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Chapter 1
My dear family,

It is with regret that I must leave England. I will send word when my wretched wandering soul finds an anchor, until then… I am sorry.

Devon

 

1 month later.

Dear Devon,

It was a blessing to receive your letter and learn of your stay in Amsterdam. How exciting! As you know, I am imprisoned here in Ramesgate. Ellesly Manor has never felt
so small as when one cannot leave it. The weather is mild, and the salty sea breeze refreshing, but mother monitors all my activities, including my strolls on the beach. Mother and father are both worried about you. They don’t understand why you’ve gone, and I dare not tell them my own hypothesis. We would like you to come home; we miss you and need you here, and that is all there is to it. I don’t know what happened, I don’t need to know (although, I would like to). Nothing will be rectified if you are in Amsterdam. Please come home.

 

Love,

Prisoner number 228: Olivia.

Another two months passed and not another word was heard from her despicable brother. A dark cloud had descended over their home and Olivia, the resident inmate, was forgotten. Her parents worried endlessly over her brother. Father’s solicitor came and went frequently, as did Colton’s parents and his two younger sisters, but it was always somber and awkward. Sometimes, Colton would come alone, and Olivia would hide out in the shadows of an alcove, waiting to catch a glimpse of him leaving her father’s study. She wanted to speak to him but couldn’t find the courage. His countenance was always stern and forbidding now, his eyes creased with the same strain as her parents.

Devon’s disappearance was like a sickness spreading through everyone and slowly draining their happiness. Olivia couldn’t take it anymore. She needed to do something, needed to act. The floral
Aubusson rug in her bedroom took the brunt of her anxiety. She paced back and forth manically, trying to think of ways to help, but whenever she approached her mother and father, she was always shushed and waved away. All she wanted to do was help, but as always, she was pushed aside.  She was tired of it, tired of being perceived as useless and weak, tired of being an afterthought.

Devon was her only brother. He was eleven years her senior, but they were very close. They shared their fathers jet black hair and emerald green eyes, but while Devon had a touch of sun to his skin tone like their father, Olivia shared her mother’s peaches and cream complexion, heart shaped face, rioting curls, and softer emotions. The last was the bane of Olivia’s existence. As much as Olivia hated it, she was a crier, and therefore
, perceived as weak. Whenever she was angry, frustrated, or in a modicum of pain, her eyes welled up like a thawed spring. Devon always teased her and called her a watering pot. He would tell her she might as well be useful and cry over the flowers in the garden.

Devon was a jerk, as all brothers are, but he was also kind and funny. He always saved her from imaginary monsters growing up, comforted her when she skinned her knee, or took the blame for frogs in the nanny’s bed. As he grew older he became more debonair and aloof, but he always watched out for his little sister. Always gave her the advice she needed, or a shoulder to cry on. He, like their father, was roguishly handsome
, and when the time came for him to explore town life, he learned to use his smile like a weapon, and women fell to his feet. That’s how his reputation began. While he was no innocent, he was certainly not the rakehell the papers claimed, but what young man wouldn’t reap the benefits of that?

Whatever had happened involved Lydia, but even she was withdrawing from everyone and letters were scarce. Olivia felt alone. She didn’t want to bother Lilly with her woes when she was
a happy new bride. It seemed wrong to invade her bliss.

Olivia, tired of pacing, collapsed on her bed. She buried her head in her arms and closed her eyes tightly. The reality was Devon may not return.  The world is large and easy to escape into when home is no longer where your heart is. The idea brought a little spark of hate for Lydia, but it wasn’t her fault completely
. Devon was a man full grown. He is the one bringing this pain on all of them, and he should face it. He was a coward for running away from love; he was a coward for abandoning his family. If he wanted to sulk, he could sulk here while doing his duty. Father was not young, and the strain of Devon’s absence had aged him considerably in the last three months. He needed help with the estate—Devon’s inheritance, and here Devon was bemoaning his broken heart somewhere in Amsterdam, most likely with a drink in his hand—the weasel.

Olivia must do something. She had survived kidnapping and aiding a friend’s return to society after scandal. Why couldn’t she help find Devon? It wasn’t
as if she had anything else to do, cast aside as she was. They would thank her, and finally stop treating her like a little girl. She was no namby pamby miss; after all, she had attacked a man who was strangling Lilly! With a surge of excitement, Olivia sat up, tossing her curls out of her face. She would help find Devon no matter what she had to do.

A maid came in carrying clean laundry and jumped when she saw Olivia on the bed
. “Oh excuse me, Lady Olivia. I thought you’d be downstairs visiting with the Captain.”

“
Captain Colton is here?” Olivia’s mind whirled frantically with ideas. He was going to search for Devon too, she just knew it. Olivia jumped from the bed and ran past the maid. She needed to catch him away from her parents, or she would never find out what he was up to. Hopefully, she could corner him in the hall before he left.

“
But wait your dress!” The maid called after her.

Olivia crept down the main stairs until she could peek over the railing into the drawing room. From her angle
, she could see her mother sitting on the settee and hear the mumbled baritones of Colton and her father. She was too far away to hear what they were saying. She watched her mother’s face for clues to whatever it was they were discussing.  Her mother nodded emphatically and stood, moving from Olivia’s view. She could hear her mother’s voice giving thanks to Colton, and then suddenly he came through the entryway.

Olivia squeaked in surprise and covered her mouth. Colton turned and saw her. His lean lips quirked up on one side. He held her gaze as, without making a single noise, he crept up to her position on the stairs until their faces were level and smiled. 

“Who are you spying on?” he whispered.

“
You, if you must know,” Olivia sat down on the step and adjusted her skirts. He leaned closer conspiratorially, and her pulse kicked into a gallop.

“
Why are you spying on me, and why must we whisper?” He looked side to side, as if checking for hidden enemies.

Olivia smiled her first real smile in months. Oh
, how she loved him. “Come with me and we can talk. I am on strict confinement since that debacle in London, and mother will have a fit if I am seen talking, let alone enjoying myself, with you.” Olivia stood and took his hand, turning as if to pull him up the stairs, but he planted his foot on the step and would not budge.

“
You wouldn’t be going in the direction of your bedroom, would you?” He asked skeptically.

Colton’s whole body hummed with the awareness of her small hand tucked in his, the confident clasp of her fingers and warmth of her palm. He was so starved
for her presence, the barest touch felt erotic. He looked down at her bodice and groaned internally. The top three buttons of her bodice were undone, revealing the creamy valley of her breasts. He pulled his hand away from hers. “Come, we can walk in the garden and talk privately.” He turned down the stairs and she followed.

Olivia pulled her hand into a fist, holding onto the heat from his like a desperate woman. They silently tread past the drawing room
, and Olivia caught a flash of her parents sitting together, hands clasped, foreheads pressed together intimately. She took a deep breath. Something has or is about to happen.

They reached the outside and cut around the side of the manor opposite the drawing room
, so they would not be seen from the windows. There was a small orchard pregnant with young apples. A decorative path led to a circular courtyard where benches angled around a fountain with a statue of a small boy holding a fishing rod over his shoulder. He was playful and innocent with a hint of mischief around his bronze smile. Olivia sat in the shade of an apple tree and began to flick fallen leaves from the bench. Colton remained standing, reaching up to grab a branch.

“
I’m going to find your brother. I’ll leave tomorrow with the tide,” he said without preamble.

“
Do you know where he is?” Olivia looked up at his handsome face; his hazel eyes picked up the green from the surrounding abundantly leafed trees, and were relaxed, but purposeful. A small leaf had landed in his hair, catching in the strands of brown and gold streaked by the sun. He hadn’t shaven today or yesterday by the looks of it. He looked rugged and wild, like the sea captain he was, and less like the boy who captured her heart long ago.

“
Amsterdam is where we will go, and through inquiry, hope to find him languishing in some br-,” he coughed, “hotel or the like.” Colton covertly looked down at her bodice again. His eyes kept darting there like bees to flowers, and then pulling away. He should tell her, being it was the gentlemanly thing to do, but he would reveal that he had been looking. It was only three tiny buttons, decorative really, but those three buttons were the difference between heaven and hell. They gapped open forming a small V and revealed the tempting cleavage he was doing a damn poor job of ignoring. Olivia, of course, had no idea.  As trusting as she was, she viewed him like a brother, had known him practically all her life, and wasn’t aware of the siren she had become.

But Colton was. He had watched her bloom like a radiant rose.  Her milk and honey skin, her soft pink lips—always smiling and laughing at him—her delicate winged brows above eyes so vibrantly green, they rivaled the bright leaves surrounding them. 
And that hair—so much hair, as black as a ravens wing, and curling madly in the moist sea air. It tumbled around her shoulders like a living thing. It shined and moved luxuriously, begging him to tangle his fingers in it and pull her close.

But he could never do that. She was the daughter of a Marquess and
the little sister to his best friend. While Colton was no fortune hunter, he was not a titled gentleman, and that was exactly the kind of husband her parents expected for her. He was a ship builder, a sea captain, a man of trade. He was away at sea many months of the year. Marquesses didn't marry their daughters to men like him. Perhaps, when he found Devon, he would earn the right to love her openly, but that was a dream, and dreams only lived in the night when one was alone.

“
I wish there were something I could do to help.” Olivia looked away.

“
You are helping enough by being safe at home. Your parents have enough to worry about as it is.”
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