perfect way to escape but there was no balcony, no stair, not even a vine growing up the wall outside the window that Chas could scale.

      Not that there was a single pane of the great window that opened.

      Rather than finding an escape, he'd trapped himself by ducking in here. And worse? His suit, a simple dove grey silk with the most restrained steel-blue embroidery at the collar and cuffs, would stick out painfully against the dark drapes. Phoenix would see him instantly if he poked his head into the library.

      Really, Chas didn't know what he expected out of Phoenix when Mother insisted that he accept the invitation. Joy in his elevation of rank? Justified. Strong encouragement for Chas to consider the benefits of the two of them marrying despite Chas' absolute refusal to consider such a thing? Certainly. Phoenix had been doing that for several years. His lust for Chas was well-known, apparently unstoppable and completely unwelcome.

      For that matter, Chas didn't know what Lord Castle expected of Phoenix. Taking him as his heir was quite bizarre. He was nothing but the latest in a long line of young people who believed that their elevation would earn them a permanent place in high society only to be dashed back to their previous station when they failed Lord Castle. Given that Lord Castle was notoriously ill-tempered, completely temperate and unfailingly conservative, the choice of Phoenix was quite strange.

      Chas had heard more than one person speculating that perhaps Lord Castle had finally found a young person who shared his bloodline. It was, truthfully, the only thing that made sense other than blackmail. And what anyone, even Phoenix, could find to blackmail Lord Castle with was unimaginable.

      The library door handle rattled.

      Chas gasped. He looked about for anywhere to hide. Nothing. Not even a comfortable chair he could twist around and curl up in. The only chairs were hard oak with no padding.

      He ducked behind the velvet drapes, praying that the shape of his body wouldn't make too much of a lump. And that his dove grey shoes wouldn't stick out so far that he was immediately obvious.

      "There, you see?" said Jade Bulgarelli in the most annoyed tone possible. "No one is in here. Uncle said outright that you're not to enter this library, Phoenix. Heir or not, you're not welcome here."

      "Damn it all, where has Chas gotten to?" Phoenix asked, with so much fury that Chas shrank as far back against the cold glass of the window as possible. "This won't work without him."

      "I would say that it won't work, then," Jade snapped. "Mr. Abaddon has made it perfectly clear that he has less than no interest in you. In fact, I would say that everyone at the ball is quite aware that he'd rather jump off the highest tower of the castle than allow you to so much as touch his littlest finger."

      The profanity that spilled from Phoenix' lips was decidedly obscene and ascribed the worst sort of motivations to Jade. Then Phoenix expanded to Chas, calling him stupid, slow-witted, lazy, ugly and outright frigid. None of which Chas could truly agree with, though hearing himself spoken of in such a way was terrifying, especially from one who seemed determined to woo Chas.

      "Oh, do go away," Jade said when Phoenix took a breath. "He's not here. You're not allowed. Get out."

      "Well, who lit the candles?" Phoenix demanded.

      "I did," Jade said so sharply that Phoenix took several steps back. "As if I have any interest in attending your ball. Get out. Go find someone willing to be seduced. Just leave me be with my books."

      "They're all you'll ever have for company," Phoenix snarled at Jade.

      "At least they're willing, unlike Chas," Jade snarled right back.

      The library door slammed hard enough that Chas flinched. He held his breath as the seconds passed, waiting for Phoenix to stomp back into start a second round of the argument. It was one of Phoenix's least attractive traits. He could never just leave a fight. He had to come back and continue it whenever a new thought occurred to him.

      "You can come out," Jade said, stopping Chas' heart entirely for several seconds.

      Chas eased out from behind the curtain, face burning with shame that he'd been discovered. "I apologize for invading your library, sir."

      "Nonsense," Jade said with an entirely casual wave of his hand. "Everyone can see that you'd prefer to have nothing to do with Phoenix. Even he can see it. There's any number of young men and women who would be delighted to accept his courtship, especially now that he's my uncle's heir, however brief that may be."

      "I wish I knew why he's so determined," Chas said. He carefully let the curtain fall back into its place before walking several steps closer to Jade and the table with its fat yellow candles. "I've never been interested in him but he simply refuses to listen to me when I reject him."

      While Phoenix had that bluff, broad-shouldered frame that was much approved of by fashion this year, Jade shared Chas' slender build. But where Chas was short, barely five foot six, Jade was nearly six foot tall. As Lord Castle's only blood relative, logic would say that Jade should be his heir. But logic could never win an argument with Lord Castle who had reviled Jade's foreign father to the point that he'd cast his only sister out of the family for all time.

      Jade's father had gifted him with marvelously straight black hair, deep brown skin in the warmest rosy shade and piercing dark eyes that studied Chas carefully. A tiny furrow appeared between Jade's eyebrows, smoothing away a moment later. He nodded once, gesturing for Chas to follow him.

      Not to the door but to a bookcase that looked no different from any of the others.

      "Phoenix needs to consolidate his position as heir," Jade explained as he carefully ran his fingers over the shelves and then pulled one book forward. There was click and the bookcase swung towards them. "The only way to do that which Uncle Badr will accept is for him to marry 'well'. For my illustrious uncle, 'well' means that there must be no hint of scandal and you, my dear Mr. Abaddon, are the only person on the marriage market this year who has complete freedom from all forms of scandal."

      Chas stared at him. His jaw dropped open when Jade only raised an eyebrow in confusion. Him. Free from scandal
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