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        When a man of Society dies, it is always a tragedy. More so when it is under suspicious circumstances. A recently deceased Earl has come to the attention of all those who matter. Not only were the circumstances of his recent death quite suspicious, but the “grieving” wife he leaves behind has been in this position before. More than once, in fact. So that leaves us with the question, is this black widow going to strike again, or will what has been left to her finally be enough to satisfy whatever urges wake her in the night?

        

      

      

      Naomi Barnaby, Countess of Walridge, shifted nervously in her seat as her carriage turned into the drive of the townhouse across from Kingscross Park. She glanced at the paper beside her and cursed as she flipped it facedown so she would no longer have to read its ugly, accusatory words. The items in the weekly gossip rag were supposed to be blind, but it never took any kind of brains to determine who they were about. In this case, it was her. So what had been mere whispers would now become a roar.

      Worse, it might hurt Naomi’s chances to succeed at the duty laid out in front of her today. Unless the gentleman she was coming to call on did not receive the paper. He wasn’t titled or from a family of the Upper Ten Thousand. It was possible he hadn’t seen the Scandal Sheet.

      “One can only hope,” she murmured as her footman, Jarrett, opened the door for her and offered a hand down.

      “I beg your pardon, my lady?” he asked as she released his fingers and stepped to the gravel drive.

      She shook her head. “Nothing at all. I do not know how long I’ll be.”

      He nodded and she started up the steps toward the house. It was a nice home, well situated across from the park. It wasn’t one of the larger parks, but still…the man was obviously not struggling for money. That boded well for the job she wanted to hire him for.

      As she reached the top step, the door opened and revealed a butler. He was dressed in fine livery, but he also had a harsh scar that slashed across his face and a patch covered one eye. She started at the unexpected appearance of the man.

      “Good morning,” she managed to squeak out.

      “My lady,” he said, taking her wrap and her card. “They are expecting you. Please, come with me.”

      She wrinkled her brow as she followed the man through the winding halls. At the last door on the very end of the hall, the butler knocked. A deep voice called out, “Enter” from the other side of the door, and the servant did so.

      “Lady Walridge, sirs.”

      He stepped aside and Naomi took a long stride into the room. It was a study, it seemed, rich with mahogany bookshelves and with a roaring fire along the back wall. Only this study contained two desks, each facing the other, and two men were rising from them as she entered the room.

      Her breath caught, for it was rare to be in a room with one such specimen, but two? That was uncommon, indeed. Both men were outrageously handsome. The one on the desk to her right was well over six feet tall, broad shouldered and with thick thighs that filled out his fawn trousers quite nicely. He had brown hair streaked with blonde and dark brown eyes that were now focused on her. He was also smiling in greeting, an expression she supposed was meant to make her feel a little more comfortable.

      And she needed it, for the man on the left was also staring at her. He was also tall, but not quite so much as his friend. He was dressed a bit more formally, his posture more rigid. He also had a wiry build, still strong, but not quite so thick. His face had more harsh angles and his hair was darker, almost black. As he stared at her, she was drawn in by a pair of bright blue eyes, eyes that flitted over her from head to toe. He was frowning, a dark, unreadable expression that left her shifting with discomfort. He seemed…familiar, but she couldn’t place why.

      “My lady,” the taller man said, coming around with a hand extended. “Good day.”

      “Good day…are you—are you Mr. Ridgeway?”

      “Captain Ridgeway,” the other man corrected quietly from behind his friend.

      “Captain Ridgeway,” the taller of the two repeated as he took her hand. He wasn’t wearing gloves and the butler had taken hers, so when his rough hand slid across her skin, she caught her breath.

      What in heaven name was wrong with her? Her husband was not a week cold in the grave and no, she hadn’t loved him, but to feel such a jolt was unseemly at best. At worst? Well, she wasn’t going to think about that.

      “Captain Ridgeway,” she corrected. “My apologies.”

      “And this is my partner,” he said, turning to motion the other man closer. “The Marquess of Glenmarrow.”

      Naomi’s lips parted. That was why the man had seemed familiar. She had seen him before, in the halls of Society. Dancing, brooding, glowering… She hadn’t been able to place him because a man like him didn’t belong in a middle-class home like this, the office of an investigator.

      “My lord,” she said, bobbing out a little curtsey out of pure instinct.

      “Verrick, if you could have the tea brought, that will be all,” Ridgeway said over her shoulder to the waiting butler.

      “Of course, sir.”

      As he left, closing the door behind himself, Naomi blinked. “I’m sorry, did you say partner?”

      Now it was Glenmarrow who inclined his head as he stepped closer. “Yes. It isn’t something talked about often in Society circles, of course. Before I inherited, Marcus and I formed this investigative endeavor. I have not given it up.”

      Ridgeway glanced toward him. “And I hope you never shall. We work better as a team.”

      Glenmarrow arched a brow in his direction. “I agree.”

      Naomi shifted, for there seemed to be a conversation going on that was just under the surface of the words the two men were saying. One that perhaps had very little to do with her.

      Ridgeway pursed his lips and returned his attention to Naomi. “What can we do for you, my lady?”

      He motioned for her to take a chair before the fire. She did so, and the two men took the settee across from her. She swallowed hard. She had pictured this exchange a dozen times since she’d made the appointment two days before. Never had she thought that it would be two handsome men she’d have to speak to so intimately. One of whom was in her own Society, who she would likely have to see again.

      Unless she was never invited back into her old circles, thanks to the rumors that were only fueled by that awful gossip rag waiting on her carriage seat outside.

      Either way, she felt awkward now. She cleared her throat and fought to find the words. “I suppose you both know my story,” she finally managed with a blush.

      The Marquess of Glenmarrow held her stare evenly. “Don’t want to say it out loud?”

      Ridgeway shot him a look and leaned forward, his expression a little kinder. Gentler. “Lady Walridge, it is true that we have heard a bit about your circumstances. But I find it’s always better for a potential client to tell us their story in their own words. So we can fully understand.”

      She glanced at the marquess again and he gave a small nod. His expression wasn’t as hard anymore, and that helped somewhat. Still, she chose to put her focus on the captain as she drew in a long breath and began to speak.

      “My husband died last week. I’m sure you know that.”

      Ridgeway inclined his head slightly.

      She continued, “I believe he was murdered.”

      Glenmarrow folded his arms and those bright blue eyes held hers again. “Some believe you murdered him.”

      “Everett,” Ridgeway said softly, without looking away from Naomi.

      She felt the heat rush to her cheeks, her heart rate increasing and her hands beginning to shake even as she clenched them in her lap. “So you saw that awful Scandal Sheet this morning,” she whispered.

      “Give me the story in your words,” Ridgeway repeated, reaching out to take her hand.

      She jolted again at the unexpected contact, too intimate by far. And yet as his fingers stroked over hers, she felt a sense of calm. Safety. Feelings she hadn’t experienced in a very long time. She felt Glenmarrow watching them. When she dared to glance at him, his gaze was now focused fully on their intertwined hands.

      She pushed away the strange feeling in her stomach that fact generated and sighed. “I cannot begin with my latest husband—I must begin with my first.”

      Ridgeway nodded. “Very well. Start wherever you feel comfortable.”

      “Like many young women of my station, I was married off very young.”

      “Mr. Patrick Rosing,” Glenmarrow interrupted. “Second son of the Earl of Maingrove.”

      She straightened her back and glared at him, hating his dismissive tone. “Would you like to tell the story?”

      The marquess’ bright eyes snapped, but then a half smile curved his lips. “My apologies. Please, continue.”

      She folded her arms. “He died within a year, of a sudden and violent illness. It was tragic, and to add to that, during my year of mourning for Patrick, both my mother and stepfather died. I married as soon as my mourning period was over, in order to protect myself, to Sir Martin Handley. But a year and a half later, he had a carriage accident, and once again I was a widow.”

      “At age, what…twenty-three?” Glenmarrow drawled.

      She shrugged. “A true gentleman does not require a lady to give her years, but yes. I was almost twenty-four by then, widowed twice and under terrible circumstances both times. There were…difficulties during my mourning period.” She shifted, for she had no intention of getting into those. At least not right now. “Unforeseen circumstances in the household. I knew I must marry again in order to remedy that situation. I met the Earl of Walridge eight months ago and married him six months ago. And now…” Tears filled her eyes and she bent her head. “…he is also dead.”

      Ridgeway nodded slowly, as if pondering. “In preparation for your arrival, I obtained some of the records for his death. It was listed as a natural passing.”

      She clenched her jaw at the idea that these men had been digging around in Stephen’s records. And yet that was exactly what she needed them to do.

      “Yes,” she said. “The doctor dismissed any other cause and wrote it down as a weak heart.” She shook her head. “He had no weak heart. His pastimes were quite…strenuous.” She blushed, and that blush burned hotter when Ridgeway lifted his brows like he understood those pastimes completely. “And the room where he died was in disarray. The doctor tried to tell me that Stephen might have thrashed about in his death throes, but I don’t believe it. I think he struggled with someone.”

      Now the marquess leaned forward, his posture matching Ridgeway’s. His expression was less judgmental, more intrigued. “We heard he had some last words.”

      She bent her head and the tears flowed now as she recalled Stephen’s stricken face, his gasping for breath as he lay on the carpet in their bedroom. “Yes.”

      “What were they, Lady Walridge?” Ridgeway encouraged.

      She swallowed. “The reason people believe that I murdered him is because I and several servants heard him say ‘you’ as I knelt beside him. The rumors went from there.”

      Ridgeway turned to Glenmarrow and the two men met glances. A world of unspoken communication flowed between them, and Naomi wrinkled her brow as she watched it all play out. At last, Glenmarrow got to his feet in a fascinating unfolding of lean muscle. He paced away to the window.

      “Well, it certainly merits some investigation,” he said. “Especially considering the deaths of your prior spouses. Even your parents, in such short order.”

      She caught her breath at his tone and got up herself, pivoting toward him. “I can hear what you mean, my lord, and I resent it. I did not kill anyone.”

      He arched a brow. “I never said you did.”

      “You don’t have to, it’s written all over your arrogant face,” she snapped. “And in your tone. Do you not think I’ve heard it enough to recognize it? Why would I come here, asking you to investigate Stephen’s murder if I were the one who murdered him? Especially considering that the doctor has declared it a natural occurrence.”

      Ridgeway had stood when she did, and he said, “She makes a good point.”

      “People do a great many things when they feel cornered,” Glenmarrow pointed out softly. “I am not qualified to speak of motives yet. Not until I do more investigation.”

      Naomi clenched her fists at her sides and glared at him. She wished she weren’t so close to crying. Wished she could be as cool and detached as this man was. “Why bother?” she snapped, gasping for breath between words. “After all, you already think you know the truth. I made a mistake in coming here. I’m sorry I wasted your time. Good day.”

      She raced toward the study door and flung it open. As she hurtled herself into the hall, she nearly collided with a maid who was bringing tea. She rushed around the girl and down the long hall. She pushed out into the stoop, and relief filled her as she saw her carriage was still parked there, waiting for her. Jarrett got down, his eyes wide at her unexpected appearance and hustled to open the door to the rig.

      “Lady Walridge!”

      She heard her name being called from behind her and looked over her shoulder to find both Captain Ridgeway and the Marquess of Glenmarrow coming down the stairs behind her. She ignored them and moved to take Jarrett’s hand.

      But before she could step into the carriage, there was a loud sound from the park across the street. Bangs that echoed in the air around her. Jarrett dove away from her as the glass on the open carriage door exploded.

      She looked toward the park, not understanding what exactly was happening. Then a heavy body hit her, throwing her to the ground. Captain Ridgeway was now on top of her, his weight covering her as he shouted toward the marquess. She could see Glenmarrow running toward the park.

      “What is happening?” she whispered.

      “Someone is shooting,” Ridgeway said, and looked over at Jarrett. “Are you hit?”

      “Just a bit of glass cut me,” the footman responded.

      Naomi gasped and looked toward him. Sure enough, his face had a small cut that was now bleeding. “Oh no,” she gasped, and moved to look closer.

      Ridgeway pressed his weight into her harder, holding her in place. “No,” he growled close to her ear. “Not yet.”

      She froze, and everything that was happening slowly sank in. Someone had shot. Not at her servant, not at the man whose heavy, hard body was pinning her to the pavement. They’d been shooting at…at her.

      Someone had tried to kill her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Verrick, take Mr. Jarrett to the kitchen and have that cut looked at,” Marcus said as he held Lady Walridge against his side and helped her into the house. She was limping slightly, but he had no idea if that was because of the terror of what had just happened hitting her or if she was truly injured.

      He was going to find out.

      Verrick stared at him in shock. “Yes, sir. Shall I call for the guard?”

      “Not yet,” Marcus said. “Everett will decide that when he returns.”

      His stomach clenched at the idea of Everett chasing after some potential killer all alone. But the woman now shaking at his side needed protection, so he had to focus on that and know Everett was well capable of taking care of himself.

      As Verrick and the footman headed off together, Marcus took Lady Walridge into a parlor. He shut the door and helped her to the settee before the fire. Her expression was blank, her cheek striped with dirt and her dress torn. She began to shake, and he knelt before her.

      “Lady Walridge,” he said softly. She didn’t respond. Tears flowed down her dirty cheeks. “Lady Walridge,” he repeated, and still nothing.

      “Naomi,” he tried, using her Christian name, which he had found out during his cursory investigation after she had requested a meeting.

      That seemed to wake her from her fog of terror, and she focused on him. “Yes?”

      “Are you injured?” he asked.

      She shook her head at first, then worried her lip. “My knees hurt.”

      He caught his breath. He’d hit her with all his weight in an effort to prevent her from being shot. When she slammed into the ground, he had no doubt it had hurt.

      “May I look?” he asked.

      She stiffened and color entered her cheeks. It actually gave him a little hope to see it. The return of modesty meant she wasn’t utterly lost to terror.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He caught the now-dirty hem of her gown and gently slid it up. He was trying to focus on examination, but it was difficult when, beneath her black mourning gown, the woman was wearing red sheer stockings that covered truly lovely legs. He brushed her calf as he folded her skirt up to her knee, and her breath hitched.

      Suddenly the room felt very small, and he looked up at her to find her pupils were dilated and her lips slightly parted. Focus. He had to focus. This woman had been shot at not five minutes before. He couldn’t let himself notice that her skin smelled like vanilla. That her startling green eyes were the same color as fine emeralds.

      He forced his gaze back down as he lifted her skirt above her knees. Desire fled as he looked at the torn stockings and scraped skin on the shapely knees and equally lovely thighs that were just above them.

      The door behind them opened, and he started as he looked back to find Everett entering the room. He stopped at the scene before him and his gaze flitted first over Marcus, then over Naomi. His jaw set and his eyes lit with an expression Marcus knew very well.

      One that did nothing to temper the desire that now increased in his body.

      Naomi’s hands fluttered down, catching the hem of her gown as she tried to force it over her legs. As she did so, Everett closed the door and came forward.

      “Did that happen when you hit the ground?” he asked, his tone gentle.

      She seemed confused at the shift in his attitude toward her. Her hands stilled as she glanced up at him. “Y-yes. Did you…did you find the person who shot at me?”

      Everett’s face fell and Marcus got up. “No?”

      Everett scowled. “They were gone before I reached the park. There were only ladies on their midday stroll. No suspects.”

      Naomi made a soft sound in the back of her throat and dipped her head as she settled her hands over her scraped knees. Her shoulders shook as she stared at the floor with the same empty expression of fear that she’d had on her face when Marcus first brought her back inside.

      It hurt his heart to see it. To know what that kind of terror felt like. To know how empty and lonely it could be.

      “This changes everything,” Everett said softly.

      Marcus returned his attention to his friend and nodded. “I agree. She could be the target. Were the other murders failed attempts?”

      “What?” she asked, jumping up to look at them. Her green eyes were wide. “What are you saying?”

      “If death has followed you for several years, my lady,” Everett said, as straightforward as ever, “there is a possibility that you have been its target all along. Whoever is responsible for the death of your latest husband may have actually been trying to get to you. And this attempt is the escalation.”

      She covered her mouth with her hands and staggered. Marcus watched as Everett stepped forward and caught her elbow, drawing her a little closer and steadying her as she stared up at him.

      “The target…me? Not my husbands?”

      Everett nodded slowly. “Possibly.”

      “Oh God, then…then it would be my fault. My—my fault that they’re dead.” Marcus watched as her shoulders began to shake. She seemed truly devastated by the idea that her husbands had potentially died because of her. Any remaining suspicions he had toward her softened at that genuine response.

      “Don’t be foolish,” Everett responded. His voice was gruff, but his gaze soft. Still she stiffened at the inartful words. She drew a few breaths.

      “What do I do?” she asked at last, her voice a little less shaky as she slowly withdrew her elbow from his grip and took a step away. “Go home?”

      Marcus moved forward. “Absolutely not. If someone was willing to shoot at you in broad daylight from a park, they are not to be trifled with. No, my lady, you must go someplace safe. Someplace where Lord Glenmarrow and I can personally protect you while we figure out what the hell is going on here and who is responsible for it all.”
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      Everett watched as Marcus took a long drink of scotch before handing the glass over to him. He slugged the remainder before he said, “Are you certain this is a good idea?”

      Marcus glanced at the door where Lady Walridge had departed with a servant a moment ago to have her scrapes attended to. Everett knew the look on his face. He’d seen it many times before, when Marcus wanted something. Someone.

      Even someone he shouldn’t.

      That would complicate things, at the very least. To have him wanting her. Not that Everett blamed his friend. When he’d come in to find Marcus kneeling between her knees, her auburn hair half-down around her gorgeous face, the two of them staring at each other with intent that couldn’t be misread…

      Well, he’d wanted something, too. Wanted to lock the door, step up and join them.

      Foolhardy an idea as that was, given the circumstances.

      “Naomi needs our help,” Marcus said.

      Everett tilted his head. “Naomi, is it?”

      “I think a lady becomes Naomi when she is shot at on my drive, yes,” Marcus said, his annoyance clear. “Don’t start.”

      Everett folded his arms. “Calling her Naomi doesn’t have anything to do with where we’ve seen the lady before.”

      Marcus glared at him. “You recognized her too?”

      “She’s the kind of woman who is hard to forget. The Donville Masquerade is harder to forget.”

      “She was with the latest husband,” Marcus said, shifting a bit. He wasn’t able to hide the hardening of his cock. Everett stared at it before he gathered his wits.

      “Yes. Going into a back room with him and what was it…two ladies?” Everett asked. “But not before she was dancing quite suggestively with a few other men.”

      Marcus folded his arms. “Do you think that makes her a killer?”

      Everett considered the question a moment. “Actually, no. I don’t think she killed the husbands. I didn’t from the moment she began speaking, even though I tested her. And her being shot at only seals my feelings on the matter. I think someone else is responsible and that she is in danger.”

      Marcus couldn’t cover his reaction. Everett knew him too well. It was relief that crossed his features. “Then I suppose your objections to helping her have more to do with what happened earlier when you came into the room. You resist because of how she looked at me when I had her skirts lifted. At how she looked at you when you returned?”

      Everett swallowed as his mind gave him a perfect picture of just that. And then a fantasy of more and more and more. “It’s been a long time since we…shared.”

      Marcus walked away and stood with his back to Everett. “Yes,” he said at last.

      Before Everett could reply, the parlor door opened and Naomi stepped back inside. Her hair had been tidied and her gown brushed so it was cleaner. The torn sleeve of her gown had even been hastily repaired. More than that, though, her attitude had changed. Her fear had been tamped down, so now she lifted her chin as she came into the room and met Everett’s gaze evenly.

      “You say I need protection and I cannot go home. Where do you suggest I go?” she asked.

      Marcus turned and looked at Everett. Then he looked at Naomi. “I have an idea.”
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      Naomi shifted as the carriage she was sitting in raced across London. She was uncomfortable, but not because of the speed, or the rig’s appointments. In fact, the carriage was very fine, pulled from what seemed to be the marquess’ fleet.

      No, it was the two men sitting across from her, watching her, which made her stomach flutter out of control.

      They’d been riding along for over an hour. Whatever plan Marcus had was a secret, for he and Everett had only discussed it with each other, not her. She had no idea where they were taking her or what they would do once they arrived.

      The only thing she did know was that both men watched her. And she knew what the looks in their eye meant. She knew wanting. She’d embraced it over the last few years of her life, forgetting the lifelong teachings that told her ladies were not to seek pleasure as men did.

      She desired it, she’d experienced it and she had no intention of shying away from it again. At least once the time was right.

      What she saw in both men was an echo of that yearning, turned on her. From both of them.

      She shivered and ducked her head, confused by that desire and her reaction to it. Didn’t Stephen deserve better than her panting over not one but two men? Especially if he’d been struck down because of her.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked, her voice sounding thick and wobbly.

      Marcus exchanged a side glance with Everett and then said, “To a safe place.”

      That was no answer, and she thought he knew it. She sighed. “How long will I be there?”

      Everett arched a brow. “Until we can resolve who shot at you and potentially if they killed one or more of your late husbands.”

      She let out another long breath. It seemed she would have no answers from either of them. At least no satisfactory ones.

      “And my clothing,” she said. “I cannot stay in this dress forever.”

      “Of course not,” Everett said. “I have made arrangements for a handful of your things to be waiting at our destination tomorrow. Your servants will believe that you have decided to spend a few days with a friend. That way they are not in danger for knowing something about your true whereabouts. And they cannot share them with anyone if they are involved in this plot against you.”

      Naomi’s lips parted. “You think my servants—”

      “We have no way of knowing,” Marcus interrupted gently. “I realize that may come as a shock to you.”

      She bent her head as nausea overwhelmed her. “Perhaps not. After all, it seems you never really know a person, do you? You can believe in them and then…they turn out to not be what they seem.”

      There must have been something in her tone, for suddenly Marcus leaned in and caught her hand in his. She shivered at the warmth and comfort it brought all over again, knowing how foolish it was to allow herself to feel that from a stranger.

      Her upset and her shock today was making her do a great many things she hadn’t expected.

      “While we are in the carriage,” Everett said, his voice raspy now, “perhaps we should take this opportunity to talk more about your past. That will give Marcus and me some leads to follow once we are settled and you are safe.”

      She shrugged. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Especially if it will help you uncover the truth.”

      Everett was silent a moment, two. Then he leaned forward and snagged her gaze. “I’ll start with the most delicate of topics. One connected to the man whose murder is most likely. Marcus and I have seen you before. We both recognized you from the Donville Masquerade.”

      Naomi’s breath hitched. In the months of their marriage, many times Stephen had taken her to the masquerade, an underground club where those of quality played out their most erotic desires. She hadn’t always worn a mask, at her husband’s request. She had played the games he wanted to watch her play. She had watched the ones he desired to take part in. It had been a sexual awakening of the most personal kind. She’d learned her own needs, her own body. It hadn’t brought her closer to him, but she regretted none of it.

      “If you mention this to shame me,” she said softly, “you are wasting your time. I did go to the masquerade. I’m not sorry. I enjoyed my membership there and all I saw and did.”

      Everett arched a brow. “It is in no way meant to shame you, my lady. After all, my friend and I were also there. But perhaps your husband’s murder and your attack was linked to something you two participated in.”

      She swallowed. She hadn’t considered that. “But…but my other husbands never took me there.”

      “And we don’t know for certain if their deaths were murder,” Marcus said, releasing her hand at last. “So it is best to start exactly where Everett has suggested. Tell us about your time there.”

      She straightened her spine and met Marcus’s eyes evenly. “My husband liked to take on many lovers,” she said. “Two and three women at a time. He saw it beneath me, as a lady. So he refused to participate in those desires with me. But he wanted me to watch him. So I did.”

      Everett’s brow wrinkled. “He never touched you there?”

      “No, just them.” She blushed now, remembering her husband’s gaze as he watched her watching him. Then stopped watching her. Forgot her. Left her to make her own pleasure in those hot, steamy rooms. He’d all but stopped touching her at all once he began to take her there.

      “Were you finding your pleasure elsewhere?” Marcus asked, shifting and drawing her attention to the hard line of his cock beneath his trousers. She stared at it, felt herself lick her lips without meaning to.

      She jerked her gaze away before she whispered, “Not exactly. Occasionally I would dance with other men there. They touched me, but nothing to bring me to completion.”

      “More than one man,” Everett said. “We saw you dancing with two men one night.”

      She looked at them again. God, they were both so big in this carriage. Taking up all the space, all the air.

      She thought back to the night they mentioned. Yes, she had been dancing with one man when another had approached. Touched her from behind. They’d moved together, sensually, with a promise she had so wanted fulfilled.

      And then Stephen had drawn her away. How many nights had she touched herself imagining what might have happened next?

      Too many to count. But now when she pictured that, she thought of the two men across from her in the carriage. Dark and light, cool and heat. Touching her.

      She jolted at the thought and choked out, “It never amounted to anything.”

      “And the women?” Marcus pressed. “Could we be dealing with jealous husbands? Jealous lovers? Angry families?”

      “I believe Stephen only chose courtesans,” she said, dropping her chin to stare at the floor. “As I said, he didn’t think those kinds of activities were meant for a lady to participate in.”

      “Idiot,” Everett muttered under his breath.

      Marcus elbowed him and kept his gaze on Naomi. “Thank you for that,” he said.

      “For what?” she asked with a humorless laugh. “If I had no lovers to be jealous and his lovers were paid and unaffiliated, then I’ve given you nothing to go on,” she said.

      Marcus shook his head. “Eliminating a theory is just as good as proving one in this case. We’ll look into it further, but right now we don’t have to focus attention on something that will likely be a dead end.”

      She nodded and kept her eyes down. Right now she felt very crowded in. Uncertain. She didn’t want to reveal that fact in this situation which felt so confusing and painful and…fraught.

      The carriage slowed and then stopped, and she lifted her gaze as Everett reached out to open the door. “I’ll make the arrangements,” he said, then left her alone with Marcus as he got out and shut the door behind himself.

      She looked across at him and he smiled at her gently. “I realize this is difficult,” he said. “I promise you it will get better. But I must tell you something.”

      She cocked her head. “That is an ominous tone.”

      Marcus sighed. “I suppose it is. This afternoon we drove around London, trying to be certain that no one was following us. And we’ll stay at this inn tonight, on the outskirts of the city. But we cannot be sure that we weren’t followed, so Everett will be getting you a room as if you are husband and wife.”

      Her lips parted on the shock of that statement. “We’ll stay in the room together?”

      He nodded. “And I will be acting as servant. Man of affairs to his lordship. Once you are settled, I will join you.”

      “All three of us,” she clarified. “In one room.”

      “We must to protect you,” he said. “If you were in your own room, then we couldn’t reach you in time if you were attacked. And if it were only one of us there, he could fall asleep and also be unaware of danger. So we’ll stay with you and sleep in shifts to keep an eye on you.”

      She stared at him, taking in every inch of that body that had been made for sin—and had probably taken part in a good deal of it. And there was a reaction throughout her entire being that was as wicked as could be. She wasn’t horrified by the idea of sharing a room with these men.

      She was thrilled. Down to her toes. Down to the places that throbbed until she touched herself and found release.

      “Do you have no argument? No questions?” he pressed gently.

      She met his stare and shook her head. “No, Captain. I understand what you’re saying. I have no argument to staying with you both…for my protection.”
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      The room was very small. Everett sighed as he watched Naomi pace around it, looking at the single chair by the window and the narrow bed that would only just fit two. And fit two fairly snugly at that.

      He knew she had been told of the plan. Marcus had murmured that to him as Everett took her hand to escort his “wife” into the inn. Meanwhile, Marcus had played his role by seeing to the arrangements for the carriage, the horses and other preparations for tomorrow.

      Which left him alone with Naomi for the first time. She wouldn’t look at him. She looked at Marcus, but not at him. He supposed he deserved that. After all, he knew he could sometimes be detached. Cool. Marcus was better at easing the minds of others. He’d had to be—it had helped him make his way in the world, pull himself up in rank in the military.

      They’d always been opposites that way. It was one thing Everett loved about their connection.

      And yet now he felt lacking as Naomi sat down on the chair with a huff of breath.

      “It isn’t the finest of accommodations,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “But a smaller room is better, in some ways. Fewer points of entry.”

      She looked at him at last. Over him, actually. Head to toe. Appraising and, he could see, interested. His cock jolted at the thought.

      “You think whoever shot at me is driven to chase me across London? Could someone hate me so much?” She drew an unsteady breath. “Could I be the reason three men are dead? Truly?”

      He pursed his lips. She’d asked the same question back at Marcus’s home a few hours before. He knew his harsh tone when he responded had stung her. It seemed he was being offered an opportunity to make up for that.

      He moved from the bed, stepping toward her and closing the distance with just one long movement. He leaned down and his hand came out almost against his will, tracing her cheek gently. Her breath caught, just as it had when Marcus took her hand, and he reveled in how her pupils dilated for him, as they had for his friend.

      “Listen to me, Naomi,” he said. “I realize you cared for those men, that you feel guilty at this new idea that the killer could have been pursuing you.” Her shudder was all the answer he needed. He continued softly, “But whatever happened to your husbands, it is not your fault. If someone killed them to get to you, that is only the killer’s doing, not yours. You are not responsible for anyone else’s bad acts.”

      Her relief was palpable as she sagged against his hand. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      His fingers curled against her skin and she let out a shuddering sigh. One that called to him in ways he could hardly stand. He leaned in slowly, watching as her eyes widened and her lips parted. She wet them, and he was almost unmanned right then and there.

      He was going to kiss this woman, mourning gown and investigation be damned. He was going to kiss her until she lifted against him and moaned his name.

      But before he could brush his lips to hers, the door to the room opened and Marcus stepped inside. Naomi let out a tiny sound and bolted to her feet, racing past Everett to the window, where she stared out, her shoulders shaking.

      Everett stood and walked to Marcus. His friend lifted both his brows and Everett shrugged in response. They both knew what was happening here. They both knew what they wanted. What would happen in regards to that want was something else entirely.

      “I came up the back stair as soon as everything was situated,” Marcus said, glancing toward Naomi. “It’s late—I could ask for some supper to be sent up.”

      She pivoted and her gaze flitted over them. She shook her head. “It’s been a long day. I’m very tired. I think I’ll just…I’ll just sleep.”

      Marcus nodded and cast a glance toward Everett. “Do you want the first watch?”

      Everett let out his breath. Marcus could obviously see the outline of the erection that was in no way hidden beneath his trousers. He supposed his partner was trying to make things a bit easier considering the sleeping arrangements.

      “Very well,” he said.

      Marcus walked past him and motioned to a small privacy screen in the corner of the room. “You may remove your gown there, Naomi. I will sleep on the bed beside you, above the coverlet.”

      She jolted and stared at the bed. It seemed very small when Everett considered Marcus and Naomi lying there. Unless they were right on top of each other, an image that didn’t help the erection one bit. If anything, it excited him all the more.

      Her shoulders rolled forward. “Very well,” she said, and walked to the screen to change. Everett lolled his head back, stretching his neck.

      It was going to be a long night. One that didn’t promise any relief from the desire he hadn’t expected, though that didn’t mean the feeling was unwanted.
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      Naomi slid beneath the covers, feeling naked even though her chemise covered her somewhat and the blankets even more. It was just that she’d never spent a night with two men in her room before. Certainly not two very handsome, very virile men whose glances in her direction didn’t exactly speak of chaste protection.

      They looked like they each wanted to eat her alive. And she was not opposed to the idea either.

      But that wasn’t going to happen. She pulled the covers up to her neck and lay there as she watched Marcus divest himself of his jacket, and then he started to unbutton his shirt. Oh God, was he going to take off his clothes? She found herself straightening, lifting her head to see. He unlooped his cravat and then removed his boots before he tugged the shirt over his head.

      She could hardly contain her murmur of approval. The man was built like a workhorse. Thickly muscled, hard as steel, meant to be touched. But she would not touch him. Would not. Could not.

      She squeezed her eyes shut as he lay down on top of the coverlet, depressing the mattress and making her roll slightly toward him as he settled in. Now she could smell him. Smoky, minty, just something good. She could feel her sex tingling, and she clenched her legs together to make it stop. It didn’t.

      “Are you comfortable?” he asked, rolling to face her on the pillows. Close enough to lick.

      She nodded. “As much as can be expected under the circumstances.”

      “Try to sleep,” he soothed. “It will be better in the morning.”

      “If you say so.”

      She shut her eyes again and tried to count her breaths. In and out, over and over. Only as her body relaxed slowly, her mind took over. And this time she wasn’t thinking about Marcus and his touch or the fact that Everett had nearly kissed her.

      Instead, her mind flashed an image of the window exploding next to her head as a shot rang out. Of the feeling of sliding across the ground as Marcus’s body hit her and covered her for protection.

      She jolted, her eyes coming open as she let out a tiny sound. Marcus was still awake, of course. And he was watching her.

      “Remembering?” he asked.

      She nodded and her eyes began to sting with tears.

      His brow wrinkled and then he reached out. “Here, may I?”

      She nodded again and his arms came around her. He dragged her closer under the covers until her body molded to his, separated only by the thin barrier of blankets. She buried her face into his bare neck, shaking as he smoothed his hands along her back gently.

      It was meant as comfort, of course. Or at least that was what she’d told herself when she allowed it. Only now it felt like something different. His warmth shook away the fearful images, but replaced it with the wanting she’d been trying to deny since the moment she’d stepped into this man’s study.

      She’d been married a short time, but she’d felt alone all those months. Stephen’s ideas of pleasure had very rarely involved any kind of intimacy with her. Or comfort. Or pleasure that she didn’t provide with her own hand. And now this handsome, delicious man was holding her, and her body lifted against him of its own accord.

      His hands stilled on her back and he leaned away, staring down into her face. She stared right back up, trying hard not to judge herself for what she wanted. What she needed, after this long, horrible day.

      “Naomi,” he whispered.

      “Please,” she said back.

      That seemed to erase all the doubt on his face. He lowered his mouth, and suddenly he was kissing her. And not gently either. His tongue drove inside her mouth like he couldn’t control the passion and she opened to him, fisting her hands on his chest as his fingers traced down her spine and then tangled in the covers. He pushed them down, removing the barrier they created.

      Her whole body tingled as he kicked the blankets away and cupped her backside, pulling her even closer as the kiss deepened and spiraled out of control and into madness. She didn’t care. She wanted to drown in him. To feel him. To forget today and all the fear and pain that burned inside of her.

      “Do you want to feel good, Naomi?” he asked as he drew back just enough to speak.

      She nodded, her movements jerky. “Y-yes,” she whispered. “Please, please make me feel good.”

      “Roll over,” he ordered.

      She was shaking as she did so. And when she did, she froze. In the heat of the moment she’d allowed herself to forget that Everett was in the room, so caught up was she in Marcus. And he’d been so quiet, sitting there in his chair, that he could have been asleep. Only he wasn’t. He was slouched down low on the chair, and he was just…watching them.

      She bit her lip as Marcus wrapped his arm around her midsection and drew her back so that her bottom was firmly against his pelvis. She felt the hardness of him against her, grinding as he slid his hands up to cup her breasts through her chemise.

      The act blurred her concerns about Everett. Stephen hadn’t liked her breasts. Told her they were too full. No one had touched them in so long, and as Marcus flicked his thumbs over her, she ground back against him with a gasp of pleasure.

      Across the room, Everett’s eyes lit up and he lowered a hand to the harsh line of his cock, which was visible through his trousers. He rubbed his fingers along the fabric as she locked eyes with him.

      This was happening. And she didn’t care how wanton it was. She wanted it. She wanted Everett to watch and Marcus to fuck, and that was what she was going to get.

      Behind her, Marcus slid his fingers into the straps of her chemise and drew it down, over her arms, bunching it at her waist. The warm air from the fire brushed over her hard nipples, and she let out another long sigh.

      Everett was unbuttoning his trousers now, pulling himself free. Her lips parted as she watched him stroke a hand over his entire length, and his eyes fluttered shut for just a moment. Then he opened them again and held her gaze once more so that her sex jolted with the wickedness of it.

      Marcus’s mouth moved to her neck, sucking there as he urged her onto her back. She did what he wanted, lifting into a too-brief kiss before he dropped his mouth to her nipples and sucked. She almost levitated off the bed as pleasure mobbed her. Almost enough to come, not quite.

      He sucked and licked, laving first one breast and then the other until she had no breath and her voice was rough from moaning. Then he pushed her back onto her side and tugged the rest of the chemise off.

      She was naked and arched back into him, trying to find a way to get closer. He chuckled as he licked her neck again, sucking. She felt his hand pushing between their writhing bodies, and tensed as he unfastened the fall front on his trousers. Then his hot length hit her backside and she gasped once more.

      She didn’t have to look at him to know he was big. He was hard. And she was going to get what she wanted. He maneuvered her, guiding her into the right position, and then he stroked the head of himself across her soaking wet entrance.

      “Please,” she murmured, looking at Everett while feeling Marcus.

      She didn’t have to say it twice. He spread her open and then he was pushing inside. She stretched to accommodate him, grinding back as he filled her inch by inch. He reached around, pressing his fingers against her clitoris as he began to thrust. She met him with each stroke, grinding against his hand and his cock as pleasure built inside of her from some deep, powerful place.

      Everett stroked his cock in time, almost like he was the one inside of her. She held his stare as he pleasured himself, watching his neck strain as he observed her with Marcus.

      And then her orgasm was there, powerful as she writhed out of control, riding the waves of pleasure as she gripped Marcus harder. He grunted against her neck, pounding faster now, harder, deeper. Everett did the same, and as her orgasm faded, both men came, Everett against his hand, Marcus by pulling from her body and pumping between them.

      Marcus pulled her against him tightly, and she found herself snuggling back into his arms. Everett smiled, panting as he mouthed, Sleep.

      And as her heartrate came down and her body stopped twitching with pleasure, she did just that.
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      Everett stood in the filtered sunshine of the morning, watching as Marcus spoke to the boy at the inn about their horses. Marcus sent Everett a side glance, patted the boy’s shoulder and then joined him outside the stable.

      “I’ve asked for a horse to ride alongside for the return trip back into Town,” he said.

      Everett arched a brow. “I see. Does that mean you don’t wish to ride in the carriage with Naomi after last night’s…acts?”

      Marcus shifted, but his gaze didn’t leave Everett’s. That was something, for often these kinds of conversations about giving in to passion inspired Marcus to pull away, to Everett’s endless frustration.

      “I didn’t plan to make love to her last night,” Marcus said after he’d glanced around to ensure they weren’t being eavesdropped upon. “She was shaking, and once I touched her…”

      “Yes, I understand,” Everett said. “Watching you two was…well, it’s been a long time since we shared a woman for more than just a night.”

      Now Marcus’s gaze did flit away and he cleared his throat. “It didn’t end well last time, did it?”

      “Naomi is different,” Everett pressed. “She looked at me across the room as you slid your cock inside of her. And she came.” His cock grew hard just thinking about it. “She’s different.”

      Marcus shook his head, but didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. Everett knew he was uncomfortable with this topic. With the sharing? Not at all. When he was in the midst of passion, no one dedicated himself to pleasure as much as Marcus. But after? He was always pulling away from what he wanted most.

      Everett stepped closer. Stepped into Marcus’s space, almost touching his chest with his own. He tilted his head until Marcus was forced to meet his eyes.

      “I want this,” Everett said softly. “And I do not ask for much.”

      Marcus’s eyes came shut and he nodded. “I know.”

      Everett was ready to ask him which part he knew about, but before he could, Naomi stepped from the inn and looked around for them. Both of them stared, as it was impossible not to. She wore the same gown as yesterday, but she took Everett’s breath away. Especially now that he’d seen her in far less. In nothing at all. With his friend buried inside her body as she moaned out pleasure.

      Now that was all he could see.

      She blushed as she started toward them across the wide expanse of drive and lawn. Marcus caught his arm. “You ride with her in the carriage,” he said softly, his tone laced with almost desperation. “See if she’s…open.”

      Everett’s lips parted as he turned toward Marcus and stared. “Truly?”

      “Yes. She’s magnificent, Everett.”

      Marcus released him and moved toward Naomi with a friendly smile. Everett nodded. “I hope I find out,” he muttered before he joined the pair beside the carriage.
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      Naomi sat in the carriage, staring across at Everett, who was seated on the bench opposite hers. He had been quiet since they departed the inn a half hour before, glancing over some papers he had withdrawn from his pocket.

      Like Marcus, he had not brought up the previous night. Hadn’t acted any differently. Naomi wasn’t certain what to think of it. The experience with Marcus while Everett was watching and pleasuring himself with his hand was one of the most powerful of her life. Did it mean so little to them?

      Did it matter? She’d known them for all of twenty-four hours. What had happened was an anomaly. Perhaps it was best to forget it.

      None of which she could make herself believe.

      “Do you think ill of me?” she burst out, and immediately wished she could take it back.

      His gaze came up slowly, blue depths the color of the sea on a cloudless day. He snagged her with that stare and put away his papers before he said, “And why would I do that?”

      She swallowed. Well, she’d started the topic, she might as well just get it out. Finish it. “Last night,” she said, and felt her cheeks burn. “So soon after my husband’s death. Doing…doing what I did with Marcus. With—with you.”

      He leaned forward in the small space and draped his elbows over his knees. Now he was very close, indeed. She could see the flecks of darker blue in the light of his eyes. Smell the hint of mint and coffee on his warm breath. God, but she wanted him to kiss her, as she’d known he wanted to do last night.

      What was wrong with her?

      “Did you love him?” he asked.

      Her lips parted and the thoughts of desire fled. “I—what?”

      “The earl,” he clarified. “Your latest husband, did you love him?”

      She shifted. Most would never think to ask such a thing. Loveless marriages were the norm in the kind of Society she kept, that this man kept. The few exceptions were seen as irregularities. Whispered about like they were on display at a museum.

      She cleared her throat. “No. I married him to get away from a bad situation.”

      “Which was?” he asked.

      She bit her lip. “My brother…my stepbrother, Thaddeus. He has always been protective of me. He demanded I live in his home after my second husband’s death, and I could hardly refuse when my own home was ripped away from me by my late husband’s family. Thaddeus’s wife is difficult. She runs hot and cold. They argue. It was unpleasant.”

      “So you married the earl,” Everett said softly.

      “It sounds mercenary, I suppose.”

      “No, it sounds reasonable,” he said with a shrug. “It’s the way of our world, after all.”

      She nodded. “I regretted it soon after. I didn’t want him dead, of course, what happened is horrible. That he could have been killed because of me is even worse. But I quickly realized that I was not going to be happy in such a loveless, odd arrangement.”

      He said nothing about that. But he leaned closer. “And what about what you went through yesterday? Being shot at. It was a shock, yes?”

      She caught her breath as those moments flooded her senses just as they had the previous night. She steadied herself and whispered, “Yes.”

      “So after a loveless marriage and a terrible upset, you just wanted to feel good. Isn’t that what Marcus said to you? He asked if you wanted to feel good.”

      She blushed as she remembered those words, said so softly, so seductively. Remembered the warmth of Marcus’s breath on her neck, on her mouth.

      “Yes,” she gasped.

      “And did it work?” He reached out and skimmed his fingertips along her arm. Even through her light spencer, she felt the electric current of his touch. “When he took you, when I watched you, did it make you feel good?”

      Her legs shook, her sex quaked and she could hardly form the word. “Yes,” she croaked.

      He dropped to his knees before her and leaned up so that his mouth was a breath from hers. “And now, if I touched you now. Would that make you feel good?”

      She gasped and looked at the window. Through the gap in the thin curtain, she could see Marcus riding outside. She glanced back at Everett with what she knew were questions in her eyes.

      “He wanted me to watch you,” he explained softly. “He knows what I want. We share, Naomi. Would you like us to share you?”

      Her body twitched, a flicker that was so close to orgasm that she let out a low moan. She had been thinking about last night since she woke. Not just of Marcus touching her, but of Everett. Both men, mixed together in her mind.

      And in that moment, she wanted him so badly that she couldn’t stop herself from nodding, wordless.

      That was enough for him. He palmed the back of her neck and drew her forward. Then his mouth was on hers.

      When Marcus kissed her last night he had been hungry, desperate. Everett was something else. Gentle but insistent, his full lips gliding over hers and coaxing a response rather than demanding it. He cupped her hip with his free hand and dragged her to the edge of the carriage seat, then he wedged himself between her legs, bunching her skirt against the exquisitely sensitive space there.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, moaning as he deepened the kiss, tasting her like she was a fine wine and he a thirsty man. Meanwhile he massaged her hip, then glided the same hand over to rest on her upper thigh. Her legs opened farther, a wanton invitation that he smiled at as he broke the kiss.

      “Lean back,” he ordered.

      There was no way to refuse when he spoke like that. Something about the way he said it made her jump to obey, and she settled back in a slouched position on the carriage seat. He met her eyes, just as he had the night before, as he lifted her skirts. She shook as he piled it all on her stomach and there she was, bared to him.

      He said nothing, but bent his head and pressed his mouth to her. She jolted as he licked her, pressing hard against the folds with the flat of his tongue. She dug her fingers into his hair as he lavished her flesh with wet pleasure, and she lifted to meet him in a rhythm meant to bring her to climax.

      She was lost as he focused the swirl of his tongue on one place, her clitoris, circling there, ever increasing the pressure. She moaned as everything in her world narrowed to just that one bundle of nerves and the powerful pleasure she found there.

      At last, the dam broke and she keened, arching up as wave after wave of sensation crashed through her body. She gripped his hair tighter, tugging him closer, pushing him away. The pleasure was almost too intense, and he looked up and smiled against her flesh as he dragged her through it.

      Only when she’d stopped shaking did he lean up her body, kissing her so she could taste her own flavor. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he reached between them to unfasten his trousers as he had last night.

      She sought his mouth as he lifted her, positioning her over his cock as he reversed the way they were seated so that he was on the bench and she straddled over him. As she lowered down on him, they both moaned in unison and she tilted her head back.

      “I’ve been waiting for this since last night,” he growled, licking the column of her throat, biting gently.

      She didn’t answer in words. There were none of those left. All she could do was move, rolling her hips over him, gripping him hard with every thrust. When she looked down at him, he was staring at her, watching every twitch of her expression as she rode him hard and fast. She ground her already sensitive clitoris against his pelvis with every thrust and felt the orgasm that had just faded returning at a shocking speed.

      When he caught her hips, digging his fingers in, rolling her in time, that was enough. She came again, crying out and not giving a damn if the driver or Marcus or the entire world heard her scream out her pleasure.

      He pounded harder beneath her, his gaze locked on her face as she jolted through the crisis. Then he lifted her, moving her across the carriage seat so he pinned her against the opposite wall. He thrust harder, faster, driving his tongue into her mouth as his animal movements at last lost all finesse and control. He growled out her name, withdrew and spent between them as she dug her fingers into his shoulders through his jacket and reveled in the sense that she had made this very controlled man into a beast, at least for a few moments.

      And she wanted to do it all again.
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      As the carriage stopped on the drive, Marcus stepped forward, waving off the footman as he opened the door and offered a hand for Naomi. As she stepped out and Everett followed, Marcus couldn’t help but notice how her dress was wrinkled and Everett’s hair was mussed. He smiled. It seemed his friend had staked his claim after all.

      The thought hardened Marcus’s cock in an instant. He shook away the reaction as he watched Naomi look up at the house and back at him in confusion.

      “Are we…is this your house? Where we came from originally?” she asked.

      “Yes. We’re around back to protect our entry from any prying eyes, but we’ve returned to London and my home.”

      “Why don’t we go inside?” Everett suggested as he looked around. “And then we’ll explain everything.”

      Naomi looked at Marcus, then Everett, as if she were trying to determine whose arm she should take. Marcus all but held his breath as she worked it out. Then she shook her head.

      “Well, someone lead the way,” she said with a laugh that broke some of the tension.

      Marcus couldn’t help but smile, and did as she suggested. She followed him into the house and Everett took up the final place. Marcus led them to his study, the same place they had met the remarkable woman who they had now each tasted, and motioned her to a chair.

      “So why did we return to your home?” Naomi asked as she settled into place. She looked far more comfortable than she had the previous afternoon. Of course, sex would do that. Marcus knew it better than most.

      As Everett sat on the settee, Marcus leaned on the edge of his desk. “After you were shot at but Everett couldn’t find the culprit, I knew we would need to be careful. After all, the blackguard could simply circle back, watch for you to leave or us to leave, and follow.”

      She nodded. “I suppose it makes sense. He hadn’t been identified, so he could easily retake whatever position he was in when he shot at me.”

      She shuddered, some of her ease stolen just as it had been yesterday. It made Marcus want to rip apart whoever had done such a thing to her.

      Everett glanced at him, his brow wrinkling, and picked up where Marcus could not. “So we drove, creating confusion with our route. It is likely that if we were followed, we lost the villain before we even reached the inn.”

      “And who would expect us to return here after we apparently left London?” she said with a nod. “That’s rather brilliant, actually.”

      Marcus smiled at her compliment. “Thank you. Being in London will give us better access to information for our investigation.”

      “And I will stay…” She swallowed hard. “…I’ll stay here while you do that.”

      He nodded slowly. “Yes. I’m afraid you’ll have to keep yourself indoors.”

      “I’m certain we can find entertainments,” Everett drawled.

      Marcus stared at his friend. Everett was often the more serious of the two of them, at least outwardly. His position in Society forced that. The way that title had come to him only made it worse. But now Marcus watched as the marquess winked at Naomi and she smiled in response.

      He hadn’t seen Everett tease since…well, it had been a long time. Marcus hadn’t realized how much he’d missed his friend’s lightheartedness.

      He cleared his throat. “Your room shall be next to mine,” he said. “It’s already arranged and was readied for you. The things we had brought from your home here in London should be prepared. I did not want to risk bringing in your maid since we aren’t certain there isn’t servant involvement in your attack or the murder of one or more of your husbands. So one of my servants will take her place.”

      Now Naomi’s smile fell and she ducked her head. “I cannot believe this is happening,” she whispered.

      Everett got up and moved to her. He cupped her shoulder and squeezed gently. “We will work it out. And I will stay here, too. No one will be able to harm you, Naomi, I swear that.”

      She glanced up in gratitude. “Thank you. I appreciate that you’re both taking this so seriously.”

      “Of course,” Marcus said, rising and turning away from the scene before him. It made him want things. Everett said he wanted them, too. And yet he wasn’t certain they could have those things and not come out with one or more of them…damaged. “Now why don’t you go up to your room? You can rest a bit and change.”

      Naomi glanced at him, and he realized his tone had been sharper than he intended. She blushed as she slowly got up. “Very well,” she said softly.

      He moved to the door and pulled the bell. When Verrick appeared, he said, “Will you show Lady Walridge her chamber?”

      Naomi glanced at him once more as she slipped past to follow the butler. His heart sank at her expression. One of confusion, guilt, pain. But he said nothing as she left on Verrick’s heels and disappeared up the hall.

      “Close the door,” Everett said, his tone tense.

      Marcus sighed as he did just that and turned to face his friend. Everett was glaring at him.

      “What is wrong with you?” he snapped.

      Marcus shrugged. “We aren’t just here to fuck the woman. I thought she needed the rest after last night and after what you two obviously did on the ride back to my home.”

      “Jealous?” Everett asked, raising both brows in challenge.

      Marcus bent his head. “You know I’m not. The idea of you having her is…it’s stimulating to say the least. I wish I could have seen it. But Everett, this is a dangerous road.”

      “One that leads to you having what you deny yourself regularly,” Everett said, folding his arms.

      Marcus jerked his face up. This was a topic they avoided, more because of him than Everett. And every time it was broached, it set off a longing in him that ached for days.

      “Not everyone can have what they want,” he said softly. “And that is just the way life is sometimes. Now, why don’t we talk about the investigation?”

      Everett shook his head, and it was clear he had a great deal more to say than Marcus wished to allow. But he threw up his hands. “Fine. If that’s what you want, then by all means, let’s just keep ignoring what is right in front of us and get back to business.”

      Marcus paced away. Being near Everett was too difficult in this moment. He moved to his desk and sat down, pulling out a sheet of vellum and dipping a quill in ink so he could take notes.

      “Although Naomi doesn’t believe the earl’s death is related to anyone at Donville, I think it’s still worth investigating,” he said. “I can talk to Rivers and see if he’ll give us any information.”

      Everett’s jaw was set and tight as he jerked out a nod. “Rivers protects his club membership information jealously, as you know. But if there’s a murderer in his midst, he might be more open to discreet sharing with the understanding we won’t make anything we find public.”

      “We also need to look at the servants in each of Naomi’s households. Find any common denominators. Her maid, for example, and anyone else that might have come from place to place with her.”

      “She mentioned something in the carriage today,” Everett said, arching a brow. “Before I made her come.”

      Marcus lifted his gaze and narrowed it. Everett knew exactly what he was doing by throwing that last sentence at him. He ignored it. “And what was that?”

      “She said she married the earl to escape a bad situation,” he said. “Mentioned something about a protective stepbrother and an unpleasant sister-in-law.”

      Marcus tilted his head. “I’ll add them to the list.”

      Everett nodded. “I think that would be best.” He folded his arms. “Are you going to have a problem with my staying here?”

      Marcus let out his breath in a long sigh. “Why would I?”

      “Because of her. Because of us. Because of everything,” Everett snapped.

      Marcus set the quill down and stared at the sheet before him blankly. He finally glanced up at Everett. “Having you here will help,” he said softly. “It always does. Look, I know what you want. I know what I want. I think the fact that you and Naomi shared what you did in the carriage means she could want it, too. I’m not going to deny any of us that. Even if I think it could end poorly.”

      Everett’s hard expression softened a fraction. “You would try?”

      “At least for a little while,” Marcus said. “What could a little while hurt?”

      Everett smiled, but as Marcus returned the expression he knew in his heart that even a day of giving in could wreck his world. In fact, he knew it likely would. And yet, he was ready to make that sacrifice. Because his need was stronger than his mind in that moment and there was no avoiding it anymore.
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      Naomi paced her chamber, unable to be still since the maid had left her a quarter of an hour before. It wasn’t physical discomfort that set her so on edge. The chamber Marcus had prepared for her was lovely, with a fine view of the garden behind the house. The fact that his room was just next door was a distraction, but also a comfort.

      And it wasn’t the new servant that put her mind to distraction either. The girl, Hester, was kind and friendly. She had helped Naomi dress and did her hair in a lovely fashion.

      No, there was no denying it. What made her mind wander was the two men downstairs. What had Everett said to her in the carriage?

      We share.

      It was all she could think about now. She knew what sharing meant in a sexual sense. She’d watched it in the Donville Masquerade. It didn’t mean taking turns, at least not usually. What Everett had meant was that he and Marcus made love to a woman at the same time.

      Her. They wanted to make love to her. Together.

      She shivered at the thought, then shook her head. It was time to go join them for supper and she had to clear her mind to focus. That was the only option here and now. Focus.

      She slipped from the bedroom and down the stairs. Verrick was at the bottom, speaking to a footman, and he directed her to the dining room. She moved along the halls, taking in the sparse, sophisticated decoration of Marcus’s home, at odds with his big, muscular body. She’d somehow expected a man like that to fill his halls with darker things.

      But he wasn’t exactly as he seemed. She was already keenly aware of that.

      She entered the dining room and found Everett and Marcus were already there. They stood at once as she came to a halt, and suddenly two pairs of eyes were flitting over her. Their regard pulsed through her, teasing and taunting her with the promise of what would happen if she surrendered to them.

      “G-good evening,” she stammered.

      “Naomi,” Everett said, stepping forward. “You look lovely.”

      She glanced down. Whoever had sent along her things had only packed two gowns, both for mourning. But the black did have a faint pattern, almost like lace. She didn’t hate it, though she missed color already. Her life had featured so much loss, so much trauma. It sometimes felt like black was all she’d ever wear again.

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      Everett offered an arm and she took it. The moment she touched him, electric energy seemed to jolt between them. He didn’t say anything about it, though, and neither did she as he took her to the head of the table and offered her that place.

      “Shouldn’t it be Marcus who sits here?” she asked, shooting him a glance.

      His dark brown eyes moved over her a second time and he smiled faintly. “I think we like you between us.”

      She blushed as she took the place. Everett sat to her left, Marcus to her right, and immediately the footman delivered the first course for supper, a soup. She barely tasted it as she began to eat.

      Once the servant had gone, Marcus tilted his head. “Everett informed me of the situation you encountered with your stepbrother.”

      She set her spoon down and worried her hands in her lap. “Thaddeus was nineteen and I was thirteen when my mother married his father,” she said. “He immediately became my protector.”

      Everett wrinkled his brow. “Many young ladies would welcome such brotherly intervention. You sound less than happy about it. Why?”

      She shifted as she thought of Thaddeus’s gaze upon her all those years. “He was…rather intense about it,” she whispered.

      The men exchanged a look and her cheeks heated further.

      “You mean he wanted you?” Everett encouraged gently.

      “I don’t know,” she lied. Out of habit. Out of embarrassment.

      Marcus saw through that deception, though, and shook his head. “Yes, you do. Perhaps when you were young you didn’t, but you know now.”

      She fiddled with her spoon as she tried to find a way to approach this difficult topic. “Yes,” she said at last. “I think he did want me. Perhaps he still does. He would watch me. Always watch me. I didn’t like it. Never liked being alone with him.”

      Marcus glanced at Everett. “Seems like information well worth pursuing.”

      She shook her head. “Perhaps you might stretch and think that was a motive for Thaddeus to kill my husband or husbands, but why would he shoot at me?”

      “You said he wanted you to come back to stay with him, didn’t you?” Everett asked. “What better way than to convince you there was a threat?”

      Her heart sank. “That…makes…sense, I suppose,” she admitted slowly. “God’s teeth, I hope you’re wrong.”

      “You’d rather have it be a stranger who truly wants you dead?” Marcus asked.

      She nodded. “Than my family murdering for me in the name of some twisted love? Taking the lives of three men who didn’t deserve their fate? Yes, actually.”

      Marcus reached out and took her hand, his fingers stroking hers gently. “It’s only a theory. Don’t tie yourself in knots over it until we know the truth.”

      “I’ll try. This situation is…it’s very difficult.”

      For a moment, everyone at the table was quiet. The servants came and replaced the first course for a second.

      Once they were gone, Everett cleared his throat. “Perhaps this is a good time, then, to discuss our other situation.”

      Marcus’s eyes went wide and he stared. “Everett.”

      Naomi looked between them and the tension was palpable. “The other situation meaning…what happened between each of us?” she squeaked.

      Everett nodded slowly. “Will you deny that there is desire here? For all of us?”

      Naomi hesitated. Although she had come to accept her desires, talking about them was still…strange. She’d always been told to hide them. And yet…

      “I can’t deny it,” she admitted. “I haven’t denied it, at any rate, considering what has happened both last night and today.”

      “Do you feel it isn’t right?” Marcus encouraged her gently, retaking her hand.

      “Society would say it isn’t,” she responded.

      Everett now reached out and took her opposite hand. She shuddered at the connection between the three of them. A desire that seemed to flow up and down her body, back and forth between them all.

      “Seems to me that following Society’s rules isn’t always best,” Everett said.

      Marcus shifted, as if that statement made him uncomfortable. But he continued to stroke her hand as he said, “And it would be private, Naomi. Just between us. When you told us about going to the Donville Masquerade yesterday, what stood out to me is that your husband took you there not to train you in your own pleasure, but to train you in his. Was that always the way?”

      “With him…yes,” she whispered. “He stopped touching me at all once he realized I would go and watch him with the lightskirts. With my second husband there was more pleasure, but we didn’t talk about my wants or his. My first was more traditional. He was my husband, I his wife. What we did in the dark had pleasure, but that wasn’t its purpose.”

      Marcus shook his head. “Idiots, the lot of them.”

      “So never was any of it about your pleasure,” Everett reiterated. “What if this time with us…was?”

      A shudder worked through her from head to toe as the erotic implications of that question sank through to her very soul. “Oh God,” she squeaked out without meaning to.

      Everett smiled. On his normally serious face, it was a sensual, knowing expression. “Is that a yes?”

      She nodded slowly, fighting to find the words these men and this situation required. “Yes,” she managed at last, her voice breathless and shaky. “But I don’t know…how.”

      Marcus leaned forward and cupped her cheek, his thumb stroking across her lips. “Let us teach you.”
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      Everett leaned against the door in Marcus’s chamber, watching as his friend led Naomi toward the bed. It had been a long time since he was here. Months, perhaps a year. But it felt like home, this big chamber with the huge bed along the back wall. The roaring fire both warmed and brightened the room—and gave him the perfect view as Marcus turned Naomi toward him and leaned in to kiss her.

      Everett shifted as he stared, watching the kiss transform from something comforting to something deeper, then more passionate. Their tongues tangled, she made a soft sound deep in her throat, Marcus put his hands on her hips and drew her up harder against him.

      It was like magic as Naomi’s posture changed. She’d been tense after her acquiescence to this arrangement, nervous. But now, as Marcus continued to kiss her, stroked his hands up and down her sides, she relaxed into him and Everett watched her transformation to utter surrender.

      With all their history, he hadn’t been certain Marcus would truly give in to what Everett asked for. And yet here he was, surrendering as sure as Naomi was. Everett was rock hard already, trembling at the idea that tonight he could have everything he wanted. That was so very rare to him. So precious.

      Marcus broke off the kiss and held out a hand, crooking his finger for Everett. It was like an invisible string drew him forward, into their coupling. Marcus turned Naomi toward Everett, and she lifted her face to his. Everett groaned at her submission and bent his head to kiss her. She opened to him just as she had opened to Marcus, lifting her hands to stroke his chest as he cupped her cheeks and kissed her deeper.

      He opened his eyes, watching as Marcus unbuttoned the back of her dress. He leaned in to kiss every inch of skin he revealed, bending to lick the curve of the small of her back before he slid his hands beneath the silky, black fabric and tipped it forward.

      Everett broke the kiss, stepping back and dragging the dress from her arms. Naomi’s gaze was hazy as she shimmied her hips and the fabric pooled at her feet. She was wearing nothing beneath, and now she stood before them both, naked. And so utterly beautiful that it almost hurt to look at her.

      The night before, when he’d watched her in the bed, that afternoon when he’d taken her in the carriage, he hadn’t gotten a good look at her. Now he stared at her full breasts, her rounded hips, her legs. She was gorgeous. Unbelievably beautiful. What was even better was that she seemed confident in her nudity, staring at him without a blush or a turn of her head to indicate she was uncomfortable. She had given in to this experience. She was ready.

      He watched as Marcus’s hands, a shade darker than her pale skin, moved to her sides, sliding up, around, until he cupped her breasts. Marcus plucked her nipples and she gasped, lolling her head back to rest on his chest as she watched Everett through a hooded gaze. He dropped to his knees before her, pushing her legs wide and pressing his mouth to her stomach, her hip, her thighs. She moaned, a tiny, soft sound in her throat, and he scented the ready, earthy smell of her sex as he placed a hand on her and lifted against her shaking body.

      “Please,” she murmured.

      Marcus tilted her head, turning her chin toward him. He began to kiss her, but he kept his eyes open, watching as Everett spread her sex lips open and licked her as he had in the carriage. As the flavor of her burst on his tongue, he locked eyes with Marcus. Naomi was grinding against him now, alive with desire and on the edge of pleasure. He wanted her over that edge, ready for what was to come.

      He slid a finger inside her sheath, felt her clench against him as she had around his cock earlier. Her mouth broke from Marcus’s as she cried out in both pleasure and relief. He added a second finger and began to thrust, tonguing her clitoris in time as her knees gave out.

      Marcus chuckled as he caught her, holding her upright, positioning her so that Everett had better access to her sweet, soaking-wet sex. She came with a keening cry, grasping at Marcus’s arms as her sheath fluttered against Everett’s fingers.

      She was still pulsing when Marcus tugged her away from Everett, turning her around and lifting her. She wrapped her legs around him immediately, her mouth hungry on his as he carried her to the bed and set her down there.

      He stepped away and she whimpered her displeasure. Everett exchanged a smile with Marcus. He saw what his friend wanted to do now. He knew what would happen and how it would change everything. But his life had been stagnant for a long time. Change was good.

      He moved up next to Marcus and reached up to remove his own jacket. Marcus did the same. Slowly they each undressed. Everett sent a side glance toward Marcus from time to time, watching how his body moved. He knew Marcus was doing the same, though less frequently. As they did this show for her, Naomi sat up on her elbows, watching them with wide eyes.

      And when they were naked, she exhaled with a shaky breath and whispered, “Oh my.”
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      It was a foolish thing to say. Naomi knew it. But it was all she could think to whisper as she stared at the two men, fully naked for the first time. They were both specimens. Different but each utterly gorgeous.

      Marcus was thick and heavily muscled, with powerful thighs and strong arms and ripples that seemed to cover every part of him. And just as he looked in clothing, Everett was more wiry. Leaner, with a peppering of chest hair that ended in a trail down his waist.

      Both their cocks were hard. Curling up toward their stomachs. She’d felt each of them inside of her, grinding her to ultimate pleasure. Now she shook as she looked at them together, waiting for her. All for her.

      They exchanged a look filled with unspoken communication, and together they approached the bed. Everett took one side, Marcus the other. She was squeezed between them, just as she had been at the dining table. Only this time there was a bed and everyone was naked, and it all felt more fraught and desperate and wonderful than just a supper.

      She was certainly ready for so much more.

      Everett rolled her toward Marcus, who lifted her chin to kiss her. While he did so, she felt Everett’s hands moving over her, strong and sure as he stroked her neck, her shoulders, down her spine. She found herself grinding back against him, aching for him the same way she had in the carriage. Only this time she felt no hesitation because Marcus was there, and his hands had begun to stroke along her collarbone and down between her breasts. It was magnificent, so many hands and fingers stimulating her, finding all the places that made her shiver as she surrendered to it all.

      “From behind?” Everett whispered, and Naomi jolted as she realized he was talking to Marcus. Marcus kissed her again, then nodded.

      Together they moved her. Everett rolled her over so she was on her hands and knees, then gently dragged her halfway down the bed as Marcus propped himself up in a seated position against the headboard. She smiled as she positioned herself over his hips, one hand on either side of him and his cock.

      Meanwhile, Everett had curled himself around her, opening her, smoothing his fingers across her entrance just as he had earlier when he licked her to completion. She felt the head of him at her entrance and met Marcus’s eyes as Everett took her inch by delicious inch. She moaned, and it elicited the same sound from Marcus. He leaned far forward, tilting her head up to kiss her as Everett began to slowly thrust, languidly taking his time.

      She fell into the rhythm, meeting him stroke for stroke as Marcus pulled away. She was positioned just above him, his cock inches away from her mouth. And she knew what to do with it. This act she had been taught. She liked it, actually, that power that pleasuring a man with her tongue could bring.

      She had never wanted to do something more. She held his gaze as she caught him in her hand and stroked once, twice. He hissed out pleasure even as he glanced over her shoulder at Everett.

      “You don’t have to—”

      She didn’t let him finish, but wrapped her lips around him and took him as deeply as her throat allowed. He made a garbled sound, his head straining back as he gripped the coverlet with both hands. Behind her, Everett’s strokes grew harder, faster, and his breath came shorter, as if watching her do this excited him as much as claiming her did.

      She began to move, fisting the length of Marcus that she couldn’t take as she thrust with her mouth over and over. She loved the feel of him, so thick and hard in her mouth, the taste of him. She loved how Everett stretched her so easily, how he reached around to flick her clitoris as he took her and made her his. Theirs.

      The pleasure hit her like a lightning bolt. Marcus’s cock popped free and she continued to stroke him with her hand as she cried out, riding Everett’s cock harder as she rippled around him in release.

      As soon as it faded, Everett pulled free and Marcus caught her hips. He guided her forward, positioning her above him, and she thrust down around him as her orgasm returned with full force. He arched up, she ground down, crushing her mouth to his as Everett moved up on the bed beside them. She turned toward him, catching his cock, licking her own essence from it and then sucking him as she had Marcus.

      “Fuck,” Marcus groaned, lifting harder into her as she milked every bit of pleasure from them both.

      Everett clung to her chignon, gently guiding her mouth over him as his eyes rolled back and his neck strained with pleasure. As he twitched in her throat, he tried to pull away, but she reached out, keeping him inside of her as he pumped his essence into her throat. She took it all, aware of the answering twitch of pleasure as she pulsed around Marcus once again.

      When she’d released Everett from her lips and he fell back on the pillows, Marcus rolled her toward him, putting her back to his chest. He thrust harder, faster, his gaze holding hers, and then he roared and pulled away from her, coming between them. He collapsed down, his head in the crook of her neck, her head in Everett’s lap, and with the fire dying down across from them, the room heavy with the scent of sex, she drifted off to sleep, so completely satisfied that she could barely stand to think of it.
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      Marcus sprawled across his bed, Naomi tucked into his side, her bottom flush against Everett’s pelvis as he lounged on the other side of her. After five long days together, this was how they often spent a languid, rainy afternoon. And it was becoming all too comfortable.

      It wasn’t that they didn’t do other things. He and Everett investigated her case. They had easily dismissed any lovers the earl had taken at Donville, just as he’d known they would.

      And when they weren’t working or fucking, they simply…were. Everett would read aloud from a novel or Naomi would play pianoforte for them. They took walks in the tiny garden behind his home.

      It was all very comfortable. Very…right.

      Which was terrifying beyond measure. And every time he felt it, Marcus dove into the one thing he could control: the passion. He would touch Naomi, and Everett would join in, and soon it was fingers and mouths and a physical connection that set everything on its head because it was so easy and pleasurable.

      Everett stroked his hand along Naomi’s hip with a sleepy sigh, and then he reached out and rested it on Marcus’s thigh. He jolted at the touch, the touch that sent electricity up his body, made him half-hard just looking at Everett’s hand so close to his cock.

      That was the thing he’d been avoiding for a very long time. The thing that would bring this all crashing down. Even now Naomi was looking at that hand, at his thigh, and slowly she lifted her gaze to his face.

      He jerked from the bed and turned away, grabbing for his trousers on the floor. He didn’t have to look back to know that Everett had a look of hurt on his face. That Naomi was confused by it.

      “I should get back to work,” he muttered, trying to pretend normalcy to reduce the tension of the moment. “I’d like to question some of your late husband’s servants.”

      He looked back to find that Everett was staring at him, his jaw tight. Naomi had sat up, covering herself with the sheets. She smiled, but it was lined with tension.

      “If you think you’ll go to my home, would you ask about arranging more clothing for me? I’d like a few more dresses.”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      Everett gently extracted himself from around Naomi. “I’ll go with you,” he suggested.

      Marcus held up a hand. The last thing he needed right now was to be alone with Everett. That would only lead to trouble on too many levels to fathom.

      “No,” he said, sharply. Too sharply. Cruelly, though he didn’t mean to be. “Stay here. Naomi shouldn’t be left alone.”

      Everett opened his mouth, and Marcus knew that he was going to say they had left her at least twice in the past few days. That she was safe with their protective and well-trained staff on hand.

      Marcus didn’t allow that. He just pivoted and exited the room, shutting the door to his dressing room hard enough that he hoped it left no room for either of them to follow. As he hurriedly dressed himself, he shook his head.

      He’d let himself enter a fantasy world since Naomi entered their lives. One that gave him a brief glimpse at a future he knew he couldn’t have.

      Now he had to get his head on straight. And remember what he was and why what he wanted wasn’t something he could truly ever have.
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      Naomi watched as Everett stood naked at the window, staring out into the rainy bleakness of the afternoon. He had not moved in five full minutes, and her heart ached at the way his shoulders rolled forward. At the way his pain was clear on every line of his strong body.

      “Is he angry with me?” she asked, though she knew the answer. It was obvious.

      He faced her slowly and she saw him fighting to maintain his composure. He shook his head. “No, not you.”

      She swallowed hard. It was evident that if she pushed, she would open a Pandora’s box. One she had sensed existed for a long time. One that had been unlocked today when Everett touched Marcus as they lay together.

      “Do you want to tell me about it?” she asked.

      He bent his head. “I’m not certain you would understand.”

      She folded her arms at the way he subtly locked her out. “You think I wouldn’t understand that there is a connection between you? One that has nothing to do with me and simmers beneath the surface whenever you are together?”

      He jerked his gaze to her face and shrugged. “We’re friends.”

      It was a weak rebuttal, and she shook her head. “It’s more than that. Everett, I’m no innocent, I haven’t been for years. And I know full well that sometimes love and passion do not follow the path that Society thinks they should. The heart wants what it wants—as the past five days have proven over and over again.”

      He let out his breath slowly, and she saw the cracks enter his armor. Saw it all crash down as he returned back to bed and lay down beside her. “Marcus and I met when I entered the army.”

      She drew back. “A future marquess?”

      “I wasn’t meant to be a marquess,” he said. “My brother was to inherit, and I wanted to make my own way through becoming an officer. Marcus was from almost nothing—it was very difficult for him to rise up in the ranks. And yet he did, entirely on his own merit.”

      She heard the pride in Everett’s tone. The love. And she understood everything a little more even before he continued.

      “I’d always…known that I was attracted to both men and women. But I knew few others like myself. The moment I saw Marcus, saw the way he looked at me, I recognized a kindred spirit. And you’ve seen him, you’ve touched him. He’s magnificent.”

      She nodded. “He is that. You are, as well.”

      He smiled. “Well, he had worked hard to get where he was. And he feared the consequences of following what his body wanted, perhaps what his heart desired. And then we were ordered to clear off an island to the west. Small, the perfect place for bad deeds. We were in a tiny boat when a squall hit. We capsized and had to swim for the island.”

      She gasped. “How far?”

      “Far enough that I couldn’t make it. Marcus dragged me ashore, put me in a cave, made me a fire, and saved my life.” He hesitated a moment and gathered himself. “We were on that island for three nights before we were found. The second night we…gave in to our passions.”

      Her lips parted. “You made love.”

      “Yes,” he said. “And it was wonderful. Because he’s wonderful. We talked about our feelings, our draw to both men and women. How difficult it was to be different and to have to hide your heart. We truly connected.”

      “You are in love with him,” she said, and felt no jealousy. This was a connection outside of the bond she shared with both men.

      Everett met her stare. “Yes,” he said, simply. “And I think we might have worked it out. Many men like us live separate lives, find ways to come to terms of some kind with their lovers. But then my brother died. I inherited and had to leave the army. Marcus changed then. He knew that if our secret came out, it would hurt me far more as a lord than as a mere gentleman. He also knew that I would be expected to marry and produce heirs and that my wife would likely be in the dark about my secret passions.”

      She shook her head. “He pulled away, just as he did today.”

      “Yes.” Everett’s voice cracked with emotion. “I kept him near me by investigating with him and being his friend. By occasionally sharing a woman so I could be close to him. And every so often, when he’s in his cups, he even kisses me or touches me. But then he pulls away and talks about duty, and here we are.”

      “Have you ever loved a woman?” she asked. “Or was it always just a way to be close to him?”

      She wondered if that were true even now. That hurt more than knowing he cared for Marcus or wanted him. She didn’t want to be used, not when she was beginning to care so deeply for both men.

      “I have loved women,” he said. “I am not only attracted to men, as I said. The first time I saw you, I was wildly attracted. Knowing that he was, as well, realizing swiftly that you might be the kind of woman we could share, that was icing on a lovely cake, I assure you.”

      “I’m glad you told me.”

      He smiled. “To be honest, I’m rather surprised by your calm reaction. The last time we shared a lady for longer than a night in a hell, she…did not respond well when she discovered we wanted each other as much as we wanted her.”

      She drew back. “Well, I suppose many women don’t even realize such things exist. But I’m not like them.”

      “No, you are not,” he said softly. “In a perfect world, I could…love you both. Be with you both.”

      Her lips parted. “Are you telling me you love me?” she whispered. No one had said those words to her in so very long. Certainly none of her husbands had said that.

      And it was the sweetest thing she’d ever heard.

      He nodded. “I am. I’ve never been the kind to think of love as a thunderbolt. Even with Marcus, it took months of dancing around the subject to get us to the point where I knew. But I swear to you, Naomi, I have fallen in love with you. What’s worse is that I’m fairly certain Marcus has, as well. And that will frighten him off even more.”

      She bit her lips as all this sank in. Love. An impossible, incredible, utterly improper love with not one amazing man, but two. What a risk it would be to accept it. What a wonderful payout if the past five days had been any indication.

      “Everett, I’ve lost enough in my life to know that love is something you hold on to. I’ve also begun to realize how precious you both are to me. I just never thought there could be a future. But…I do want that future, however we could make it work.”

      His eyes lit up. “You do?”

      “Under one condition,” she added.

      “What is that?”

      “You and Marcus,” she began, and saw pain enter his expression, as if he thought she would not want him to love the other man. She shook her head. “Don’t think ahead of my words, Everett. What I was going to say is that I could not happily be with you both if I knew you were hiding what you felt for each other.”

      “You would…want us to be together?”

      She nodded. “Yes. And now the question is, how do we convince Marcus that it’s possible?”

      He sighed. “With great difficulty, I think.”

      “Anything worth having is worth great difficulty, my love,” she said, leaning up to kiss him gently. “Let’s put our heads together, shall we?”
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      Marcus stood in the parlor of Naomi’s old home, waiting with increasing disgust. The household was in a dither about his being here and over his demands to both speak to the servants and collect more of Naomi’s things. Worse, he knew this was a situation he’d created by bringing his upset into the investigation.

      He was distracted. By Naomi. By Everett. When Everett had touched him, all his feelings had swelled and he’d wanted nothing more than to lean over the amazing woman tucked between them and kiss him. What would she have done then?

      He knew what. She would have pulled away. Their positions would have been in danger, just like last time.

      He couldn’t go through it again. He couldn’t go through watching Everett live a farce of a life with a lady even while he snuck off to visit Marcus. Half of Everett’s heart wasn’t going to be enough. Marcus would rather have none and try to move on. That never worked, of course, but he kept trying regardless.

      There was a bang in the hallway and loud voices moved toward the parlor. Marcus readied himself as the parlor door flew open and revealed a tall, rather handsome man with Naomi’s butler at his heels.

      “Who the hell are you?” the man asked.

      Marcus arched his brow. “I would ask the same, sir. From your dress, it’s clear you aren’t a servant, and the servants are who I am here to interview.”

      “What right do you have to speak to my sister’s servants or to demand her clothing?” the other man hissed as he waved the butler off.

      Sister. Marcus stiffened. “Mr. Thaddeus Harris, I presume,” he said.

      Harris inclined his head slightly. “You have me at a fucking disadvantage, so I repeat: who the hell are you?”

      “My name is Marcus Ridgeway,” he said softly. “An acquaintance of your sister.”

      The look that crossed Harris’s face as he looked Marcus up and down was nothing short of rage. Unadulterated jealousy flowed over his face, and it was clear that his intentions toward Naomi were not of a good nature.

      Which set Marcus’s protective instincts aflame. This man would never touch her. Never hurt her. Never make her face look the way it did when she had described him ever, ever again.

      “Where is Naomi?” Harris growled, stepping forward, his hands fisted at his sides. “She has been missing nearly a week. Her family has been going mad looking for her.”

      “You mean you have,” Marcus said carefully.

      “I’m her family,” Harris said. “So yes.”

      “She’s safe,” Marcus said, turning away as if bored, though he remained utterly aware of every move the man behind him made. “For now that is all I can tell you.”

      Harris roared in anger and stormed toward him. Marcus turned, bracing himself as Harris shoved him with both hands. “Where is she?”

      Marcus arched a brow. “Do not test me, sir. I have no intention of telling you where she is.”

      “I will fucking gut you!” Harris shouted. “Do not think I won’t.”

      Marcus let the threat hang in the air between them, along with the unspoken implication that Harris had experience in harming others. Marcus examined him closely as he stood there, nostrils flaring like an enraged bull. There was a light of violence in his eyes. Of single-minded dedication. Of lustful rage that could not be contained.

      It was the look of a man more than capable of killing. Which made him Marcus’s main suspect in the murders of Naomi’s husband. Perhaps of all her husbands.

      “I’m certain I understand your worry,” he said calmly, as if he had not just been assaulted. “After all, Lady Walridge has experienced a great loss so recently. The death of her husband must weigh heavily on the minds of all who love her.”

      Harris snorted and rolled his eyes. “Tosser got what he deserved. Tell me where she is—I won’t ask again.”

      Marcus nodded slowly. “She is with a friend. I was sent by her. I will pass along your deep concern, Mr. Harris. I’m certain she’ll reach out if she wishes to see you.”

      Harris cocked his hand back with another growl. As he did so, Marcus reached into his jacket and withdrew his pistol. “That will be enough of that.”

      Harris hesitated, staring at the weapon trained on his chest, then back to Marcus’s face. After years in the army, Marcus knew that when he held a gun, his demeanor changed. He went from easygoing gentleman to soldier. It was old habit, never lost no matter how far from service he strayed.

      Harris backed up. “Fine. But you’d best tell her she needs to see me. Else next you and I meet, you won’t have time to pull a gun.”

      “I’ll pass the message along,” Marcus said with a slow smile. He walked past Harris to the door and found a servant was waiting there with a trunk of Naomi’s things. Beside it was a young woman who was shifting her weight back and forth and glancing into the room toward Harris.

      “I’m Lady Walridge’s maid,” she said, her voice wavering. “You really ought to have me come, too. I’m sure she needs help, wherever she is.”

      Marcus glanced over his shoulder at Harris and then shook his head slowly. “You’ve been reporting to him, eh?”

      She froze and her expression told him all. Terror and guilt mixed as one. He almost felt sorry for her, as the girl likely had few choices.

      “You’ll want to go,” he said softly. “Perhaps Lady Walridge will be kind enough to write you a reference. Good day.” He glanced to the male servant holding the trunk. “Put that in my carriage.”

      “Yes, sir,” the man said, and hustled out in front of Marcus to do just that. He followed and got in, calling out to his driver to take him home.

      But as the carriage rolled away, he saw Harris come out and stare after him. And his discomfort about Naomi’s safety, as well as whatever he’d face after his abrupt departure earlier in the day, grew in his chest.
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      Everett stepped from the parlor as Marcus barked out instructions for Naomi’s trunk to be taken to her room. As Marcus entered the hall and saw Everett, he came to a stop, his handsome face falling.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” Everett said softly. “I was concerned.”

      He reached out as he said the words. Watched Marcus track his hand, his pupils dilating with every moment Everett closed the distance between them. He saw the want there, the want that always gave him hope.

      Then Marcus slammed the wall down. “Don’t.”

      He ignored the order and placed his hand on Marcus’s. He felt the pull, felt Marcus shift toward him, heard the slight intake of his breath. They stood that way a moment, eyes locked.

      “I told Naomi about us,” Everett said.

      The spell was broken as Marcus wrenched his hand away and staggered back. He stared at Everett with utter betrayal. “Why the hell would you do that? Why the hell would you tell her my story?”

      “Your story?” Everett repeated in disbelief. “Just yours, then? It’s not my life, too, my secret?”

      “Not just yours,” Marcus corrected, shoving a hand through his hair. “And not just mine. Either way, you had no right to speak of it.”

      Everett threw up his hands. Marcus wouldn’t even ask her reaction, just push him away like all of it meant nothing. “We’re bound together and you know it, no matter how far and fast you try to run away. And she could be the one who holds us together, Marcus. She could be the piece that makes us all whole.”

      Marcus’s expression was unreadable in the dim hallway. Then he stepped closer, closing some of the distance that separated them.

      “You’re in love with her,” he said, his tone rough and quiet, hardly a whisper.

      Everett drew a long breath. “Yes,” he admitted.

      Marcus was silent a beat. Two. Then he shook his head. “Wonderful. Then marry her. Do your duty with a woman you can actually care about, one who understands you. And…and forget about us. This.”

      Everett shook his head. He’d had enough of this argument. Enough of this rejection. Without hesitating, he stepped up, pressed a hand to Marcus’s shoulder and shoved him back against the wall. He cupped Marcus’s cheeks and then he kissed him.

      For a moment, Marcus remained still, fighting with all his might to not respond. But as Everett traced the crease of his lips with the tip of his tongue, Marcus let out a low moan and opened to him. It had been months since they’d done this, close to a year, and Everett drowned in the taste of him. The feel of their tongues clashing with desperation and need and love. Oh yes, with love.

      Marcus stiffened in an instant, though, and pulled away, turning his face. Everett ducked his chin as he backed up. Gave Marcus the space he required.

      “Forget this? Forget us?” he repeated. “I will never do that, Marcus. Never.”

      Marcus stared at him, silent. Then he pushed past Everett. “This is foolish. I have something to tell Naomi, to tell you, and it has nothing to do with all this. Where is she?”

      “In the parlor,” Everett said, folding his arms.

      Marcus froze and turned back. “Listening to all this.”

      “Go ask her,” Everett growled, and turned to push past Marcus and re-enter the parlor himself. Where Naomi was waiting, and perhaps, if she could get through to him where Everett could not…the future.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Naomi fought to keep her expression calm as the two men entered the parlor. She’d been listening to them, of course. Heard the whole exchange where Everett pushed, Marcus pulled. She wondered how long it had been like that between them, both fighting for position.

      And could she be the fulcrum that gave them balance, a center that could be there for both of them? It was a heady thing to believe. A wonderful and terrifying thing.

      “Marcus,” she said softly as he strode into the room and straight for the sideboard, where he poured a drink.

      “I saw your brother today,” he said without preamble.

      Naomi’s lips parted as a dozen unpleasant memories flooded her entire being. Thaddeus and his looks and words and…worse.

      “Where?” she whispered.

      “Your servants, at least your maid, have been betraying you to him,” Marcus said. “When I arrived at your late husband’s home to collect your things, I was asked to wait, and I am one hundred percent certain your maid sent word to your brother. He crashed into the parlor to confront me and gave me reason to believe he would commit violence to get to you.”

      She rushed forward and caught Marcus’s arm. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?” she asked, searching his face for damage, longing to put her arms around him and seek proof that he wasn’t injured.

      “No,” he said, his tone gentling as he touched her cheek briefly. Then he hardened again and his fingers jerked away. “But your expression makes it clear this outburst is not a surprise to you. You told us he had a protective streak. And that his wife’s dislike of you was the reason you left his custody after the death of your second husband. Is there more to it? Has Thaddeus Harris brought harm to someone on your behalf?”

      She turned her face. “Once, before I married, he attacked a man who was courting me. He broke his nose. And then he…” She trailed off and covered her mouth.

      Everett stepped up, his hand coming to the small of her back as comfort and encouragement. “And then?”

      She bit back a sob. “He grabbed me and kissed me on a terrace. I was eighteen, just barely out in Society. I pushed him away and he nearly struck me before his wife called out to him from the house, unaware of what was happening. But that was the only time he attempted such a thing.”

      Marcus slammed his drink down. “And you didn’t think it was a good idea to tell us about this? When we were investigating who might commit violence against your husband?”

      She jolted at the question. “Of course I-I should have. But I wasn’t thinking. I never thought it meant much, and honestly it was one of the most terrifying moments of my life. I’ve tried to forget it. Forget that he did it.”

      Marcus shook his head. “He is a suspect, Naomi. Surely you must see that.”

      She blinked as all this started to set in. The truth of it. The possibility. “But then why shoot at me? I can’t believe he would hurt me.”

      Everett put his arm tighter around her. “As we said back in the beginning: if he wants you, he might have been hoping the attack would send you back to his home. Back to his influence.”

      She bent her head. “Then what can I do? Is there proof? A way to prevent him from hurting anyone again? Or must I go live in a convent to keep anyone I love from being harmed?”

      Marcus stared at her, tucked into Everett’s arms, and shook his head. “I will continue looking for enough proof to have him arrested for the murders. And until then…well, you need protection. The best protection would be for you to marry Everett.”

      Naomi staggered back, out of Everett’s arms, as she gaped at Marcus. He looked so grim. So broken as he said those words.

      “What?” she gasped.

      “He loves you. You two could make a good life,” Marcus said. “And he knows the threat. He won’t be caught out if Harris were to go after him or you.”

      Shock flowed through Naomi. This man who she loved, who Everett loved, was willing to walk away from it all. And the feeling that rose up in her was…anger.

      She stepped forward and glared at him. “And what about us, Marcus? You and me and Everett? What about all we’ve shared and all we could share? All you want, even though you won’t admit it?”

      He held her gaze a moment, then shook his head. “You don’t know what I want.”

      “Neither do you, it seems,” Naomi said. “Or at least you refuse to fight for it.”

      He recoiled as if he’d been shot. Then he turned and, without another word, he left the room. Left her alone with Everett. Left behind all her hopes and dreams of the future they could all share if he could only let go of his fears and embrace that life.
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      Everett recognized the heartbroken expression on Naomi’s face. He’d felt it on his own a dozen times when Marcus refused to even consider a future with him.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, bending his head.

      She lifted her chin as she looked at him. “I don’t know why. I can see what Marcus is doing, I even understand why, after all you’ve told me about his past, how he had to lift himself up. He’s afraid, and that emotion is not comfortable for him.”

      Everett swallowed. “I suppose not.”

      She shook her head. “Marcus will use the fact that I’m in danger as a way to put distance between the three of us. So we must resolve this issue as soon as possible. For my sake—for our sake—I’m not giving up.”

      Everett arched a brow. Naomi had come to them desperate, she had collapsed under the weight of her fear, but now…now she stood before him, power in her face. She was a warrior and that gave him…it gave him strength.

      For the first time he had a partner in this battle to win Marcus’s heart.

      He reached out and took her hand, lifting it to his own pounding heart. “I love you. I do want a future with you.”

      Her expression registered surprise for a moment. Then it softened and she leaned up to press a kiss to his lips. When she pulled away, she said, “And I love you. I love him. And I have an idea that may help us get to that future faster.”

      “What do you propose?” he asked, smiling as she pulled away and began to pace with a purpose, a drive.

      “I want to go see Thaddeus,” she said with a glance in his direction to see how he reacted to this foolish notion.

      He stared at her. “I know you didn’t just suggest such a ridiculous thing.”

      Now she folded her arms. “Indeed, I did. Don’t look at me that way, Everett. It makes perfect sense.”

      “In what world does your going to confront a man who may have killed for you make perfect sense?”

      “First off, we are not entirely certain that he did any of that,” she said, her tone calm and cool. As if she were suggesting politely discussing missing silver with a servant, not a triple murderer. “But Thaddeus entered my life over ten years ago. I know him—at least I think I do. If I look him in the eyes, I’ll know, Everett. I’ll know the truth before you or Marcus would be able to uncover it with months of research.”

      Everett opened his mouth to argue, but found there was nothing to say. She wasn’t wrong, after all. After such a long acquaintance, it was very likely she could read their suspect better than anyone outside of his life.

      “Still, there is great danger in it. And it’s very unlikely he’s just going to confess to you, Naomi.”

      She shrugged. “Except that I’ll have the element of surprise on my side. Thaddeus will never expect that I’ll show up at his home, especially after his unpleasant interaction with Marcus earlier today. And you’ll be there.”

      “That will inflame him if he truly desires to possess you,” Everett mused, beginning to understand her plan.

      “Especially when we announce our engagement to him,” Naomi said. When Everett’s eyes went wide, she waved her hand to dismiss his reaction. “I’m not trying to force you into marriage, my lord. It is a ruse to judge his reaction. To see if I can obtain a confession that will help us end this. Or determine if he is, indeed, innocent.”

      Everett rubbed his chin. “I don’t like the danger here, Naomi. I don’t like the risk.”

      “You’ll be there, right at my side,” she said, coming to take his hand in both of hers. She looked up at him, with that expression that had been stealing his breath since the first moment he saw her. That combination of beauty and strength, vulnerability and surrender. Pure acceptance.

      “Yes, I will,” he whispered. “Always.”

      She blushed and squeezed his hand. “And we’ll be prepared. Everett, I assure you, I am likely the only person who could obtain his confession.”

      Everett shifted. He didn’t like the idea, but he also knew she was probably right in her assessment of the situation. He found himself nodding. “Very well. Let’s tell Marcus the plan and see if we can convince him.”

      She released his hand, and he moved to ring for Verrick. When the butler arrived, Everett asked, “Will you ask Mr. Ridgeway to join us again?”

      Verrick glanced at Naomi and then back to Everett. “I would, my lord, but Mr. Ridgeway went out.”

      Everett glanced over his shoulder at Naomi. She had stepped forward, her expression concerned.

      “Went out? Where?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure. Couldn’t be far, as he was walking,” Verrick said.

      “Thank you,” Everett said, running a hand through his hair. “Lady Walridge and I may be departing soon, so be at the ready.”

      “Of course, my lord.” Verrick stepped away, and Everett returned to Naomi.

      “You look worried,” she said.

      “Marcus and I have had more arguments than you can imagine over the very subject that stirred all our passions today. And he’s walked away before, but never…never left, if that makes sense. The fact that he has done so twice in one day…”

      She touched his face. “We’re going to work this out, Everett. I promise you that. I won’t stop until he understands what this future could be. Together, all of us.”

      He nodded, though he had a bit less faith in that outcome than Naomi did. Still, he wasn’t ready to give up. He shook off his negative emotions and smiled at her. “I think you and I should carry on with your plan anyway. Come, get your things and I’ll arrange the rest.”

      She kissed his cheek, then hustled from the room to get her wrap. As she did, he went into the foyer and motioned for Verrick to join him. “I have a message for Marcus when he returns,” he said. “Tell him we went to see Mr. Harris, and we’d like for him to join us when he’s finished with his fit of pique.”

      Verrick had been scribbling down the message, and now his gaze lifted. His one good eye sparkled a little with humor, and Everett returned the expression. The man had served under Marcus during their army days. He was a good and proper butler now, but occasionally Everett caught a glimpse of what he’d once been.

      “I will read this to him verbatim, my lord,” Verrick said, tucking the note in his pocket. “And have your carriage brought ’round.”

      “Thank you,” Everett said. “And if he sacks you, never fear. You’ll come work for me.”

      Verrick was chuckling as he walked away, but Everett’s smile fell as soon as the man was gone. He and Naomi were about to play a dangerous game.

      And they had to win this part in order to win it all.
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      Naomi drew a deep breath as she and Everett climbed the stairs to her stepbrother’s home across from St. James Park. She hadn’t been here in weeks. It was a place she tried to avoid whenever possible. Now a shiver ran up her spine as Everett knocked and they awaited whatever fate was inside.

      He touched her elbow gently. “I’m here and I will keep you safe from him.”

      She nodded as the door opened. Her brother’s butler, Patterson, stood in the entryway. His gaze flitted over her, eyes widening in surprise. He glanced back over his shoulder and then said, “Lady Walridge, good afternoon.”

      “Good afternoon, Patterson. I’m here to see Thaddeus. Is he in?”

      Patterson swallowed and stepped back from the door to allow them into the foyer. “I will check, my lady. Will you follow me to the green parlor to wait?”

      Naomi flinched but followed the butler to the door a few feet from the foyer. As they entered, she cast a side look to Everett to get his reaction to the room.

      When Patterson left, Everett pivoted to her. “It’s hideous,” he whispered.

      She nodded as she took in the chamber. Thaddeus’s wife Portia thought herself quite the decorator, but she had no editing eye when it came to colors or trinkets. As a result every surface in the room was covered with stuffed birds and glass figurines. The walls were a sickly green, and half of them were papered with a paisley pattern that was just as ugly.

      “I despise this house,” Naomi whispered. “Every moment here was torture.”

      Everett paced over to a portrait above the fireplace. She followed and looked up at the couple. Thaddeus, looking handsome in his formal attire, and Portia, lovely as anything but with a sour expression that never left her face.

      “That’s them?” he asked.

      “On their wedding day eight years ago,” she said.

      Everett shot her a look. “If that was the happiest day of her life, I shudder to think what expression she carries every other.”

      “Portia is perpetually angry with everything, I think,” Naomi sighed. “She can be friendly, even kind, but then turn to a rage on the tiniest perceived slight.”

      Everett examined Portia in the painting a bit closer. “Interesting.”

      She was about to ask him about the tone to that one word when the door opened behind them. They both faced it, and Naomi’s heart sank. It was Portia who entered, and she was alone.

      Her sister-in-law was truly lovely, with fine, pale blonde hair and a face that could have launched ships if she ever did anything but scowl. She was doing so now as she shut the door behind herself and glared across the room at Everett and Naomi.

      “I didn’t expect you,” Portia said. “Perhaps I should have, considering. Perhaps it’s for the best, at last.”

      Naomi moved toward her, forcing a smile and with her hands outstretched. Occasionally effusive friendliness could shake Portia’s upset.

      “How lovely to see you,” she said, and drew a breath to continue.

      But before she could, Portia pulled her hand out from behind her to reveal a tiny, but deadly, pistol. Which she aimed directly at Naomi’s heart.
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      Everett let out a cry and took a long step toward Naomi and the woman who was now training a gun at her chest. “Mrs. Harris,” he began.

      The blonde’s eyes darted toward him. “Stop right there. This has nothing to do with you, but I won’t hesitate.”

      He froze, for there was nothing in her voice that said that statement was a lie. She looked prepared to shoot Naomi. Happy to do so, in fact.

      His stomach turned. Here he had come, ready to be the one in danger if Harris reacted badly to Naomi’s claim that they would wed. He’d never pictured this.

      “Portia, what is going on?” Naomi asked, her voice trembling as she stared at the weapon. “Please explain why you’re aiming a gun at me.”

      “Who is he?” Portia asked, nudging her chin in Everett’s direction.

      “Lord Glenmarrow,” Naomi explained, shooting a glance over her shoulder at him. “My…my fiancé.”

      Portia stared at her a moment, then over to Everett. She began to laugh, even though she didn’t move the gun from its deadly aim. “Not even a week after poor Stephen is cold and you’re fucking a new one.” She shook her head. “How is it that you’re always able to get them to put a ring on your finger? We’re all taught that opening your legs never results in that.”

      Naomi ignored the ugliness of the suggestion. “I’m sorry to upset you, Portia.”

      “I’m not upset. Marry another one, marry them all for all I care. But Thaddeus, oh, Thaddeus will be enraged.”

      Everett stiffened. It seemed they might get their information after all. He edged forward slightly and said, “Thaddeus is very concerned with what Naomi does and with whom.”

      Portia nodded. “Oh, indeed he is. He’s been obsessed with her since she was a girl. Disgusting. I thought he might get over it when we married. God knows I tried. But do you know he sometimes asks me to wear a red wig, Naomi? To turn my back while he takes me so he can call me by your name.”

      Naomi recoiled in disgust, her hand coming up to her mouth. “He is practically my brother, Portia.”

      “Practically,” Portia repeated. “Not by blood. Oh, he couldn’t marry you, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have his fantasies about keeping you in this house, sneaking off to your bed. He never even hides them.”

      “You must know I have no interest—”

      “Doesn’t matter. He wants what he wants and he’ll do anything to get it.” She glanced at Everett. “Anything.”

      “Anything,” he repeated, slowly inching closer every time Portia put her focus on Naomi. “Including murder?”

      Her gaze darted to him. “You know then. You know what he did for her? For her, never for me? Killed all those people in her name.”

      “Oh no.” Naomi wobbled and tears swelled in her green eyes. In that moment, her guilt and pain over the deaths of three innocent men, the murders she’d been trying desperately to still see as accidents, was palpable. Everett wished he could comfort her in that pain. But right now there were much more dangerous matters to attend to.

      “Oh yes, live with that for the short time you have left to draw breath.” Portia’s voice had elevated now. She was shouting, and the gun in her hand shook. “You are why three men are dead.”

      “Where is your husband now?” Everett pressed.

      “Looking for her,” Portia growled. “He came back from her home in a rage that some new man had come to collect her things. Was it you? It doesn’t matter. He was driven to find her, to get her before she found herself another man to fuck. But it looks like he’s too late.”

      “Portia,” Naomi whispered. “I’m so sorry you’ve endured this hell. I had no idea Thaddeus’s obsession was so deep. I would never allow him to—”

      “No, you won’t,” Portia interrupted. “I have stood quietly by for nearly a decade as this nonsense went on. But no more. There is only one way to end this. To make him mine and mine alone.”

      “Mrs. Harris,” Everett said, desperate because he was too far away. He couldn’t stop this in time if she pulled that trigger.

      “If I kill you, as I tried to do last week, if I succeed, then you’ll be gone. He’ll have to love me then.” Portia nodded, seemingly more to herself than to Naomi or to him. “He’ll just be mine.”

      “Please don’t do this,” Naomi whispered, and glanced over her shoulder at Everett. Her expression was one of love. Of apology. Of regret.

      Portia didn’t respond, but Everett saw her finger twitch on the trigger of the pistol. He began to dive toward Naomi, but before he could reach her, the door to the parlor flew open and Marcus bounded into the room, his own pistol at the ready.

      Portia pivoted, and the gun discharged just to Naomi’s left. Marcus fired in response. It hit her in the chest and she collapsed, her gaze already glassy before she hit the floor.
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      Marcus shook the hand of the magistrate who had come after the shooting. “Thank you for your discretion,” he said, pursing his lips at the amount he had just paid for it. “And for your swift handling of this matter.”

      “Indeed, sir. Thank you for your help in solving these cases,” the man said, acting as if he had been doing anything at all to prove three murders and at least one attempt on Naomi’s life.

      Marcus turned and left the house. The carriage was waiting for him, his horse had already been taken home by one of the shaken servants. He drew a long breath before he opened the door and climbed inside.

      Naomi and Everett sat on one side of the vehicle, her head on his shoulder. Marcus’s heart hurt at the streaks of tears on her cheeks. The fear that still lingered in her eyes.

      In truth, it was a fear that was echoed in his own chest. When he’d burst into that room and found Portia Harris ready to shoot Naomi, found Everett moving to block that shot and take the bullet himself, his world had shattered. He could have lost them, lost them both.

      Even now his hands shook as he thought of it.

      “The matter is taken care of,” he said softly. “The magistrate has heard the explanation of what happened and agreed that it is a matter best kept quiet.”

      “Quiet,” Everett repeated in disgust. “That’s all fine and good when it comes to that poor dead woman, but what about Thaddeus Harris? If he is not pursued, he will never not be a danger to Naomi.”

      Marcus leaned across and took Naomi’s hand. It felt so right in his. “Naomi, love, your stepbrother returned to your home earlier today, after I’d left. He was ranting and raving, demanding the servants give him information they didn’t have. The guard was called when he began making threats. Thaddeus confessed to killing not just the Earl of Walridge, but Sir Martin Hadley and Patrick, as well.”

      Her breath caught, her eyes glistened with increasing tears. “Portia said he had murdered them all. I hoped she was wrong. That both of you were wrong that he’d do such a thing in my name. He confessed then. So it means it was my fault.”

      “No,” Everett burst out and Marcus said, “Never!” at the same time.

      She bent her head. “Perhaps in time, I will feel that way. But for now I simply mourn for them. For what was stolen from those men whose only crime was marrying me.” She was silent a moment and then she lifted her gaze once more. “What will they do about Thaddeus?”

      “He was frenetic, by the account of the magistrate.” Marcus sighed. “For now he has been taken to Bedlam. If he calms, I assume there will be a trial. Perhaps they’ll make some bargain for transport. But, he cannot hurt you. He never will.”

      She leaned forward, into his arms. He closed them around her, rocking her as she wept. Then he lifted his gaze to Everett, locking eyes with his other love. Everett held that stare as he put his arms around them both, and they rode the rest of the way to Marcus’s home in a circle of comfort and protection. One he had realized, in a moment of terror, that he wanted for the rest of his life.

      He just didn’t know how to make that possible.
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      Naomi woke slowly and as she opened her eyes, found that she was in Marcus’s arms, with Everett curled around her from behind. The events of earlier in the day rushed back and she squeezed her eyes shut as if that could block them out.

      “It’s all right,” Marcus whispered, kissing her forehead. “I know. We’re here.”

      She cuddled into his chest, pressing her lips to his neck as Everett tucked himself closer, as well, and kissed her shoulder. The desire that seemed a constant between them lifted inside of her, making her sex tingle, making her want to find this one, beautiful way to forget the ugliness of earlier in the day.

      But there was too much unresolved to do it. Too much to be said.

      She lifted her gaze to Marcus. “You saved me. You saved both of us.”

      For a moment all there was in his crumpled expression was vulnerability. Raw on every handsome feature. Loss and pain and fear and regret, all bundled into one.

      “When I thought she would kill you, that Everett would block the shot and perhaps both of you would die, my world shattered,” Marcus murmured. “I realized that if I lost you, either of you, both of you, then I would have nothing of value.”

      Everett rested his chin on her shoulder and watched him. “But you’re willing to walk away.”

      Marcus’s attention turned to him. “I…I don’t want to walk away.”

      Joy flooded Naomi’s entire body and she sat up, turning so she could face both men. “Are you saying, Marcus, that you are finally open to a life together? Truly together?”

      He hesitated, and she felt Everett tense beside her. Knew what he’d gone through loving this man through the years and being denied that love over and over again.

      “Yes,” he said at last, slowly. “I think there is a way for us. To love you, to share you. To both have you.”

      She wrinkled her brow and cast a quick glance at Everett before she shook her head. “No. No, Marcus. That isn’t what I want. It isn’t what any of us need.”
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      Marcus stared. Here he had finally succumbed to what Naomi wanted, and now she denied him?

      “Don’t look at me as if I’ve sprouted a second head,” she said with a smile. “And don’t deny what is in your heart. You and Everett have loved each other far longer than you have known or cared for me.”

      He shut his eyes. And there it was. The truth said in the sweetest voice in the world. The truth laid bare.

      “Look at me,” Everett said, his voice rough.

      Marcus opened his eyes and did so. Looked into the bright blue eyes that had held his interest and his heart for so damned long. He saw fear in them, hurt, and love. Always love. There had always been that.

      “You know I love you,” Everett said softly. “I have always loved you. Do you love me?”

      Marcus’s lips parted. “Is that in question? Do you really not know?”

      “I know that you’ve pulled away from me for years,” Everett said. “That you’ve denied me, denied yourself, at every turn as you tried to keep us in the realm of friends.”

      Marcus bent his head. “Of course I love you.”

      Naomi touched his chin and he lifted his gaze to her, then back to Everett. “We will never be complete if the love between you isn’t part of the equation. I know that in the past this revelation hasn’t gone well. That there hasn’t been understanding. But I’m not those other women. I see your connection and I think it’s beautiful. I want to be in this circle, but if I’m the only center, it will never be complete.”

      Marcus stared at her. What she was offering was something he’d never dared to hope for. Something that would serve all his desires. All of Everett’s.

      “You could really accept this?” he asked.

      “I do accept it,” she whispered, and took his hand. She moved it across herself and gently placed it on Everett’s thigh. Everett hissed out a harsh sound of pleasure at the touch, and Marcus’s body responded immediately.

      He knew he had two choices. To accept this, surrender to it. Revel in it and all it could bring.

      Or run. But he’d run for a long time, doing what he thought was best for himself, best for Everett. And it had only brought misery, that denial of his true self.

      He was shaking as he leaned across her and cupped Everett’s cheek, and then he kissed him. Everett opened immediately and his hands came up to grip Marcus’s arms, fingers digging in as if he feared Marcus would run. But of course, Everett would feel that way, because Marcus always had.

      After today, he never wanted to run again. He shifted and felt Naomi move, sliding aside in the bed so she was no longer between them. He glanced at her, saw that her hand had come up to her breast as she watched them. He remembered Everett watching him take her. Remembered all the times he’d watched the same. Why would he deny her that pleasure if it was what she wanted, what they all wanted?

      He caught Everett’s hips and dragged him closer. Their kiss grew frantic, passionate, desperate because it had been so long since he surrendered to this need that pulsed within him. Everett’s fingers tangled in his hair and Marcus slid his hand up his thigh and smoothed across his hard cock.

      “You’re wearing too many clothes,” he complained against Everett’s lips.

      Marcus felt him smile, and they drew apart for a moment to tug away trousers. Naomi licked her lips as she watched them, leaning in to brush her fingers along Marcus’s spine when he took Everett’s mouth again. Her touch electrified the room, increasing the connection that had always been between them.

      He caught Everett’s cock, now bared to him, and smoothed his hand along the length. Everett tensed, breaking his mouth away to gasp. They locked eyes. Marcus watched Everett shiver, his pupils dilating with pleasure. With relief.

      And then Everett’s hand folded over him, and the jolt of pressure and pleasure was instant. They stroked each other for a few moments, and it was like picking up where they’d left off the last time they were lovers. It was easy. He knew exactly what Everett wanted. And how to give it to him. But also how to receive him, lifting his hips to meet Everett’s certain, heavy strokes.

      Naomi shifted to her knees and moved so she was before them. At some point she had shed her chemise, and now she was naked. She snaked a hand between her legs, playing her fingers along her clitoris as she became a voyeur to them.

      Marcus bit his lip, his eyes on her as he lowered his head. Everett groaned as Marcus closed his lips around his cock and took him into his throat. Slowly he worked at him, drawing back until Everett nearly left his lips, then back down, all the way down, as deep as he could go. Everett’s hands dug into his hair, driving the rhythm. And then he felt Naomi’s hands on him, reaching out to touch his cock.

      He stiffened at the feel of both their hands on him, stroking him as he sucked Everett’s cock. It was nothing like he’d ever felt before, and he bucked against the seeking fingers, nearly unmanned.

      She rode the fingers of her opposite hand even as she stroked him, and suddenly she let out a cry. He lifted his head from Everett’s cock, and together the two men watched as she brought herself to orgasm.

      “I want to fuck you,” Everett growled. “I want us both inside of you.”

      Her lips parted, and then she smiled. “All of us, together. As it should be.”

      Marcus nodded and leaned in, cupping the back of her neck to kiss her as Everett continued to stroke his aching cock. He ground against Everett’s hand while he slid his fingers up Naomi’s thigh and then along her soaking wet slit. He grinned as he pulled back.

      “Our naughty girl likes to watch, I think, Everett.”

      “She likes more than that,” Naomi whispered before she bit his lower lip gently.

      He thrust harder into Everett’s hand as he chuckled at her cheek and her confidence. How had he ever lived without it? Without her? Without this, the three of them as one?

      “Have you ever had a man inside your arse?” Everett asked, releasing Marcus’s cock and shifting Naomi so she sat between them.

      She looked over her shoulder at him and winked. “My second husband very much enjoyed such things. But it’s been a while.”

      “We’ll go slowly,” Marcus promised, kissing her before he got up and went to the side table by the bed. He pulled out scented oil and poured some on his fingers. He left it within arm’s reach and returned to the bed where his lovers, his loves, waited.

      She kissed him, kissed Everett and then got on her hands and knees. He moved behind her, stroking his fingers against the tight circle of her arse.

      “Ready?” he asked, though he already knew the answer from her expression.
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      Naomi tensed against the powerful sensation of Marcus’s thick finger against her bottom. She’d never wanted something more, and bumped back against him with a cry. His finger slid inside to the first knuckle, stretching her gently. She tingled at the sensation, aching for more.

      “Slow down,” he chuckled. “Let me ready you.”

      “I’m ready,” she protested.

      Everett laughed, too. “Let me distract you,” he whispered, and moved to lie beneath her, his face below her sex. She shifted over him, grasping the cock that was now below her.

      He began to lick her, circling her clit gently as Marcus worked her ass with his fingers, stretching her with delicious slowness. She arched against them both, grinding toward her pleasure.

      Reaching for theirs.

      She brought her mouth over Everett’s cock, taking him deep, just as Marcus had earlier. The memory jolted her, and she let out a cry as Marcus added a second finger to stretch her.

      “Take her,” he whispered to Everett. “I want to see you take her, feel you inside of her while I do this.”

      Everett shifted, sliding out from under her. She moaned as the cock she’d been sucking was taken away. She looked over her shoulder, watching as the two men kissed deeply. Her pussy twitched, especially when Marcus pulled away and grinned.

      “Delicious,” he said, arching a brow in her direction.

      Everett moved to her, kissing her in turn so she could taste the faint remnants of her pleasure on his lips. For a brief moment, Marcus removed his fingers from her arse and pushed back.

      Everett took a place, half-propped up on the pillows. She straddled him, moving herself into position. Behind her, Marcus edged up. He fisted Everett’s cock, guiding it inside of her as the three of them moaned together. She fully seated herself and then stilled, looking back at Marcus with a naughty smile.

      “You’d better hurry, Captain. I’m planning to unman him.”

      Everett laughed, and Marcus saluted before he spread her cheeks and went back to work on her backside. Now he pushed three fingers inside and she gripped against the magnificent stretch of it.

      “Can you feel him?” she gasped out.

      “Yes,” both men moaned in unison.

      She cried out in pleasure, caused by their touch, but also brought on by the knowledge that they were pleasuring each other at the same time. Everett gasped as he lifted into her, while she ground down against him. Her orgasm was building now, arcing, and she didn’t want it until all three of them were bound together.

      “Now,” she moaned. “Please now.”

      Marcus moved, opening her wider, and then she felt his cock at her backside, slick with oil. He pressed it there, and she and Everett stilled as he slid inside. For a brief moment there was a flush of pain and then he glided past the tightness. He filled her, slowly but completely, and they stayed that way for a moment.

      “Oh God,” she whispered.

      “Indeed,” Everett groaned. “I can feel every inch of both of you.”

      “Move,” she murmured, grinding down, clenching back. “Someone please move.”

      That was all the men needed to hear, apparently. They did exactly as she’d asked. As Everett withdrew, Marcus thrust, and they slid along each other’s length through the thin barrier over her body as they claimed her over and over.

      Immediately she was rocked with an orgasm more intense than anything she’d ever felt. She scraped her nails along Everett’s chest, riding harder, faster, as the never-ending waves of pleasure rolled through her entire body.

      Everett lifted harder, his thrusts becoming less careful and controlled. Behind her, Marcus was also losing control. He gripped her hips and powered into her, his breath short, his cries alternating between her name and Everett’s.

      They came at the same time. She felt them each stiffen, and then they both began to pump, reaching for each other, locking hands as Everett sat up. She turned her face, and the three of them kissed, tongues tangling together, sweat mingling as the promise of their future was sealed in this moment of pleasure and surrender. A moment she knew would stay with her forever. As would they.
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      Everett curled his body around Marcus’s, stroking his hands along his chest. Naomi lay in front of Marcus, three spoons tucked together in Marcus’s bed.

      They’d made love all night, sharing their bodies freely. Pouring into each other and pleasuring each other without thought to who was touching who. Now she slept, exhausted. But Everett was awake, and he knew Marcus was, too.

      “So what do we do now?” Everett whispered as he kissed Marcus’s neck and felt him grind back out of instinct. God, he would never tire of this.

      Marcus was quiet for a moment, long enough that all of Everett’s old fears and disappointments rushed back. What if Marcus’s surrender was only temporary? That would kill him.

      “My greatest fear, one of the reasons I resisted this connection with you, was that one day you would be expected to marry. To produce heirs.” Marcus sighed. “I couldn’t picture you having some wife who possessed your name and your body except for every third Wednesday, when you came to me.”

      Everett touched his hip, massaging there as comfort. “I know. I know that when I inherited it changed everything.”

      Marcus nodded. “It did. I already had hesitations. Not what I felt for you, not about what I wanted, but how it would work. Whether it would damage us, because Society may allow this sort of thing in the dark, but in the light it could be dangerous to us both.”

      “And now?”

      “Now there are three of us. That’s an army against the world.” Marcus glanced back at him, smiling. “Be with Naomi. Once the mourning period is over, of course. Perhaps even marry her if she is amenable to the idea of it after all she’s endured. Be with her in public because we love her, and it will protect her. And us.”

      Everett nodded, for he’d come to the same conclusion. “She and I together, perhaps as man and wife, and you, our old friend and my business partner, living as our permanent houseguest.”

      “Some will talk, of course,” Marcus said. “Whisper. But with a relationship that looks like it fits what Society requires, there will be little that can be said or done about it.”

      “But we’ll be together. We three.”

      Marcus nodded. He leaned in to kiss Naomi’s shoulder, and she made a small sound in her throat and rolled away, freeing him to face Everett.

      “We three,” Marcus vowed, as seriously as if he were marrying this man. In a way, Everett supposed he was. After all, they would be together for the rest of their lives. “We three,” said Marcus, “until the sun stops rising.”

      Joyful tears flooded Everett’s eyes. He’d almost stopped hoping for a life like this. And Naomi had returned that hope to him.

      “We three until the sun stops rising,” Everett repeated. Then he leaned in and kissed Marcus. The future was laid out in front of them. And he had never been more thrilled to face the next day.
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