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      ETON COLLEGE, 1797

      The frigid air of a November evening permeated the bedchamber like an invisible, smothering fog, making every hair on Benedict Sterling’s body stand on end. As he lay shivering beneath a pile of thin, scratchy blankets, he imagined himself surrounded by the comforts of home. A warm fire and his heavy, damask counterpane, his hound Caesar laid across his feet. His father had boxed his ears on more than one occasion for sneaking the dog into his bed, but it was never enough to deter him. Viscount Sterling was abominable as father’s went. Still, Benedict would gladly have endured the man’s dismissal and harsh punishments in exchange for rooms warmed by blazing fires, and the decadent warmth of a cup of chocolate heating his belly.

      Curling his knees into his chest, he willed sleep to claim him. Once exhaustion pushed him into unconsciousness, the cold would no longer matter.

      Mrs. Culpepper—the dame over the boardinghouse he inhabited with twelve other boys—was as stingy with coal and tapers as she was with smiles or kindness. The lives of some lads could be made easier by the generous allowances. Those who came from families with deep pockets had the blunt to afford such niceties that could lessen the discomforts of life at Eton. However, while Benedict came from a family with an illustrious name and several fruitful estates, his father’s parsimony rivaled Dame Culpepper’s. The viscount believed that the rigors of school life were part of what made a boy into a man. In his day, he had endured the same sparse accommodations, grueling schedule, and harsh physical punishments—and he expected his sons to do the same without complaint.

      Benedict suffered in silence, determined that his father be given no further ammunition toward his scorn. Viscount Sterling was a hard, uncompromising man, but proved doubly so regarding his youngest son. For years, Benedict had thought it simply the matter of being neither the heir nor the spare, but time had proven otherwise. It was as if Benedict’s father could sense something was wrong with him—something that should be crushed and obliterated to make him into the sort of man a father could be proud of.

      That his mother doted on him to compensate for cruel treatment only made matters worse. The viscount hated what he saw as ‘coddling,’ and did everything he could to come between Benedict and the one person in the world who loved him without condition or requirement.  The viscount had insisted that once his sons were placed in the care of a tutor rather than a governess, the time for cosseting was over. Only a man could make boys into men, and the early years of suckling at the viscountess’s teat were behind them.

      The viscountess had done her duty by providing sons, and she was now meant to step aside and allow the father to mold them into gentlemen. But Agatha Sterling had been the first friend Benedict had ever known, the only one to accept him without condition. For that, she had Benedict’s devotion, and there was nothing his father could do to break it.

      Slipping one hand beneath his lumpy pillow, Benedict fingered the edges of the letters he kept there. On the pages were the viscountess’ words, written with love and care. He only needed to survive the next six weeks before the term ended and he could travel home for Christmas. While there, he might at least pretend he would never have to return to this hellish place ever again.

      He conjured his mother’s image—soft and pretty with dark blonde hair and velvety brown eyes that shined with the light of a jubilant soul. Benedict had never been brave enough to ask his mother if the viscount made her happy, but then, he was certain he already knew the answer. Her light was dimmed whenever the viscount was near, as if the candle of her soul had been blown out. She became silent and docile, eyes lowered, voice soft.

      She’d been a coveted debutante her first Season, pursued by all manner of titled, upstanding men. Marriage to his father had been practical, a good match by the conventions of society. She was the consummate viscountess, upholding the image of a titled family as she had been bred to. But she was most happy when painting, dressed in an old gown and smock, fingers dyed from her watercolors, hair in a haphazard knot. Benedict loved to sit and watch her paint, wanting to absorb the moments of peace and serenity she was allowed when immersed in her art. She would often pause in the midst of her work and smile at him, lighting up the entire room.

      “Come and help me?” she would ask, inclining her head to beckon him over.

      Her tinkling laughter always made him smile as she used her smock to wipe the paint splatter from his chin.

      “You’re a work of art all on your own,” she would croon, kissing his nose. “You need no enhancement.”

      Benedict stiffened at the sound of scuffling, trying to determine if he heard footsteps or the scurry of mice. Or perhaps it was one of his roommates going to use the chamber pot. Both assumptions were proven wrong when the blankets were snatched away, exposing him to the cold and dark. Benedict thrashed and swung his fists, determined to fight off the hands that accosted him. There were multiple boys, strong fingers tightening around arms and legs to stretch him taut as something coarse and heavy fell over his head. His breath came in panicked gasps, this form of darkness far more frightening than that of the room itself. It suffocated him, making it difficult to fight as he rolled off the bed and crashed to the rough floorboards.

      Jerked to his feet, his wrists were bound behind his back even as he struggled fruitlessly. Then, a kick in his rear propelled him forward. Chuckles and low, boyish whispers came muffled through what he assumed was a gunny sack.

      Benedict had no choice but to go along with whatever prank was being played. He knew from experience that calling for Dame Culpepper—the old shrew—would only get him a verbal tongue lashing before the guilty parties cornered him at an opportune moment to deliver retaliation. Whatever this might be about, it was best to go along with it and let the other lads have a laugh at his expense.

      The pounding of several pairs of boots would have been enough to wake the dead, though everyone knew the dame wouldn’t stir if the entire house fell down around them. Her love of gin ensured she went jug-bitten to her bed every night. Benedict’s stockinged, frozen toes ached with every step, and the clench of the binding around his wrists made his fingers throb.

      He visualized each part of the house as they passed through it—the corridor and stairs, the entrance hall, then out the front door. The air outside was only slightly worse than in his room, but the ground was damp from this afternoon’s rain, soaking through Benedict’s stockings. His abductors became rowdier the farther they drew from the house, laughing and joking in voices he could hardly tell apart.

      “Where are you taking me?” he demanded.

      An elbow jabbed him in the ribs as he renewed his struggles, causing him to trip and stub his toe on a stone.

      “Don’t worry, Benny,” a voice taunted in his left ear. “Nothing to worry about. We have a nice surprise waiting for you.”

      “Yes … a nice … warm and wet surprise,” another boy quipped, producing more laughter.

      “Come along, Benny-boy!” someone said from his right. “Step lightly! Jolly Jemima won’t wait for you all night!”

      Dread curled low in Benedict’s gut as he realized what was happening. “Jolly” Jemima Thacker was the daughter of a local tavern owner, notorious among the boys of Eton. By day and early evening, she worked as a barmaid in her father’s establishment, but when the old man had turned in for the night, and all within the village went quiet, she plied a different trade. Having just passed his fourteenth birthday, it was Benedict’s turn to have a taste of Jolly Jemima—courtesy of the other boys who had already drank from that coveted, overused well.

      The stench of horses and manure infiltrated his senses, and the prick of hay through his stockings told him they’d entered a stable. Shivering and seething, he was brought to an abrupt halt, then the sack was yanked away. Benedict blinked against the sudden burst of light from a lantern hanging on a nail. He stood in a—thankfully clean—stall surrounded by mounds of hay.

      There was much murmuring and jostling as the other boys fought for a clear view. Benedict’s eyes flared wide at the sight of Jemima Thacker, hands braced on her hips as she stood before him wearing nothing but a thin chemise, stockings, and a pair of worn shoes.

      “’Bout time you lot showed up,” she grumbled while hitching up her hem. “I’m freezing my bloody dugs off. But you’ll make me nice an’ warm in no time, won’t you, lad?”

      Benedict could only stare, numb with disbelief as she disrobed without a modicum of shame. She was a petite woman, with an unremarkable face and a head of stringy, lifeless hair. However, everything south of her neck made her popular among the young men—her wide hips and heavy breasts, the thick bush of dark hair between her thighs.

      Morbid fascination gripped him, as he had never before seen a nude woman in person. His schoolmates traded books and bawdy prints, and Benedict had glanced over them all in a quest to understand the fascination of other boys with the opposite sex. While he could certainly appreciate a pretty face or the efforts of a well-dressed lady, he wasn’t nearly as obsessed with body parts and erotic functions as the others. It seemed yet another thing that wasn’t quite right about him, but the depth and meaning of it escaped him whenever he dwelled on it.

      “Well? C’mon then,” she prodded when he failed to act on her indecent display. “Night’s already paid for, an’ time’s waistin’!”

      Benedict stumbled when he was pushed farther into the stall, his heart thudding wildly against his breastbone. He had never given much thought to the inevitability of tupping his first woman, but certainly didn’t relish doing away with his virginity in a stable with a gang of other boys looking on. Jemima advanced, but he backed away as if recoiling from the strike of a venomous snake.

      “No,” he protested, bumping against the wall of boys blocking his only way out. “Let me go.”

      “What’s the matter, Benny-boy?” someone taunted, poking at his spine with a bony finger. “There’s nothing to be frightened of. She doesn’t bite.”

      “Not unless he wants me to,” Jemima quipped, prompting more laughter. She grinned, showing a black gap where one of her front teeth ought to be.

      “I said no,” Benedict snapped, fighting to keep his voice from wavering as he spun to face the others. “Stand aside.”

      Among them stood his most hated foe, Lionel Blackburn. Like Benedict, he was larger than the other boys—tall and wide through the shoulders. His face was composed of arrogant lines and harsh edges, with dark, menacing eyes that showed his disdain for anyone he thought beneath him. Benedict, he had decided upon their first meeting, was perfect prey for teasing, insults, and cruelty.

      “Now, now,” Lionel chided with a sneer. “We went through all this trouble for you. The least you could do is say thank you.”

      Benedict ground his teeth, fists clenched at his sides as he stared at Lionel. He had never wanted to plant someone a facer as badly as he did Lionel.

      “No, thank you,” he growled. “Get out of my way.”

      “Here now!” Jemima exclaimed. “You told me the little shit was eager to ’ave me!”

      Lionel inclined his head, as the other boys elbowed one another and grinned. “He ought to be … unless there’s some reason our friend Benny doesn’t fancy a willing woman.”

      Benedict scoffed. “I’m not putting my prick anywhere yours has been.”

      A palm slammed into Benedict’s chest, throwing him off his feet. With the wind knocked from him, he was helpless to avoid the hands of half a dozen boys divesting him of his meager clothing.

      “He’s just a little shy,” someone bellowed as he was stripped of first one stocking, then the other.

      “Nothing to be afraid of,” another added. “Just lie there. Jemima will do all the work.”

      Laughter and ribald jokes floated through the air as Benedict scuttled away from his assailants, stark naked and freezing.

      “Sod off, the lot of you,” he snarled.

      Lionel grinned, raking Benedict’s nude body with a knowing gaze. “Something the matter? You’re as limp as a dead fish!”

      Humiliation washed over him as the other boys took in the evidence of his disinterest. He hadn’t so much as stirred at the sight of Jemima.

      “It’s bloody freezing,” he countered. “And I’ve already told you, I’m not interested. Now get out of my way!”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Lionel laughed. “I told you there was something wrong with him. He’s backwards … broken.”

      “I’ll break you if you don’t stand aside,” Benedict roared, his face flushing hot. Fingernails digging into his palms, he shook with rage.

      “You ungrateful little shit,” the boy to Lionel’s left spat.

      Everything happened so fast that it was nearly over before Benedict could make sense of it. Lionel’s fist slammed into his gut, making him double over. Another blow snapped his head back, and he lost his balance.

      “The little cunt thinks he’s too good for the likes of Jemima,” one of the boys joked as they all converged on him at once, fists and feet swinging with vicious intent. “It is our duty to defend her honor.”

      Benedict curled into himself, gritting his teeth to keep from crying out as he was assaulted from all sides. Back, belly, legs, face … none were safe as the boys went at him with the ferocity of a pack of wolves. He could only cup his hands around his privates to protect them and pray for it to end.

      “What’s the matter, Benny?” Lionel taunted, his voice booming over the jeers of the other lads. “If Jemima wasn’t what you wanted, you should have simply said so … I would have happily arranged a renter for you instead.”

      Benedict reared to his feet, rage boiling up from his gut to scorch his throat, making him feel as if he could spew fire. His fury lent him strength as he lunged through the phalanx of boys trying to pummel him, sights set on Lionel. He chuckled and kneed Benedict in the groin, throwing him back to the wolves.

      “Now, now,” he chided with a click of his tongue. “I am flattered you wish to throw yourself at me, but poor Jemima’s freezing and needs someone to warm her up. Since you aren’t man enough …”

      Benedict slumped onto a mound of hay, his attackers’ interest in him waning as Lionel strutted toward the waiting prostitute like a preening rooster. Benedict’s entire body ached, and the trickle of blood into one eye obscured his vision. Swallowing past the urge to vomit, he looked away from the unpalatable sight of Lionel lowering his breeches and sprawling over the waiting Jemima.

      Swiping blood out of his eyes and crawling toward his discarded nightshirt, Ben did his best to avoid drawing attention back to himself. He quietly slipped into the garment, wincing at the throbbing in his ribs. Raising his arms caused enough pain to nearly render him unconscious, but Benedict remained on his feet, determined to make his escape.

      He stumbled out into the night with both arms wrapped around his middle, the world around him narrowing to a single pinpoint. Staying alert felt essential to his survival, so he placed one foot in front of the other, refusing to give Lionel and the others the satisfaction of finding him unconscious in the mud. Dame Culpepper’s house loomed just ahead, and the notion that he would survive if he could only get inside gripped him tight.

      The dame’s snores echoed through the corridors as he trudged up the stairs, his blood-soaked stockings staining the carpet as he went. He was bleeding from several places—his lip, his brow. His nose gushed like a geyser, making his nightshirt and stockings unsettlingly warm and sticky.

      That he reached his bed felt like some sort of miracle, and relief swept over him as he fell face-first onto the mattress and lost consciousness.

      

      When Benedict trudged into the kitchen the next morning—the only place in the house he was privileged to experience a warm fire—Dame Culpepper dropped a teacup and saucer at the sight of him. It took every ounce of his strength to stand tall and accept her wide-eyed perusal, along with that of ten other boys. Lionel gave Benedict a smug smirk from where he sat between two of the lads who had taken part in last night’s abduction and beating. Snickers and whispers passed between them as the dame approached, hands braced on her hips.

      “All right then. Which of them did this to you?”

      Benedict fairly trembled with the strain of remaining upright. The binding he had improvised from an old shirt torn into strips did little to support his ribs, which ached with every breath. He was aware that he looked ghastly, one eye swollen shut and purple, lip split and fattened like a ripe cherry. Beneath his clothes, he was a tapestry of mottled purple, red, and green—a depiction of violence and scorn.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Benedict replied, rolling one shoulder nonchalantly and biting back a scream at the pain it sent stabbing through his chest. “No one did anything to me.”

      Lionel’s smirk spread into a grin as his companions traded confused glances. Benedict glared at them, clenching his hands so tight his fingernails gouged his palms. He would be damned if they accused him of being a milksop as well as a molly. Telling Dame Culpepper what they’d done would earn him another beating, and piss in his shoes every morning for the rest of the term.

      “No one, you say,” the dame huffed, rolling her eyes. “And I suppose a ghost or demon pummeled you in your sleep?”

      Benedict smiled, the split in his lip opening and sending a trickle of blood down his chin. He wiped it away with the back of one hand. “I fell out of bed last night.”

      Sputters and guffaws filled the room.

      “You fell … out of bed?” Dame Culpepper asked, pursing her lips. She narrowed suspicious eyes, taking inventory of his battered state.

      “That’s right,” he said.

      “You would have me believe that a tumble off the bed is responsible for the state of your face?”

      “Benny sleeps like nothing I’ve ever seen, ma’am,” Lionel spoke up, taking a large bite of his toast. “Such tossing and turning about. One wonders why he doesn’t sleep on the floor and have done with it.”

      There was much nudging with elbows and whispers from the table, a handful of boys chiming in to lend truth to Lionel’s claim. Benedict pulled a sheepish expression, though it did little to ease the dame’s suspicion.

      Throwing her hands up, she bustled off to clean up the shattered porcelain, commanding Benedict to clean himself up at the basin before sitting at her table. All the while, she muttered under her breath about the stupidity of boys.

      It hurt his jaw to chew, but Benedict wouldn’t let the others see it. He stared at Lionel from across the table as he nibbled on burned toast and swilled weak tea. Lionel wasn’t bigger or stronger than Benedict—the sod had simply caught him unawares, with a veritable army of other boys. Man to man, Benedict could pound him into mincemeat and intended to at the first opportunity.

      He chose to bide his time for the rest of the week, allowing his battered body to begin healing. Lionel seemed to sense that a storm was brewing, lines of consternation creasing his brow whenever he caught Benedict staring at him with unflinching resolve. Surprisingly, Lionel ceased his usual jibes and derision—as if he understood what he had done with his little stunt. But Benedict wasn’t content with Lionel’s silence, or the possibility that his foe now understood that he was not to be trifled with. The message needed to be delivered loud and clear, leaving no room for doubt.

      So, ten days after he was dragged from his bed to be humiliated, Benedict found himself alone with his tormentor. By chance, they happened to return to their bedchamber before the three other boys they bunked with returned from their classes. Pausing on the threshold of the room, Benedict found Lionel crouched over a trunk he kept at the foot of his bed, oblivious that he was no longer alone.

      There was no gentleman’s code to be adhered to, no reason to alert Lionel to what was coming. After all, the attack against Benedict had been unexpected and unprovoked—and so would his vengeance.

      He was across the room in a few rapid strides, taking a handful of Lionel’s hair. A shocked gurgle preceded a sharp cry as Benedict slammed Lionel’s head into the trunk. Once Lionel fell to his back, groaning and pressing a hand to his bleeding forehead, Benedict attacked. Trapping the boy between his knees, Benedict delivered blow after blow. His fists produced spurts of blood, then the satisfying crunch of Lionel’s broken nose. Attempts at self-defense were ineffectual in the face of Benedict’s unchecked rage. By the time the other boys arrived, Lionel’s face was a dappled mess of blood, swelling, and discoloration.

      Benedict reared away from the hands wrenching him off his enemy, chest heaving as he snorted like a bull. Two boys stared at him in wide-eyed shock and horror as the other helped a sniveling Lionel to his feet. His knuckles throbbed like the devil, and he could taste the blood that had speckled his face, but the triumph swelling within him couldn’t be denied. No one said a word to chastise him as he swiped a sleeve across his mouth before staggering to the washstand to clean himself up. By the time he’d finished, Lionel and his friends had vacated the room.

      Benedict flopped onto his bed and clasped his hands behind his head. There was no chance Dame Culpepper wouldn’t take one look at Lionel and know what had occurred. The woman might be a drunk, but she wasn’t a fool. There would be harsh repercussions for what he’d just done, with Lionel likely going unpunished. It paid well to be the son of an earl who made hefty donations to the school. Benedict’s status as a viscount’s cast-off, one who was so obviously unlike the other boys, made him vulnerable.

      However, he couldn’t bring himself to care about the whipping the headmaster would inflict on him; not when he had finally done the thing he’d been fantasizing about the entire term. Benedict had been concerned with angering his father and worrying his mother. He’d wanted to prove himself a gentleman his father wouldn’t have to be ashamed of. But one glance at the sparse accommodations he suffered compared to his bunkmates demonstrated that the viscount didn’t give a bloody damn about him. His father saw him much the way Lionel did—broken, backward, wrong. A lost cause who would never be his heir. What did it matter if he was a gentleman in deed as well as in name? Trying to adhere to such strictures had won him nothing. Perhaps, what he’d just done to Lionel would earn him some peace of mind and the safety to sleep through the night without being accosted.

      Staring up at the ceiling, Benedict grinned and decided that if it wasn’t enough, he’d happily pummel every boy in this house. If that was the way to build a reputation as someone to be feared, then so be it. They would never dig deep enough to unearth what it was that made Benedict so unlike them if they feared him. Their avoidance of him and his fists would keep him safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      LONDON, 1820

      22 YEARS LATER…

      As Lord Alexander Osborne, Earl of Vautrey, descended into the underbelly of a public house known as The White Cock, he couldn’t help but wonder just what he had landed himself in. Upon leaving Kent for London with one singular mission in mind, he never supposed he might find himself slinking into darkened basements reeking of sweat, blood, and ale, filled with the cacophony of men’s roaring voices. He was a peer of the realm, not some rowdy young pup fresh from university. His days of occupying such spaces in search of a thrill were far behind him.

      However, his determination couldn’t be assuaged from the matter at hand. Nearly four years ago, he had made the worst mistake of his life and intended to correct it. There was nothing he wouldn’t do, no place he wouldn’t go, no lengths he would avoid to win back the love of his life. If lowering himself to attending illegal bare-knuckle brawls in public house basements brought him closer to his goal, so be it.

      Alex shouldered his way through the sea of bodies surrounding the spectacle taking place in the center of the bare, dimly-lit basement. Everyone shifted to allow him through, his height and breadth of shoulders showing a physical advantage over those who dared block his path, and his immaculate mode of dress denoting someone of importance. The crowd represented a hodgepodge of people from every level of the social hierarchy—tradesmen and factory workers standing shoulder-to-shoulder with gentlemen of means. The occasional woman could be found here and there—Haymarket whores and bedraggled laundresses a sharp contrast to the well-dressed ladies clinging to their gentlemen and eying the brawl with wide-eyed fascination.

      The White Cock’s position outside London kept them safe from discovery, as well as scrutiny. This was not the orderly tradition of a legitimate pugilist match; this was a melee, plain and simple, with the potential for only one man to come out on top. And anyone who was anyone already knew who that man would be.

      Alex spotted said man, his bright blond head standing out like a beacon. Alex’s breath caught in his chest, and despite wishing to be anywhere but here, he was completely captivated. Grime and sweat covered a broad, naked back rippling with powerful muscles, and tufts of unruly, overlong hair swept the thick column of his neck. Sinews in his arms bulged and stretched taut as he threw powerful blows at the opponent before him with massive fists. The clearing amid the crowd was filled with brawling men, each fighting to be the one still on his feet when the dust cleared.

      A cheer went up from the crowd when one of the competitors fell beneath the ferocity of the blond beast, out cold. Stumbling past three men grappling with one another for dominance, the beast accepted a small pint offered to him by a man standing on the fringes of the audience. Alex watched in disbelief as half the bottle was drained in a few gulps, then tossed carelessly aside. Sucking in his breath, Alex nearly bellowed a warning just before a stodgy man brought his joined fists down across the blond man’s broad, naked back. With an annoyed snarl he whirled, bringing his knee up between the other man’s legs, then throwing him to his back with a quick uppercut. As the attacker went down, Alex was graced with the full potency of Benedict Sterling.

      Hair fallen into his eyes and lips peeled back into a feral sneer, he was alluring in his ferocity, as magnetic as he was frightening. There was so little of the young man Alex had befriended at Eton, though some things about him would never change. He was larger than before, wider through the shoulders with slabs of muscle bulging in his chest. The changes of time made him seem like some otherworldly creature —an avenging archangel breathing fire, smoke, and ash. Alex couldn’t look away, hypnotized by the display of raw power as Ben tore through every man who stepped into his path with powerful right hooks and sharp uppercuts, his knuckles red and raw.

      This was the same man who had pummeled every lad at Eton who dared to cross him, who’d learned that the skill of his fists could earn him the money to better his circumstances.

      When Alex had been moved into Dame Culpepper’s house in place of Lionel Blackburn, Ben became one of his roommates. It hadn’t taken him long to realize why the change had been made. Lionel was seen sporting a swollen eye and broken nose, and Ben looked no better. What Alex had not expected was to watch Ben beat nearly every other boy under Dame Culpepper’s roof over the subsequent fortnight.

      One would think such mercilessness would be enough to warn other boys away, yet Alex had observed an opposite effect. Every lad seemed compelled to test their mettle against Ben, only to be sent limping away with bloodied lips and blackened eyes. Seeing this as an opportunity of sorts, Ben had begun placing bets on his own fights, which prompted others to do the same. By the middle of the following term, Ben had decked out his corner of their room with the comforts afforded by his winnings, and Saturday night fights became regular events.

      Ben endured the harsh punishments of the headmaster without flinching. He’d thrown the scathing letters of his father into the fire before continuing as he pleased. He had always struck Alex as such a compelling figure—alone and willing to take on the entire world in a fight.

      Alex wanted to believe that nothing had changed—Ben was as determined and independent as ever. Only, anyone who knew Ben well could see how time had altered him. There was an unrelenting hardness to him now, one that had obliterated any trace of vulnerability.

      It was all Alex’s fault; he knew that. He had done this to Ben with his cowardice and fear. This drunken man staggering about the basement of a public house as the crowd egged him on was not the one Alex had come to love all those years ago. Yet, he was unshaken in his determination. As long as there was breath in his body, Alex would fight for what he wanted. And what he wanted was Ben, for the rest of his life. The parts of Ben that had called to him in their youth were still there. Alex could see them as clearly as he could Ben’s blue eyes and white-gold hair. It was those things Alex would have to appeal to if he wanted to gain back what he’d lost—Ben’s hidden vulnerability, his courage, his strength.

      There was only one problem, and it made itself apparent as Ben delivered a final blow to the last man standing, claiming his victory. As he stood over the poor, unconscious lout at his feet, Ben raised his head and caught Alex’s gaze. The impact of fiery, bright blue eyes stabbed through him like a heated fireplace poker. Those sapphire depths glittered with malice and disdain, and years’ worth of secrets held between them. Alex suppressed a shudder in the face of a truth he could no longer run from.

      Alex still loved him as much as ever—had never stopped loving him—yet there was nothing in Ben’s eyes now but hatred.

      And rightfully so.

      Raising his chin, Alex returned Ben’s stare without flinching. He had weapons of his own in this battle of wills, and didn’t intend to back down.

      Ben’s nostrils flared, and his jaw clenched and undulated as if he ground his teeth. A ripple of desire overwhelmed Alex, even now, in this undesirable place. But Ben was here, and that made Alex content to remain, no matter how unwanted he might be. If he had his way, the icy tension between them would soon abate, and the wounds of the past could be healed.

      As Ben finally turned away, receiving handshakes, congratulations, and a heavy-looking purse containing his winnings, a sliver of doubt niggled the back of Alex’s mind. Had too much time passed? Had he wounded Ben to the point of no return?

      No, he refused to believe it was too late. From the moment they met, their paths had become intertwined. Though Alex’s had deviated for a time, it had led him right back to Ben. Alex had a feeling it would always be that way. He was a hopeless romantic, and in their earlier years, Ben had been, too.

      Alex hoped that part of Ben still lived, even if it happened to be locked away in some deep recess of his heart. It was the only hope Alex had left.

      

      Alex waited only an hour before demanding entrance to the room where Ben disappeared to recover following his fight. He paid a barmaid a few shillings to apprise him of Ben’s location, a room where he was wont to linger for beefsteak and a drink after a fight. Instead of charging to the abovestairs, Alex had settled at the bar for a whiskey, ruminating over what he would say once he was alone with Ben for the second time in as many days.

      Their first encounter had not gone well, though Alex would have been a fool to expect otherwise. He had been foolish last night, forgetting his carefully calculated plan to remain in control and not to do anything stupid. Alex had done well at first. Having landed on Ben’s doorstep immediately after arriving in London, he blustered his way past the butler to lie in wait. Alex had expected Ben to be furious at his intrusion into a life that had not included him for some time now—yet, hope was a strange and potent phenomenon.

      Hope was what had driven him to try to plead his case, and when that didn’t work, he’d done something reckless. Staring down into his half-empty glass, Alex relived the moment—as he had over and over throughout the succeeding day—when he had realized winning Ben back was more than a deep desire; it was an inescapable imperative.

      “Hello, Ben,” Alex said when he appeared on the threshold of the darkened study.

      Beams of moonlight filtered through the windows to illuminate that shock of bright blond hair and the brilliant white of shirtsleeves exposed by Ben’s lack of coat. Alex had waited over an hour for him to return home, but would have endured an eternity beyond that if necessary.

      The door rattled in the frame when Ben slammed it.

      “What … the bloody fuck … are you doing here?” he demanded. His slitted eyes were locked on Alex with the intensity of the blazing sun.

      Alex knew that expression well, could see the flex of Ben’s jaw that indicated he was clenching his teeth. His fists trembled at his sides as if he wished to thrash Alex within an inch of his life. But if there was one thing Alex had never been frightened of, it was Ben’s fists. Ben only harmed those who attempted to harm him first—or, it would seem, those willing to step into the ring with him. Alex was in no danger here.

      “I should think that was obvious,” he replied, slowly approaching Ben from his side of the room. Surely you’ve heard the news. Katherine, she … died.”

      His throat constricted on the last words, grief twisting violently in his belly and clutching at his heart. Alex had been aware of his inclination toward men since boyhood, and that had never changed. His marriage was one of convenience and necessity, but his wife had been the best of women. Katherine might not have appealed to him in a carnal way, but she had been his friend, his confidant, his solace after being forced to give Ben up. Her death had been a devastating blow.

      Ben sneered at the mention of Alex’s late wife. “So I have heard. You have my most sincere condolences, though I fail to understand why her death would bring you to my doorstep.”

      Alex couldn’t help a smile, hearing the strain in Ben’s voice. He took no delight in the other man’s anger or pain, but knowing he felt anything at all boded well for Alex. “Oh, Ben … you were never any good at hiding your emotions.”

      “I’ve changed. You’d know that if you hadn’t run off to Kent with your blushing bride.”

      “Ben—”

      “What did you expect?” Ben snapped. “That I would have spent the past three years sobbing into my brandy and wishing to have back what was lost?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then you hoped to be welcomed back into my life as if you didn’t betray me?”

      “That isn’t it, either.”

      Ben had begun advancing on him throughout their exchange, and Alex soon found himself hauled forward by his waistcoat. Longing heated his belly as he was snatched closer to Ben … so close Alex could smell the cold night air and light hint of the sweat glistening on his neck. The scents tangled with his signature Bay Rum and the clean whiff of starched linen. Slumbering desires roared to life within Alex in a powerful surge.

      “I knew you wouldn’t have forgiven me,” Alex managed, fighting a losing battle against the urges melting his resolve. “But I had hoped we might talk. You don’t even have to listen to me. You can berate me and call me every horrible name you can think of, and I will sit and listen. I just … when I had settled my affairs in Kent, I found myself wandering around this cold, empty house, and … I had to come. Even knowing you hate me, even realizing I have no right to intrude on your life.”

      Ben’s fist tightened around his waistcoat as he closed his eyes and issued a harsh sigh. Were it any other person manhandling Alex this way, he would have fought back, perhaps berating the offending party for ruining the starched perfection of such fine silk. However, this wasn’t just anyone; this was Ben, and he could do anything to Alex he wanted if only to bestow the touch of his hand—whether harsh or gentle.

      “Say it,” Ben demanded, yanking Alex closer until they were nearly nose-to-nose. “Tell me why you’ve come.”

      Alex gripped Ben’s hand, holding it tighter against his chest, desperate for closeness of any sort. His heart lodged itself within his throat as he held Ben’s gaze, feeling as if he stood on the edge of a steep precipice. One false move and he would fall to a slow and agonizing death, mourning what never was.

      He could bear it no longer. Ben was here before him, whole and warm and real—not just some figment of his imagination, haunting his dreams and waking him in a feverish sweat.

      Their lips brushed, and Alex trembled, suspended somewhere between the past and the present, and yearning as he never had. “I came for you,” he whispered just before he pressed his lips against Ben’s, tentative and questioning.

      Alex was sent reeling when Ben slammed both palms against his chest, his lower back meeting the edge of the heavy, oak desk. Bracing his hands on the thick wood, he waited for Ben to make the next move—to either cast him out bodily or … or, what? Ben had no reason to let Alex kiss him, no reason to trust him after what he’d done. Alex’s heart sank with the realization that he had gone too far, as Ben swiped the back of his hand over his mouth. It was too soon for such intimacies, with broken promises and shattered dreams scattered at their feet like shards of glass.

      But then, Ben was on him faster than Alex could blink, pushing him tighter against the desk and caging him with powerful arms. His kiss was harsh and punishing, unrelenting and forceful.  Alex’s skin erupted with sensation, his entire body enlivened by the nearness and taste of Ben. Pure joy swept through him, as the past converged on the present moment. A tortured groan echoed in the cavern of Ben’s chest, vibrating through Alex from the outside in. A night’s worth of stubble abraded Alex’s skin, bringing so many memories flooding through his mind. He used to tease Ben about his facial hair and how hopeless it was for him to shave when a dark blond shadow always made an appearance by the end of the day. His gut clenched at the memory of what that stubble felt like against his neck, his chest, his thigh.

      Cupping Ben’s jaw, Alex returned the fiery kiss with years’ worth of suppressed desire, dipping his tongue between parted lips. The taste of Ben, wild and heady, flooded his senses, familiar and yet somehow new again. Alex felt like a fumbling, desperate boy, wanting everything at once and having no notion where to begin. He drowned in the kiss, which soon became a battle for dominance as Ben’s tongue pushed against his. The hands gripping his hair were downright painful, but Alex accepted the pain with the pleasure because it was coming from Ben. Alex would take whatever he could have.

      It ended far too soon for his liking, Ben jerking away with a low growl and leaving Alex leaning against the desk, cold and bereft.

      “Ben,” he pleaded, no longer caring how desperate he might sound. “Would you hear me out? I can explain⁠—”

      “Explain what, exactly?” Ben interjected, though where he might have bellowed, he merely whispered. He kept his back turned and braced his hands on a cabinet holding several decanters and clean glasses. “How you made me agree to run away with you so we could be together before changing your mind and deciding to marry a woman instead?”

      It was exactly how they had ended, but there was so much more to the story that Ben didn’t know, so many reasons marrying Katherine had been the right thing for Alex to do at the time. He hadn’t been able to go to Ben and explain afterward, even knowing how it would hurt him.

      “It wasn’t what it seemed,” he replied, taking a step toward Ben, then thinking better of it. “I just want the chance to make things right.”

      “There is nothing to make right,” Ben replied, head bowed and his voice still lowered to that ominous, steely whisper. “You made your choice, and I think we are both better for it. I like my life the way it is and I won’t have you intruding on it. Until tonight, I’d quite forgotten all about you. Perhaps you ought to do the same and forget about me.”

      Alex didn’t believe that for a moment, but now was not the time to push Ben. He must suffer the shock and anger he had caused by catching Ben off guard. However, it had been his only recourse. Any letters he sent would have been tossed unopened into the fire, just as Ben had destroyed his father’s letters during their college years. Ben needed to know that he was here and would not give up so easily.

      Smoothing his palms down his rumpled waistcoat, Alex squared his shoulders. “I’ll leave now, but this isn’t over. You will see me again.”

      Ben hadn’t so much as turned his head when Alex left the room, didn’t come after him once he left the house and set off for his own lodgings. It had been foolish to hope he would, but Alex had hoped all the same.

      He blinked as he ascended from the haze of his memories, his vision swimming while the world around him solidified. He’d told himself to give Ben time and space, but seeing him once had heightened Alex’s sense of urgency. Having stayed away from Ben and London for nearly four years, the time had come to fight.

      Deciding Ben had had more than enough privacy, Alex stood and finished his whiskey with a single swallow. Then, he weaved his way through scattered tables and staggering patrons returning to the bar for more ale, making for the stairs.

      Ben was right where the barmaid had said he’d be—the last upper room on the left of the corridor. Alex didn’t bother to knock, simply letting himself in and quickly shutting the door. Ben was seated at a small table before the lit hearth, a half-empty bottle of brandy at his elbow and a plate holding the remnants of beefsteak and potatoes before him. Slumped in the chair with his head rested against its back, he made an imposing sight despite his state of undress. He wore a shirt now, but his feet remained bare, and the rest of his clothing had been strewn across the small bed in the corner. His bruises were wrapped in linen, and the scent permeating the room must be some sort of salve, which made Alex’s eyes water.

      He looked as if he had washed, his damp hair pushed back to curl at his neck and ears. Unfocused, bloodshot eyes met his, and Ben scowled.

      “Are you reckless, or just plain stupid?” he muttered.

      Alex leaned against the door and reached into his breast pocket for the pouch of peppermint sticks stashed there. Ben watched him push one into the corner of his mouth between his cheek and his teeth, eyes narrowed.

      “Neither,” Alex replied with a shrug. “Simply curious. Have you grown so bored with normal pugilism? Is that why you engage in underground brawls with drunks and rogues?”

      A lopsided smile curved one corner of Ben’s lips as he raised the pint of brandy. “I am a drunk and a rogue.”

      Alex couldn’t help smiling back, a burst of sugary peppermint flooding his palette. “I see. A gentleman by day, drunken brawler by night. No one can ever accuse you of being boring.”

      The light humor between them dissipated as Ben sat up straight, brandy bottle raised halfway to his lips. “I thought I made myself clear last night.”

      “I assumed I had as well.”

      Ben’s nostrils flared, his eyes like penetrating daggers of ice as he stared at Alex over his bottle. “So you intend to become my unwanted shadow. Is that it?”

      Alex swirled the peppermint stick, noting the spark of heat in Ben’s gaze as he sucked. “Unwanted … I think not. That kiss last night begs to differ.”

      Ben swallowed a mouthful of brandy, then snorted. “You kissed me.”

      “And you returned that kiss,” Alex fired back, raising an eyebrow.

      “A thoughtless reaction. I would have done the same with any man throwing himself at me.”

      “The Ben I knew had higher standards than that.”

      “Well, you were the one who taught me to lower my expectations.”

      Alex’s teeth clenched around his sweet, severing it in half. He deserved that verbal jab, and they both knew it. Finishing off the peppermint stick, he retrieved a handkerchief and used it to clean his hands.

      “You cannot frighten me away,” he insisted. “I came to London for you and don’t intend to leave until I’ve earned your forgiveness.”

      Ben slammed the bottle onto the table, slowly rising to his feet. “On the day London is overrun with flying pigs, you may expect my undying forgiveness. Now sod off.”

      “Ben—”

      “I waited for you,” he said suddenly, pausing halfway to the bed and whirling to face Alex. “For hours. I was committed to our plan. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you, and you left me waiting in the rain with every possession I cared about packed into trunks. I stood in the wet and cold, not caring whether I succumbed to lung fever or some other sickness … so long as you came, I would survive. As each minute passed, I kept telling myself that you were coming. Something had delayed you, but you would never abandon me. You were the brave one, remember? After the second hour, I began to fear you’d been hurt. I paced beside the carriage, imagining you broken and bloodied on the side of the road—waylaid by an accident or a violent highwayman or …”

      Ben clamped his mouth shut and turned back to the bed, snatching up his waistcoat. Alex’s heart dropped into his belly, which twisted with an overwhelming mix of guilt and shame. He’d never known any of this, as he and Ben never had the opportunity to talk after that fateful night. He was right that Alex had been stopped from coming to him—but not by an accident or a highwayman. The force keeping them apart had been far more powerful than that.

      “Things were happening that you knew nothing about,” he protested feebly. “I tried, Ben, I … I wanted nothing more than to run away with you. I wanted it so badly.”

      “You never came!” Ben roared, whirling to face him with his waistcoat hanging open, face flushing red. “I waited until sunrise like some idiotic, besotted chit, convinced you would arrive! Then, to see the announcement of your engagement to Katherine in the papers only days later …” Ben pressed a thumb and forefinger to the bridge of his nose and sighed, shaking his head. “No, I do not care to hear your explanation now when you never bothered to make one back then. I learned all I needed to know the day I sat in St. George’s and watched you bind yourself to someone else. Just because her life conveniently ended doesn’t mean I’m eager or desperate enough to have you back.”

      Alex watched Ben finish dressing in silence, his usual skill for words failing him. During the journey from Kent, he had ruminated over all the things he wanted to say and how he wished to express them. Just now, his mind was a jumbled mess of words unsaid, all of it fighting to slip off his tongue at once.

      All he could manage was a pathetic, “I’m so sorry.”

      Now fully dressed—though his open shirt and lack of cravat made him look as much a rogue as ever—Ben pinned Alex with a baleful glare. “You should be,” he spat before taking up his brandy and thundering from the room.

      Alex slumped against the wall, each of Ben’s heavy footfalls on the steps resounding through him like a nail being hammered into his chest. The wound Alex inflicted had festered over time, and now there might be no healing it. By coming here, was he only tearing into a painful scar? Was it selfish of him to pursue Ben, knowing how hurt he had been by Alex’s actions?

      Spotting a crumpled, abandoned cravat atop the neatly made bed, Alex went to it. Sinking onto the lumpy mattress, he took up the linen and pressed it to his nose with a deep, slow inhale. Ben still smelled of laundry starch and clean, earthy Bay Rum. No fuss, simple and compelling—like the man himself. He was such a sharp contradiction to Alex, who collected scents, colored cravats, and eclectic waistcoats, and was as fussy about his appearance as a debutante. It was a wonder they’d ever come to love one another at all. The sheer impossibility of it reminded Alex of his determination. Some things were simply meant to exist, and he could never be convinced that he and Ben as a pair weren’t among those things. It wasn’t selfish to want to make everything up to Ben, to make right what he had broken.

      Tucking the cravat into the breast pocket with his peppermints, Alex left the tiny, sparse room—shaken but not broken. As far as he was concerned, he and Ben were far from finished. They had hardly even begun.
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