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Prologue



London, June 1815


Sophie perched on the edge of the sofa cushion, her head tilted in concentration, her embroidery forgotten in her lap. Outside the drawing room’s window, propped open by a servant to allow fresh air to waft into the otherwise stuffy room, the clomping of a horse’s hooves came to an abrupt halt on the paving stones.


She glanced at Tristan, her dearest friend, who sat beside her on the silk palm-print sofa, his posture relaxed and his black hair extending in soft curls down his nape. He and his wife, Nancy, called on Sophie daily to rescue her from the incessant loneliness that had plagued her since her husband left for war. Nancy had recently gone to visit her ailing mother in Somerset, so this week Tristan had come alone.


Sensing Sophie’s inability to speak, Tristan smiled at her, showing his dimple—a deep impression at the edge of his lips. He curled his fingers over hers and squeezed gently. “Should I see who it is, Soph?”


Sophie looked back at the window. The curtains fluttered in the breeze, the satiny material shimmering like a sunlit forest, as if welcoming someone to part them and peer into the gathering dusk. She nodded stiffly and blinked hard against the sting in her eyes.


It had been like this for days, ever since they’d heard the battle of Waterloo was over. Each time a carriage rolled down the drive or she heard horseshoes clattering over the paving stones, a tumultuous mixture of excitement and fear boiled through her. Was it Garrett coming home to her? News of his whereabouts? News of his death on the field of battle?


Tristan released her hand and unfolded his tall, graceful body from the sofa. As always, he was dressed smartly, in an expertly tailored black tailcoat with a striped waistcoat and matching buff trousers. As Tristan strode over to the window, Sophie’s heart constricted, for she knew he feared for Garrett as much as she did. Tristan was Garrett’s closest companion, his heir and cousin. Since Garrett had left them, Tristan had been the one to offer her support and strength, but subtle signs of strain had appeared in him during the past month: the lines around his expressive brown eyes, the tightening of his features, and seriousness replacing his usual debonair approach to life.


Parting the curtains, he stood with his back to her, his body framed by the green fabric as he bent his dark head and surveyed the activity on the drive below. Sophie watched him mutely, her hand resting atop the rounded curve of her belly.


It must be something to do with Garrett, otherwise Tristan would have comforted her the instant he glanced outside.


She prayed Tristan had seen Garrett dismounting and entering the house at a near run, eager to see her. Perhaps her husband was on his way upstairs right now. Sophie closed her eyes, picturing him throwing open the door with a grin spread over his rugged, handsome face. Her frozen limbs would melt, and she’d cry out with joy and leap into his arms.


Finally, Tristan spoke. “It’s Sir Thomas,” he said raggedly. “Alone.”


Sophie pried her eyes open, but she couldn’t look at Tristan. Sir Thomas was Garrett’s aide. To see him anywhere but at Garrett’s side was simply… wrong. She stared across at the dying embers of the fire, at the flickering golden light glancing through the room’s shadows. Suddenly her London drawing room felt oppressive. She wanted to be outside, but not in the city. At Calton House in the north, where she and Garrett and Tristan had played together as children, young and carefree, all of them believing they could live forever.


The baby fluttered against her ribs, and she soothed her fingers over the soft blue muslin of her dress. Likely the poor babe sensed her anxiety. She took deep breaths and willed herself to be calm. She’d do anything to keep this miracle child from harm.


She felt Tristan’s gaze resting on her. His footsteps echoed hollowly on the wood floor as he came to stand beside the sofa.


The wait seemed an eternity, but in fact it was just a few moments before a soft knock sounded at the door. When she didn’t answer, Tristan said, “Come in,” his voice gruff.


Connor opened the door, and Sophie’s eyes riveted to him. “Lieutenant Sir Thomas Johnson is here to see you, Your Grace.” The butler took a deep breath, but managed to keep his expression professionally blank. “He says it is a matter of some urgency.”


Still Sophie couldn’t find her voice. Beside her, Tristan nodded at Connor, who left, returning a few moments later in the company of the red-haired officer. She had met Sir Thomas before, and she had known him to be a jovial sort of man. Today his lips were drawn tight and curved down at their edges, and deep grooves furrowed his forehead.


Tristan’s palm rested on her shoulder blade, gentle, lending her strength. She pushed the embroidery off her lap and rose to her feet on wobbly legs.


Connor closed the door behind the lieutenant, leaving the three of them alone. Sir Thomas bowed stiffly. Her gaze roamed over him, taking in his stiff posture and dress, the letter clutched in his left hand, his curly red hair combed sternly back from his face, his heavy auburn side whiskers. His somber expression and sorrowful eyes. The pungent smell of perfumed soap wafted from his body, making her lightheaded.


“No,” she whispered. Tristan’s arm tightened round her waist, the only thing keeping her upright.


Sir Thomas’s Adam’s apple moved up and down as he swallowed. He blinked several times, then seemed to find the power of speech. “Your Grace, I’ve come with news of your husband.”


He paused.


“Out with it,” Tristan growled.


“The colonel, ah… the duke…”


“No,” Sophie murmured again, shaking her head violently.


Sir Thomas licked his lips. When he spoke, the words came in rapid fire, each as painful as a dart stabbing into her chest. “I’m sorry, ma’am. But the Duke of Calton fell at the battle of Waterloo. He was injured, but we do not yet know if he perished, as we have not been able to locate his body. However, we retain little hope that he survived.”


“No, no, no…” Hot tears streaming down her face, Sophie turned to Tristan. He wrapped his arms around her and consoled her while she wept, stroking her back and muttering soothing words into her ear. Sir Thomas stood silently, awkwardly, to the side, his gaze fastened on a potted palm in the corner of the room.


When her sobs had abated and only the tears remained, rolling down her face like drops of rain against a windowpane, Sir Thomas spoke again. “I’ve a letter from His Grace the Duke of Wellington, madam. He told me personally that it commends your husband’s valiant and honorable deeds on the battlefield. Also, be assured that the British Army is determined to find the colonel, and that we will bring his… him home.”


She clung to Tristan. Was her life over? How could she go on without Garrett? How could she possibly survive this?


“He might still be alive,” Tristan said into her hair, his voice low and echoing her own grief. “Until we find him, we must believe that he lives.”


“No,” she whispered between her sobs. “No, no. Don’t you see?” If Garrett lived, he’d have already come home to her. He’d promised her it would be so. Colonel Garrett James, Third Duke of Calton, never broke a promise.


“We will find him, Sophie. We will go to the Continent and we will find him.”


But they never did.


   

      
Chapter One



London, April 1823—Eight Years Later


Sophie slowed her chestnut mare to a walk. Beside her, tall and handsome in the saddle of his dapple gray, Tristan mimicked her command, and their horses fell in step side by side. Holding the reins in one hand, Sophie flattened her gloved palm against her mount’s warm neck and took a deep, refreshing breath of the crisp morning air. The tree-lined track was quiet and serene this morning, likely due to the impending foul weather. The atmosphere was cool and heavy with the promise of rain, so she and Tristan had left home early hoping for a brisk outing before the heavens opened. A heavy frost glistened on the branches. Drops coalesced beneath the budding leaves and slipped to the ground, shimmering like tiny diamonds.


She slid a glance at Tristan, smiling at the way the dampness made his satiny black hair curl beneath the rim of his hat. “Are you ready for tonight?”


It was to be their first dinner party in London since they’d arrived in February for the opening of Parliament. Their first dinner party as husband and wife. They’d wed last July, but they’d spent the short nine months of their married life in the relative quiet of Calton House in Yorkshire. Tonight was to be the first of many parties to come—in a few weeks’ time, Garrett’s young sister would be joining them for her first London Season.


Tristan gave Sophie a cocky, boyish grin that reached all the way to his sparkling chocolate-colored eyes. “I’m more than ready for tonight. What about you?”


She urged her horse into a gallop, and before he could respond, she threw a smile over her shoulder. “Of course I am,” she called back.


Tristan’s eyes narrowed, and he flicked the reins. Giddy with the prospect of a little competition, Sophie turned forward, tightened her knee around the pommel, and leaned close to the horse’s sleek neck, whispering encouragement for more speed.


Hooves churned the earth, splattering wet clumps of dirt in their wake. Cold wind whipped through Sophie’s hair as she crouched low, the rhythm of the gallop singing through her body. The skirts of her riding habit whipped against the mare’s flanks, and she squealed in glee. They were winning.


She saw the patch of ice a moment too late. The horse slid on the white surface, her legs thrashing with the effort to stay upright. Sophie struggled to stay balanced. She hauled backward on the reins to keep the mare’s head up, but the poor animal’s body flailed beneath her. They were going down. The horse was going to fall on her.


Sophie wrenched her right leg from the sidesaddle pommel and kicked her left foot free of the stirrup. She launched herself from the horse just as the animal’s legs buckled.


Sophie slammed to the ground in a puddle of icy water. The jolt speared pain from her hip through her body. With a thud that seemed to shake the earth, the horse hit the ground, her girth missing Sophie’s legs by mere inches.


Sweet relief coursed through her, only to be replaced by renewed panic as the struggling mare scrambled for footing and jerked Sophie through soft mud toward her kicking legs.


Oh, no. Oh, Lord. The train of her riding habit had caught on one of the pommels.


As the mare heaved her body upright, Sophie grabbed handfuls of dark wool and yanked on her skirts with all her might.


The fabric came free with a screeching tear just as the horse found her feet, a flailing hoof pummeling Sophie on the thigh.


She lay there in the frigid puddle, stunned, straining for air, her skirts tangled around her legs and heavy with mud. Her leg throbbed. Her lungs had closed. She couldn’t breathe.


Tristan came to a sliding stop on his knees in the mud beside her. He gathered her into his arms, combing the hair out of her face with his fingers. She dimly registered that she must’ve lost her hat.


“Sophie! Are you all right? Are you all right, love?”


Her lungs opened slightly and she gasped in a deep breath. “Yes. I—I think so.”


Tristan’s dark eyes glimmered. His body was like steel, strong all around her, but the slightest tremble in his movements betrayed his fear.


Clutching her husband’s arms and taking great gulps of air, Sophie assessed herself. Her thigh throbbed, but she could move her leg, so it was probably only badly bruised. She was wet, bogged down with water and muck. It was quite embarrassing, really. “I—I’m all right, Tristan.”


He gripped her closer and pressed his lips to her hair. She held on to him for several minutes, sitting on his lap with his large body curled around her smaller one. Buried within the cocoon of his warmth and comfort, she began to breathe normally again.


The sound of scuffing dirt made her pull her face away from Tristan. She raised her head to see a man had taken hold of her horse’s reins and was leading her back to them. The animal walked normally and seemed fine. Thank goodness she hadn’t been hurt.


Conscious of her disheveled appearance, Sophie tensed. Tristan tucked the skirt of her riding habit down so it covered her calves, and adjusting her to a comfortable position against him, he rose, easily lifting her.


“Oh goodness, Tristan. I can walk. I can ride, too.”


He looked down at her, his brow creased. “Are you sure?”


“Quite sure.”


Gently, he eased her to her feet. Pain radiated down her leg, and she tightened her hand over his arm. He held on to her, his strength keeping her steady. “All right?”


Sophie grimaced. The fall itself was humiliating, and she had no wish to make a dramatic production of it. She’d been kicked in the leg, but that was a minor injury, and she didn’t need coddling. She smiled reassuringly at him. “Absolutely all right.”


He released his hold and gave her a quick, jerky nod before striding over to thank the man who’d returned with her horse. She saw that he was just as disheveled as she—maybe even more so. Tristan was usually fastidious in the extreme, but he didn’t pay any attention to the mud drenching him from the waist down.


After exchanging a few polite words with the Good Samaritan, Tristan took his leave and led the mare over to her.


“How is she?” Sophie tried not to limp as she stepped toward them. She stroked the horse’s silky brown muzzle, murmuring apologies. Her pocket had remained miraculously dry, and scooping out a crushed lump of sugar, she offered it to the mare.


“Uninjured and surprisingly calm.” Tristan’s big, warm hand curled over her upper arm and squeezed. “Can you ride, love?”


“Of course.” She smiled up at him. “It is my own fault—a foolish mistake. I should have paid more attention.”


Tristan nodded grimly, but he didn’t argue with her. “We’re going straight home.” Without asking her if she needed help—he knew she did—he lifted her and set her upon the saddle. He held on to her longer than necessary as she slid her muddy foot into the stirrup and adjusted the torn and muddy skirts modestly around her. When he did let her go, it was with hesitation. “Straight home,” he repeated firmly, meeting her eyes with an expression that brooked no argument.


She watched his lithe, muscular body move with grace as he mounted his horse and rode beside her. His dark gaze bore into her. “Ready?”


His eyes glimmered with worry. His shoulders were tight with frustration, and she knew he had wanted to hold her longer, to comfort her, to carry her home rather than let her risk riding. But he’d respected her wishes and let her show her independence and save her pride.


She could hardly tear her eyes from him. Even half drenched in mud, he was so magnificent, it made her blood heat and her pulse quicken just to look at him.


With a secret inner smile, she turned her horse toward Mayfair. “Yes, I’m ready, Tristan. Let’s go home.”


The patterned red silk of Sophie’s dressing robe whispered over her skin, light and cool after the warm, heavy brocade she had worn to the party. She’d gone to check on the children, and finding them fast asleep, had kissed them goodnight, returned to her dressing room, and called her maid to undress her. Now she sat, finally alone at her table, drawing the pins from her coiffure one by one, watching in the oval gilded mirror as the tendrils of honey-brown hair fell away from her tight chignon.


She paused in midaction as a sudden memory assailed her. Garrett standing behind her, removing her hairpins in the same methodical order, using his fingers to fan her hair over her shoulders. He watched her in the mirror with that stormy look in his blue eyes. The look that reminded her of crashing ocean waves in a storm. The look that said he wanted her.


Sophie curled her toes into the lush ivory strands of the carpet. Dropping the final hairpin on the glossy surface of the mahogany table, she clutched its edge and stared into the mirror, taking deep breaths to regain her composure.


The unbidden memories came less frequently now. She supposed that was natural after so many years.


She didn’t want to forget Garrett. At times, she welcomed the memories, coveted them. But not tonight. Tonight she wished to think only of Tristan, of his long, lean body, his disarming smile, his caresses. The way he’d slid into the mud today to hold her body against his, tight and comforting. The sheer desperation in his expression before he’d realized she was all right.


As if her thoughts had summoned him, the door separating her dressing room from their bedchamber swung open. Swiping the back of her hand over her damp eyes, Sophie reached for her hairbrush. She watched in the mirror as Tristan closed the distance between them, sharp as ever in his snug gray trousers and embroidered waistcoat, the gold thread matching the color of his cravat. He’d untied the cravat, and it hung loose about his neck.


“That didn’t take long,” she murmured, smiling at him.


“I came as quickly as I could, love.” He grinned at her, revealing straight white teeth and the single dimple that always had the ability to melt her heart. “Got rid of Billingsly. Even tales of his Egyptian travels can’t entice me when I know you’re in our bedchamber…” a hint of wickedness quirked his lips and sparkled in his eyes in an expression he reserved for her alone, “. . . waiting.”


As she dragged the brush through her hair, Tristan rested his hands on her shoulders. Long-fingered and elegant, with blunt, clean fingernails, his hands weren’t the only part of him that hinted at his position in society. His face was aristocratic, with clean lines, sharp angles, and shrewd, dark eyes. But his refined mannerisms and famed control proved he was of the higher orders. Though he may not have coveted Garrett’s legacy, he suited his new role as the Duke of Calton.


“How’s your leg?”


She forced a smile. A nasty bruise had bloomed on her thigh, but she was thankful. It could have been so much worse. “It’s all right. I scarcely feel it anymore.”


His smile faded as they locked gazes in the mirror. “Ah, Soph…” His voice trailed off, and he must have seen the residual grief in her expression, because the pain in his eyes suddenly reflected her own.


He squeezed her shoulders. “I miss him, too, love. Every day.”


Tilting her head to glance up at him, she smiled sadly. Tristan was the one person in the world who understood her loss. He, too, had lost a spouse. Nancy had died giving birth to their son two years after Waterloo. Though Sophie knew he’d loved her, Tristan rarely spoke of Nancy.


Yet the loss of Garrett was different. Garrett had been gone longer, but he remained a solid presence in their lives—perhaps because they had retained hope for so long.


Tristan was patient with her melancholy. Most men would have despised her for continuing to love a dead man. Most men would have been jealous of her unwillingness to let go of her affection for Garrett. But not Tristan. He knew how much she had loved Garrett, and he never tried to take that away from her.


“It’s just—nights like tonight—” Struggling to order her thoughts, she shrugged helplessly.


She never intended to make Tristan feel inferior, because he wasn’t. He was simply different. When she fell in love with Tristan, it seemed her heart swelled to twice its previous capacity to make room for him.


Still, more than anything, she feared hurting Tristan by clinging so desperately to her feelings for Garrett. If she lost him as she had lost Garrett… The thought was intolerable. If that happened, she wouldn’t be able to endure it.


“I know,” he murmured, as if reading her mind. His lips brushed against her hair. “I understand. I do.”


“I’m sorry.”


He rose to his full height. “Don’t be sorry, Soph.”


She set the brush on the table and stood, twining her arms around his neck. The linen of his cravat brushed against her skin as she pressed her cheek to his solid chest. He smelled like exotic spice, like the Eastern countries he was so fond of. “I adore you,” she said. “You mean everything to me.”


His fingers sifted through her hair as he tilted her head to face him. He laughed, but the sound was ragged. “I can’t force you to forget him, Sophie. Hell, I can’t forget him. You know how strongly I cared for him. He was more than a brother to me.”


“Yes.” She tightened her arms around him. “Thank you.”


He nuzzled his face in her hair, his breath hot against her scalp. “We’ve come far, wouldn’t you say?”


Sophie nodded. “Yes.”


They’d come much farther than she ever would have imagined. Their wedding night had been difficult. She’d been shy and awkward, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was betraying Garrett’s memory. It was the first time for her since the day Garrett left with his regiment to fight at Waterloo.


But Garrett was gone. Tristan was her husband now, and in the past months, he’d earned her complete trust. In his arms, she’d exposed everything to him, from her life’s desires to her deepest and darkest fantasies. They shared a level of openness and communication she’d never thought to have with anyone.


“There was no need to rush up,” she said in order to change the subject, her voice muffled against his chest. “I would not have begrudged your talking with Mr. Billingsly. I know how you crave news of Egypt.”


“Not as much as I used to. I find myself perfectly content wherever you and the children are. Egypt seems more of a youthful fancy these days.”


His admission stole the breath from her lungs. Tristan was an adventurer, a traveler. His wanderlust had always been a mystery to her. She felt most comfortable at home, either here in Mayfair or at Calton House in the north. While she’d waited patiently for Garrett’s infrequent trips home, Tristan had explored half the globe. China, India, Madagascar. Jamaica, Ireland, Italy, and America. When he married Nancy, he didn’t stop. Nancy always said good-naturedly that it was a miracle he’d managed to get her with child, he was gone so often.


He’d never visited Egypt, though. When they were children, an Egyptian adventure had been his dream.


She rubbed her cheek against his chest and sighed. “Perhaps I have domesticated you after all.”


A soft murmur of contentment was his only response. His body pressed against her in all the right places, hinting at the pleasure he could give. She slipped her hands from his neck to his shoulders. Muscles rippled beneath her fingertips, and keeping her fingers light, she skimmed lower, down his back to curve over his behind.


He stroked the slippery fabric of her robe and pulled her tight against him so his erection prodded her belly. When he spoke, his voice was husky in her ear. “Billingsly’s travels couldn’t hold my attention tonight. I kept thinking of you alone up here. Everything pales beside the promise of having you, love. Seeing you, touching you… taking you…”


The way he spoke to her, the way he felt against her… there was nothing like it in the world. The blood ran heavy and slow through Sophie’s veins, warming her, making her muscles languid. Her breaths came in shallow little pants. As hard as pebbles, her nipples pushed against the silk of her dressing gown. She sensed the change inside her body as it heated and opened, eager for his invasion.


Sophie reached between them and untied the belt of her robe. The silk slipped off her shoulders and pooled on the floor, leaving her bare. Cool air brushed over her sensitive skin, raising gooseflesh on her legs and arms.


She ran her lips along his jaw, speaking softly. “Make love to me, Tristan.”


Cupping her face in his hands, he brought his lips down over hers. “You taste so good, Sophie,” he murmured against her mouth. “I can’t get enough of you.”


He knelt lower, his lips drifting over her shoulder. “I thought I might lose you this morning.” His hands dropped to her waist and tugged her even closer, pressing her against him from top to bottom, and a deep shudder resonated through his body.


Sophie reached up to caress the masculine planes of his face. “I was scared, too,” she admitted. She slid the cravat from his neck and kissed him. She loved his lips. So soft and firm at the same time. Delicious.


The wool of his trousers was in the way, and she fumbled at the buttons of his falls, but he stopped her by capturing her wrists in his hand.


She pulled away from their kiss. “No?”


“No, love. Not yet.”


Soft material slid over her skin and she glanced downward to see he’d caught his cravat and looped it around her wrists.


Her heart pounding, she looked up at him, running her tongue nervously over her bottom lip. His expression was serious when he met her gaze. But she knew him well enough to see the glint of anticipation lurking in the depths of his eyes.


“I’m going to tie you to the bed.”


Her lips parted as she stared at him. It was a secret desire of hers to be bound while he ravished her. She had told him of it once, late in the night when they had shared their most intimate fantasies, but he had remained silent. Later, she dismissed it, thinking her easygoing husband would never desire such a thing. Then again, in the past months she had learned that his nighttime personality differed from his daytime façade. With the shift between his public and private existence, Tristan transformed from respectable and personable to dark and mysterious.


Her throat was so dry, she could scarcely speak. “Why?”


He held her wrists loosely in his hand, unmoving, studying her with eyes that bored into her soul. “It will please me.”


She released a shallow breath.


“I want you tied down. Helplessly bound.” His voice grew rough. “I want you focused on me alone.”


Sophie closed her eyes. In her daily life, she was a mother, a leader, a duchess. An upright model of society. She made important decisions quickly and with aplomb. She avoided showing weakness.


At night, though, Tristan relished exposing the secret fragile part of her. For whatever the reason, she gloried in it. When he exercised his power over her, it made her feel feminine and beautiful, cherished and protected. It was the ultimate release.


Nonetheless, if she told him no, he would stop. Instantly.


With her heart pounding against her breastbone, she looked up at him and made a small movement of her head. A nod.


The corners of his lips quirked upward, then he tugged her hands. “Hold them out for me.”


Biting her lower lip, she did as he instructed. She felt so vulnerable like this, with him still fully clothed and her naked and standing before him, offering herself to him to do with as he pleased. Yet it felt right.


She shivered from heat rather than cold as he wrapped the neckcloth around her wrists, twisted and looped, deftly creating an intricate knot.


“It’s a French bowline. Should keep you nicely bound,” he murmured with one final tug. “Now go lie on the bed and wait for me there.”


She walked through the door into their bedchamber and to their high, ornately carved antique bed, feeling his gaze on her bottom as she mounted the step and crawled between the rust damask bed curtains. The gold tassel brushed against her hip as she climbed onto the mattress. A chambermaid had turned down the heavy counterpane earlier, and the bed linens cooled Sophie’s heated skin as she settled over them. Her cheeks burned, whether with embarrassment or arousal, she wasn’t certain. Probably both.


On her knees with her hands clasped together in front of her, she paused to look over her shoulder. Tristan stood at the threshold between the rooms, watching.


“Good. I’ll be right back.” Turning away, he vanished into her dressing room.


She wondered why he had left her, but she knew he wouldn’t keep her alone for long. Relishing each scrape of the sheets on her sensitive skin, she settled onto her back. A puff of warm air washed over her as the fire hissed and crackled. By the time she’d situated herself, Tristan had reentered the bedroom with a pair of her silk stockings dangling from his fingertips.


“For your ankles.” He arched a questioning brow at her.


Pressing her lips together, her heart beating wild with anticipation, she nodded again. She would do anything he asked—anything for him to touch her, satisfy her. Focused solely on the man she loved, she had nearly forgotten her melancholy. How had Tristan known how much she wanted this—needed it—tonight?


Silently and with exquisite slowness, he bound her hands to a bedpost, then followed suit with her ankles, using a stocking to tie each one to an opposing post. He paused to brush soothing fingers near the lurid bruise on her thigh, his face darkening at the memory of her fall.


Finally he stepped back to survey his handiwork. The ties dug into the flesh of her wrists and ankles enough to make her very aware of them but not enough to cut off the flow of blood. She lay with her arms overhead and her hands clasped, her legs spread and her center pulsing hot. Her breasts were heavy and tender, her nipples flushed dark. From her toes to her fingertips, her skin prickled with sensitivity and ached for his soothing touch.


He walked around the high bed, scrutinizing her body. He cupped her mound in his palm and pressed gently. She fought against the urge to wiggle, to beg him for more. “It’s what you want, isn’t it?” he said in a low voice. “To be bound to my bed, subjected to my will?”


“Yes,” she breathed.


His dark gaze snapped to her mouth. “What was that?”


“Yes, Tristan. It’s what I need. What I want.”


His lips curled into a predatory smile.


Never breaking his focus from her body, he removed his waistcoat, taking time with each cloth-covered button, and finally pulled off his shirt, exposing his lean torso. If she’d been free, nothing could have stopped Sophie from touching him, from running her hands up and down his body, over the smooth, taut skin of his chest.


He doused the two lamps—one on a round table by the hearth and the other near the doorway. Now, the fire and a single burning candle on the bedside table provided the faint, flickering light in the room.


He climbed onto the step. She turned her head toward him, at eye level with his falls, watching as he slid the buttons through their holes and pushed the trousers down his narrow hips.


Just then, a crashing noise sounded from below. From the entry hall, perhaps. Sophie froze, and Tristan did as well, but he relaxed when there was no further sound. “The servants must’ve dropped something.”


“I should make sure everything is all right.”


He frowned, and his eyes sparked. “Now?”


“Well…” She hesitated, unsure, her desire to please him warring with her need for control in her household.


“No,” he said flatly. “You’re mine now, you know that.” He paused. “You’re not to worry about anything else, not until morning. Do you understand?”


His words sent a thrill of pleasure through her, and any lingering desire for control fled. She shuddered, warm and wet and wanting. His fingers tightened over her jaw, hard enough to leave pink imprints on her cheek. She didn’t care about the crash downstairs. She needed only him.


“I understand.”


His fingers loosened, and he ran them down her cheek, light as a feather. He skimmed her jawline, then moved downward. She arched her neck to welcome his touch as he found her pulse point and murmured, “Your heart beats so fast, Soph.”


He focused intently on the path of his hand as it traced her collarbone and then smoothed down the center of her chest before curling around the breast closest to him, squeezing gently. Sophie strained toward him. A muscle moved in his jaw. His lips, even pressed together in concentration, were full and soft. If she were free, she would pull his head down to her so she could kiss him. She would tug his body over hers and feel him everywhere she could, reveling in the contact of their skin in all the possible places it could touch. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t kiss him, couldn’t touch him. She could only be patient and wait for him to give her more.


He rubbed his thumb over her nipple, and Sophie drew in a sharp breath. She was so needy, so sensitive.


Light flickered over his torso, capturing her focus as shades of bronze spattered across his olive-toned skin. Tristan was not a bulky man, but he was an active one, and taut muscles enhanced the shape of his body from his wide shoulders to his flat stomach and narrow hips. His chest expanded as he took a deep breath and stroked her nipple again.


“Tristan…” Her eyes fluttered shut as his touch rebounded through her. When she opened them, she let her gaze roam lower.


His waist tapered into his hips, the edges of his buttocks hollowed. Rising from its nest of dark curls, his erection strained upward. Gooseflesh broke out on her arms and legs. She was hot and cold and achy… and she wanted him.


He squeezed her breast, and she squirmed against the resulting vibration between her legs. “Don’t do that again, Sophie.”


“Don’t… what?”


“Scare me like you did this morning.” His eyes narrowed at her, his jaw tight, his posture stiff. He was dead serious.


“I’ll… try,” she breathed as he palmed her breast.


“I can’t lose you,” he said from between gritted teeth. “Do you understand?”


“Yes… Tristan… I need…” But she couldn’t finish the thought, because his hand left her breast and slipped between her parted legs.


“I know what you need, love.” He groaned as he slid two fingers deep inside her. “You’re so wet for me.”


She tilted her hips, angling for him to press his fingers deeper.


He pulled out until his fingertips feathered over her sensitive folds. “Do you want me, Sophie?”


“Yes.”


He rewarded her with a thrust of his fingers so deep it made her toes curl.


“Over you?”


“Yes.”


Another thrust. She moaned, squeezing her eyes shut.


“Do you want me inside you?”


“Yes, Tristan. Yes, please.”


In seconds, he was looming over her, his muscles flexing as he supported himself on his arms. Spread and trussed as she was, she couldn’t wrap her legs around him—she could only take whatever he chose to give. But she didn’t care. Tristan on top was her favorite position. She loved watching the raw, intense need on his face as he moved inside her.


She looked into his eyes as he arranged himself at her entrance. He didn’t need to say he loved her. Words were unnecessary. Love poured from his expression, from his actions, from his pores. Her love for him, she knew, was equally evident. In every movement, every blink, every gasp she made for him, she loved him. How he made her feel, the sublime intensity of his caresses, could only be explained by the depth of their affection for each another.


He inched into her, making her whimper with every slight movement that pushed his sex deeper inside. Her channel was slick and tight around him, and so sensitive.


Finally he was fully seated. They throbbed together, their bodies held immobile by the sensation. Whose heartbeat was beating so deeply between her legs? Hers or his? Both, perhaps, joined as they themselves were joined, in body, heart, and spirit.


Holding his hips still, he bent to flick his tongue over her nipples. When she was reduced to gasping and squirming with need, impatient for him to let go, he rose to face her. Bracing his elbows on either side of her head, he slanted his lips over hers as he moved inside her, deep enough to make her pant uncontrollably at the end of each thrust as the tip of his shaft nudged against her womb.


His lips slid softly against hers, gentle in contrast to the hot, slick hardness between her legs. She sucked his bottom lip between her teeth and nipped. He deepened the kiss, strengthening his penetration, exploring her mouth with his tongue until the thrusts of his tongue matched the thrusts of his body.


He pushed into her again and again, brushing her inside, stroking her most sensitive spot. The pleasure spread through her, hot and piercing, building until her every muscle tightened and trembled from the tension.


Until, all at once, she shattered.


Her eyes squeezed shut, she gasped as waves of pleasure crashed through her body, making it undulate so fiercely, the silk and linen binding her strained against the bedposts. Some part of her pleasure-drenched consciousness heard a second crash and registered that it was much closer than the first.


And then Tristan shouted, but it was a cry of surprise rather than fulfillment. His body was ripped away from hers. Cold air washed over her skin, and with her limbs still shuddering from the aftereffects of the orgasm, she opened her eyes, squinting against a harsh light.


A shadowy male figure held her naked husband by the neck. The man’s fists flew, pummeling Tristan as he cursed at him in a low, hate-filled, growling voice, calling him a bastard, a perverse bloody rapist. Light came from the doorway and haloed both men, making them appear as black figures silhouetted by the stark brightness behind them.


One big fist clipped Tristan in the jaw, snapping his head back. Tristan grunted in surprise, and Sophie yanked against her bonds with all her might. “No!” she cried. “Stop! Stop at once!”


She had to break free, save Tristan, separate him from the intruder, the lunatic was trying to kill him…


A crack resonated through the room as another fist smashed against bone.


Not Tristan. Please… She writhed, her skin burning where the twisted fabric dug into it, the knots unforgiving.


More muffled curses and the thump of connecting blows made her struggle harder—she had to get loose, if it meant tearing the bed apart, ripping the fabric… But Tristan had bound her expertly, and no matter how desperately she fought, she couldn’t free herself.


A group of figures huddled at the threshold beyond the fighting men. The servants, she realized, most of them holding lanterns. Watching the scene, mouths agape—her naked and tied to the bed, the stranger attempting to kill their master.


Oh, Lord, no. This couldn’t be happening. Her shouts faded, the fight in her body drained away. With effort, she focused on Tristan. He had wrenched himself free from the man and was defending himself, now striking at the man’s ribs… his head.


His face.


Sophie froze. His face swam in her vision as her eyes adjusted to the light, blurring and then snapping into focus.


She knew that man. She knew the way he moved, knew the shape of him. She knew the broad cheekbones and the stormy look in his blue eyes.


It was her dead husband.


It was Garrett.


   

      
Chapter Two



Somewhere deep in Tristan’s consciousness it registered that a dead man had dragged him away from his wife and was attempting to beat the hell out of him.


The intensity of the shock and surprise sweeping through him didn’t seem to matter, though. Fighting Garrett came as naturally as it always had.


Light flooded the room and Sophie’s protests faded into the background. Tristan squinted at his assailant. Garrett looked somewhat the worse for wear, but he was as wide and imposing as ever. A cracking jolt speared through Tristan’s knuckles and up his arm as one of his jabs glanced off Garrett’s ribs, and something nudged at the edge of his mind. Why hadn’t Sophie broken them up? Whenever they fought, she came between them, and in her calming way, always made them stop.


Then he remembered why she didn’t intervene. And… oh, hell…


He took a precious moment to glance at his wife,  confirming the worst. Still bound to their bed, her exposed body shimmered in the lamplight, the dark bruise on her thigh a stark contrast to her pale skin. She lay limp and unmoving, her glazed eyes fixed upon Garrett.


In the instant it took for Tristan to process that information, Garrett’s fist slammed against his cheek. Tristan went reeling, pain ripping through his face. The hit propelled him toward Sophie, and he lunged for the bed.


“Sophie!” He wrenched the twisted counterpane from beneath her legs and tossed it over her body.


Garrett grabbed his shoulder and yanked him around, his blue eyes swirling with violence. “Bastard.”


Sophie’s voice, calm and clear, cut through the battle haze. “Stop it.”


He blinked and watched Garrett do the same. But Garrett shook it off, raised a bunched fist, and aimed for Tristan’s nose.


As the punch shot forward, Tristan ducked and leveled two quick strikes at Garrett’s abdomen. It was like connecting with steel, though he was mollified to hear Garrett release his breath in pained gasps as the blows connected.


The big man’s jabs came in rapid fire, but Tristan, always the faster, ducked away. As he leveled another solid blow at Garrett’s gut, Sophie gave a desperate shout. “Tom, please restrain my husband!”


The burly groom rushed toward them. He yanked Garrett’s arms behind him, dragging him backward over the carpet. Garrett twisted from Tom’s grip, but another man, a dark-haired gentleman Tristan had never seen before, joined Tom, and together they managed to restrain him.


Her husband. Garrett was her husband.


Tristan ground his teeth so hard his jaw hurt. His heart tightened in his chest, balling into a heavy lump as the gravity of the situation barreled through him.


Good God.


“Garrett…” Sophie whispered.


Garrett finally tore his focus from Tristan. He stopped struggling the instant his gaze met hers. “Sophie?”


The way he looked at her, as if she were his only hope for salvation in a world of madness, made Tristan tense and ready for battle all over again. Sophie returned that look, her expression full of all the pain of the past years. Overwhelming all the other emotions was joy. Tears pooled in her eyes, and she smiled, mouthing, Garrett, Garrett, Garrett.


As a cloud of dread settled over him, Tristan caught a glimpse of a wool throw on the edge of the bed. He grabbed it and wrapped it around his naked waist.


“What are you—why is he here?” Garrett’s tone was deeper and more gravelly than Tristan remembered. He stood frozen in place, looking from Sophie to Tristan and back again. “What are you doing, Sophie? Did he hurt you? You’re bruised—” Despite the low timbre of Garrett’s voice, Tristan recognized a hint of uncertainty on its fringes.


With a little toss of her head, Sophie seemed to fling away the cobwebs and regain some composure. “Of course he didn’t hurt me.” Still staring at Garrett, she took in a shaky gulp of a breath. Her gaze flickered to the servants, then to Tristan. “Untie me, please.”


Tristan glanced at the crowd standing on the threshold. Several maidservants, Sophie’s lady’s maid, Delia, the housekeeper, Mrs. Krum, and the butler, Connor, were gathered there, still as death, gawking at the drama unfolding before them.


Tristan gave the butler a pointed look. “I do not doubt your discretion, Connor. Please remind the others of theirs. We’ll discuss this in the morning.”


Connor snapped to attention. “Of course, Your Grace.” With a firm nod, he bustled the servants out. Only Tom, Garrett, and the stranger remained. Ignoring them, Tristan climbed to the edge of the bed to release his wife’s wrists. When her hands were free, she sat up, pulled the heavy counterpane to her chin, and quietly worked on one ankle while he focused on the other.


Everyone seemed frozen in place, watching in silence. Their presence was unnerving. Overwhelming. Panic threatened to consume Tristan as thoughts jumped around in his head like cricket balls bouncing against his skull.


Sophie would leave him now. He was going to lose her. She had always belonged to Garrett.


Taking Sophie’s lead, he focused on untying the knot and regulating his breaths. As he did so, a grim determination overtook him. He wouldn’t let her go. Not this time.


When she was loose, Sophie glanced at Garrett, her expression seemingly normal—cool and duchesslike. “Tristan and I will dress and meet you in the drawing room.”


“No,” Garrett said, his voice flat. “I’m not leaving you alone with him.”


Tristan started to tell Garrett to go to the devil, but his wife’s gentle hand on his arm restrained him.


“Very well. Garrett, you may stay. Tom, you’ll escort Mr.… ?” Sophie raised an eyebrow at the stranger, who bowed, his youthful round face unreadable.


“William Fisk. At your service, Your Grace.”


Sophie nodded. “A pleasure, Mr. Fisk. However, under the circumstances…”


“Of course.” Fisk nodded gravely, his doelike brown eyes solemn.


Hysterical laughter bubbled up from Tristan’s gut. Under the circumstances, indeed. The pleasantries of society had long since been dispensed with tonight, and yet Sophie retained her practical demeanor. She hardly wavered, despite having just been discovered tied to a bed being taken savagely by her husband. Despite discovering her deceased first husband was, in fact, alive. By now, any other woman would require resuscitation.


Tristan tamped down the mad desire to laugh and distracted himself by gathering clothing from the floor.


“Tom will escort you to the drawing room, Mr. Fisk,” Sophie said politely, but the command in her tone was unmistakable.


Fisk bowed again, his manners impeccable and at odds with this ridiculous situation. “Thank you, Your Grace.”


When the door closed behind them, Sophie turned to Garrett. He focused on her, fixated, his jaw ticking as if he were on the verge of exploding again.


It was just the three of them, Tristan realized. As it had been when they were children. The three of them against the world. Garrett, the eldest and strongest, whom Tristan and Sophie looked to for protection. Tristan, adventurous and impetuous, always using charm to wheedle them out of trouble. Sophie, quiet and wise, though she was younger than Tristan by over a year and four years younger than Garrett. She was the capable one, the peacekeeper, but she was also the idealist. The dreamer. The little girl who’d taught two motherless, unloved boys how to be happy and carefree.


Things had changed. Tristan and Sophie had learned to get by without Garrett’s protection. They’d developed strength of their own. He had abandoned them to their own devices, and they had survived… and ultimately prospered. Together.


Now, instead of the three of them against the world, it was the three of them against one another. When Garrett looked at Tristan, his eyes weren’t filled with protective affection or brotherly love. Instead they were replete with disgust. Anger. Hatred so strong, it dug like a knife into Tristan’s chest.


Now that the servants and Fisk had gone, vulnerability flooded Sophie’s expression, and Tristan felt her emotions as strongly as if he were experiencing them himself. He could see the questions swimming in her hazel eyes, which had taken on the bronze quality of the light of a lantern left by the servants. Where were you? Why did you come back? Why did you leave us for so long?


“Garrett…” Her lower lip trembled. The blanket slipped, baring a perfect, white shoulder, and Tristan stepped between them to cover her. He’d be damned if Garrett would see any more of her bare skin. She didn’t even look at Tristan. Her shining gaze focused solely on Garrett.


Keeping her covered, Tristan helped her out of the bed, feeling her legs tremble as they brushed against him.


She wanted to go to Garrett. Her desire to touch him was nearly palpable. Yet she didn’t. She didn’t move. Perhaps because Tristan was standing between the two of them.


Perhaps he should move aside and see what happened. But no way in hell would he give either of them the opportunity.


He looked over his shoulder, eyes narrowed. “Allow us to dress, if you please.”


Garrett gave a jerk of a nod, crossed his arms over his chest, and turned to stare broodingly at the fire.


Tristan met Sophie’s gaze briefly before she pulled away. Blood roared through his veins at her expression of confusion.


She pulled the blanket tightly around her, took the candle from the bedside table, and headed for the door to the adjoining room. As she passed the fire, she stopped and turned. For a long moment, she stared at Garrett, simply stared at him, her lips parted. He stared back at her, his gaze stormy, hot, intense. Tristan felt like an intruder, an outsider to the private, personal moment shared between lovers.


Finally Sophie turned and padded on bare feet across the carpet, her pale feet and calves flashing beneath the dark blanket. Irrationally, Tristan glanced around in search of shoes, or anything to cover the alluring turn of her ankle. Garrett studied her every move, looking away only when the door to her dressing room snapped shut.


Tristan yanked on his now-wrinkled trousers and shirt, making no attempt to smooth them. Garrett didn’t glance in his direction but stood as stiff and impenetrable as an iceberg, staring at the hearth. The coals had grown cold along with Garrett’s arctic presence, and a chill settled deep in Tristan’s bones.


He found his waistcoat on the floor on the far side of the bed near the foot post where the gold trim of the bed curtains skimmed the burgundy carpet. Pushing his arms through the openings, he glanced at his cravat lying in disarray on the sheet but decided against wearing it. Instead he thrust his feet into his shoes, crossed his arms, and stood on guard by Sophie’s dressing room door.


He studied Garrett, who stared at the fire as if by his gaze alone he could force the coals to explode into flame. Beneath his heavy black overcoat, the man’s broad shoulders were tense—clearly he felt Tristan’s eyes on him. Still, he didn’t say a word.


A large scar blazed red above the old hairline scar through his left eyebrow. Tristan couldn’t have been over six years old when Garrett injured himself that first time, but he remembered it vividly. His parents had just died and his uncle, Garrett’s father, had brought him to live at Calton House, where he and Garrett had become fast friends and close companions. On that particular spring day, they were racing in the meadows. Garrett was winning, but then he’d tripped on a branch and fallen headfirst into a pile of rocks. Garrett’s head had gushed bright red blood, and Tristan had panicked, certain he was dead. He remembered the intense relief that flooded through him when Garrett had cracked open his eyes. The fall had left a permanent white line running from just over the bridge of Garrett’s nose through his eyebrow.


The new scar was different—bigger, twisted, a glaring knot on his forehead. It drew attention to itself as the older wound never had. In conjunction with Garrett’s tangled shoulder-length blond hair, it made him look wild and feral, more like a savage lion than the well-bred Colonel Garrett James, Duke of Calton.


How was this possible? How could Garrett be alive, after all the effort they had made to find him? Where had he been all this time? Above all, why the hell had he come back now?


Just as he opened his mouth to voice the questions, Sophie entered from her dressing room, and Garrett’s attention riveted to her. Without the help of a maid, she had dressed herself in a white muslin gown, combed her honey-colored hair, and twisted it at her nape. She wore a soft pink Pashmina shawl over her shoulders. Pride swelled in Tristan’s chest. She looked every bit the Duchess of Calton.


Sophie’s gaze moved slowly from one man to the other. “Garrett… ?”


The man stiffened further, then turned away. “We will adjourn to the drawing room.”


She took a step toward him and reached out her hand to stop him. “Please. Tell me what—why—how—?”


Garrett bowed stiffly and motioned toward the door. “After you, Your Grace.”


Sophie blinked away some strong emotion, straightened her shoulders, and inclined her head. “We thought you were never coming home. We were certain you were dead. How is it that you’re here?”


Garrett’s lips tightened. “In the drawing room. If you please.” The words came out in a low growl through his clenched jaw.


“You will not speak to Sophie in that tone of voice.” Tristan took a menacing step toward Garrett, but he swiveled away and stomped toward the door.


Sophie’s hand closed over Tristan’s sleeve. “It’s all right.”


Grinding his teeth, Tristan stared down at her.


She nodded in Garrett’s direction, then followed him out the door. With conflicting emotions swirling in his chest, Tristan kept by her side as they walked to the drawing room.


Tom had lit the chandelier and the candles set in the gold-plated wall sconces, and the room was blazing. Light danced off the polished green leaves of the potted palms in the corners, and glistened along the gold trim of the wainscoting. As Garrett entered, followed by Sophie and Tristan, the young groom stirred the coals in the fireplace. Fisk stepped forward and bowed as they filed in.


“Your Graces.”


Tristan quickly masked the falter in his step. As Garrett’s trustee and heir, he had been responsible for all of Garrett’s affairs after his disappearance. He’d officially assumed the title and the duties of the Duke of Calton less than a year ago.


Now he would be forced to give it all up. Nobody would deny Garrett was the legal Duke of Calton. Not that it mattered, ultimately. Tristan had never lusted after anything of Garrett’s.


Except his wife.


Tristan had loved Sophie since they were children. He’d kept his secret longing to himself since his school days at Eton when Garrett had told him of his intention to marry her. Out of loyalty to his friend, Tristan had valiantly buried his desire for her and married Nancy, a cheerful lady whose disposition seemed compatible with his. She was a good woman, and he’d even loved her. But she wasn’t Sophie.


Finally, six years after Garrett disappeared from the field and four years after Nancy’s death, Tristan revealed his feelings to Sophie. And she reciprocated.


This time would be different. He wouldn’t give her up so easily—hell, he wouldn’t give her up at all. He’d be damned if he’d martyr himself for his cousin again. Garrett had abandoned them both, and Tristan no longer owed him anything, least of all his heart.


Now Sophie stood before him, the small tremors running down her spine invisible to the untrained eye. Tristan wanted nothing more than to hold her, to comfort her. To protect her. But he restrained himself. She wouldn’t want him to coddle her.


Sophie passed Garrett and went to sit on one of the palm-print sofas. Garrett lowered himself beside her. She kept her eyes cast downward, but her skin was as pale as Tristan had ever seen it. Her hands clenched and relaxed over and over in her lap, belying her attempt to appear calm.


Tristan flicked his gaze back to Garrett, who stared at Sophie hungrily. The brazenness of his expression made Tristan’s gut twist with possessive fury, but he refused to allow the emotion to consume him. Instead, keeping his face blank, he sat on the chair facing them. It was said that when he wasn’t busy charming the opposition, he possessed the most impassive expression in all of Parliament. He intended to make use of that expression tonight.


Seeing all of them settled without any blood shed, Fisk smiled, his cherubic cheeks glowing pink. He lowered himself into the adjacent silk-covered armchair. Tristan nodded to Tom, who slipped out the door, shutting it softly behind him. Tristan trusted him to stay close in the event of any further trouble.


He glanced at Fisk. “I wish to offer my thanks for your assistance earlier. However, this is a private matter between—”


“Fisk stays,” Garrett growled.


A muscle spasmed in Tristan’s jaw, but he kept his face and voice blank. He’d humor the man. For now. Tristan met Garrett’s gaze evenly, absorbing the vitriol in his expression and reflecting no visible effect in his own. “Very well. Explain yourself. If you please.”


Garrett didn’t respond. Instead his lip curled in a snarl. “What were you doing in my bedchamber, Westcliff?”


Garrett had always called him by his Christian name, so the use of his old title was unsettling. Tristan’s father had been granted the viscountcy for services to the crown, and orphaned as a young boy, Tristan had been known by acquaintances as Lord Westcliff for the greater part of his life. Until he’d become the Duke of Calton ten months ago.


Through his tight jaw, Tristan spoke the truth, not caring that he goaded the other man. “What do you think I was doing in your bedchamber? I was making love to my wife.”


Garrett shot up, hands clenched, ready to brawl again, but Sophie was just as fast. She took his balled hand in her own. Her delicate fingers didn’t cover his big fist, but her will was strong. “Please don’t. Not again.”


She stroked his knuckles, and Tristan’s lip curled at the intimacy of the gesture. This was the first time Sophie had touched Garrett, and by the expression on her face as she stared up at him, it was clear she didn’t want to let him go.


Garrett’s arms relaxed, but he didn’t sit down. Tristan wasn’t about to be cowed. Rage threatened to boil up through his chest, but he fiercely tamped it down. He remained in his seat, keeping his unflinching gaze on Garrett. “In the event you haven’t heard, we married last year. Really, man. Do you think you can barrel back into our lives after nearly eight years and expect to find everything as you left it?”


Garrett’s breath came out in a hiss. “You’re not married. It’s impossible. And illegal. You’re already married.” He looked from Tristan to Sophie. “Both of you.”


For a long moment, Tristan stared at him in shock. Hell. Garrett still wanted her. Tristan’s pulse ratcheted upward, and his heart thudded against his ribcage.


Sophie shook her head. “No, Garrett. Nancy died five years ago. And you…”


“. . . were officially confirmed dead a year ago,” Tristan finished, pushing the words through his dry throat. “Your estate has been distributed according to your will. Sophie was a widow when I married her.” He forced a smile. “I could provide proof, if you wish.”


Fisk coughed behind his hand, and his eyebrows drew together in distress. “I’m so sorry, Cal—” this was directed to Garrett, “—I have been on the Continent this past year. You know how I feel about London gossip—I avoid it like the plague. I didn’t know. Last I heard, evidence of your death on the field was inadequate, and you were still legally alive.”


“The courts came to a decision.” Tristan kept his focus on Garrett, taking deep, even breaths to stay calm. “You were officially declared dead six and a half years after the battle of Waterloo.”


“No.” Expressions of shock and rage streamed over Garrett’s face. His lips twisted and his forehead creased, causing the big scar to appear even more lumpy and mottled. His pupils dilated, making his eyes look black rather than their normal light blue. “God, it can’t be true.” He raked his hand through his long hair and turned on Sophie. “Sophie… ?”


Tristan watched them both, fighting the impression that the solid walls of the life he’d built with Sophie and their children was crumbling into dust, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.


How was she feeling? He knew she’d always loved Garrett, and he understood her fond memories of what they’d shared. He’d been beside her through her mourning, the birth of her daughter, the subsequent years of struggle. He’d missed Garrett nearly as much as she did.


Despite her continuing affection for Garrett, she’d fallen madly in love with Tristan. They shared a connection he doubted she’d ever felt with Garrett. Her love for Garrett centered on sweet memories of them together, of gentle love, of mutual discovery. From childhood, she had hero-worshiped Garrett. But she loved Tristan passionately, unconditionally, in bed and out. They shared more than he’d thought possible between a man and a woman. Their love was mature, and their souls were irrevocably connected.


All of that wouldn’t just disappear because Garrett had reappeared. Would it?


“I’m sorry,” she whispered to Garrett, her expression filled with pain. “You were gone so long. We went to the Continent, and we searched for you everywhere… we were certain you’d been lost to us forever.” She blinked hard. “Where have you been, Garrett?”


He ignored the question and turned back to Tristan, speaking through bared teeth. “Why?”


Tristan knew the strength of Garrett’s feelings for  Sophie—he had grown up with both of them and served as Garrett’s best man on their wedding day. Since they were children, Garrett’s love for her had run deep. That was why Tristan hadn’t fought for her then. Garrett claimed her first. He was older. He had much more to offer her. It was clear to all that she loved him in return.
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