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Lord Edwin Falls

The Traitor Lords book 3

By Adella J. Harris

 

{---*---}

 

Allen Brideson owns a successful shipping company, but why can’t he get one dockworker out of his dreams? Lord Edwin was at Oxford when his father and brother plotted to kill the king, saving him from suspicion but not from the ruin of the family’s fortunes.  He is working on the docks to survive when he’s hired by the kind Mr. Brideson.  But he knows it won’t last; Mr. Brideson wants to move in the world of the ton, and Edwin knows being seen with him will make that impossible.

 

{--*--}

 

Copyright (c) 2017 Adella J. Harris


Table of Contents

 

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

About the Author

 


Chapter 1

 

BRADLEY GILFORD, DUKE OF MARTFORD, was reported seen in the coastal village of Dymchurch with his eldest son Alfred. Of the three traitor lords, he is the only one unaccounted for. “It is only a matter of time before he and his son are brought to trial,” pledged Magistrate Shepney, who is under investigation for allowing the pair to leave the country. He was found to be guilty only of incompetence. The younger son, Edwin Gilford, was determined by the Crown to have been ignorant of the plan. He was studying languages at Oxford University during the time the conspiracy was being planned. The Crown has vowed to see the pair caught and has begun proceedings to declare the title and lands forfeit due to the taint of the blood.  The first auction of the seized possessions of the Gilford family will be held on the 23rd of June. 

Edwin Gilford folded up the newspaper. At least the Crown had finally realized he had nothing to do with his father’s actions. Neither Father nor Alfred had said a word about their plan to him. If they had, he would have tried to stop them, which was probably why they didn’t. If only he had been home instead of at university, then he might have seen something that would have told him how very foolish they were being. Then he could have tried to do something. He should have known when Father became so insistent on him pursuing studies at Oxford. He hadn’t even blinked when Edwin had suggested he’d like to study Eastern languages. That should have been a clue. 

Edwin felt the hired hack come to a stop and tucked the two-day-old newspaper under his arm. No one told him anything it seemed. The chance purchase of the newspaper had been the only way he’d found out that their property was being seized, his along with everything else. He’d half-expected them to wait until his father and brother were caught. As it was, he’d only had time to inform his tutor and Fenning, who lived on the same floor as he did and had been entering as he’d been leaving, where he was going before he set off for London.

As Edwin got out of the hack in front of the house he’d shared with his father and brother, he could see the bailiff and his men were already there. He was too late. He paid the driver so there would be one less witness and went to see if he could salvage anything.

The bailiff noticed Edwin approaching and looked ready to tell him to leave, then he cocked his head to the side. “You’re the second son, aren’t you?”

Edwin knew there was a bit of a family resemblance, although he was smaller and more finely boned than his athletic brother and Father. Something around the eyes, everyone said, and the cheekbones they all shared. “Yes, I’m Edwin Gilford. I came to get my own things.” Perhaps acting as if he was entitled to them would work. It was the sort of thing Alfred did all the time.

“Sorry, everything in the traitor’s house is forfeit.”

“Even the things that belong to me?”

The bailiff shook his head. “They were in the traitor’s house, where they could be used by him in his conspiracy or to aid in his escape.”

“But some clothes? Books? Mementos of my mother?” He thought the last might elicit some sympathy. 

“You’re wearing clothes, as for the rest, I think I was quite clear on that.” 

“What about Martford Hall? When will that be cleared out?”

“Started yesterday if it started on schedule.” He turned away from Edwin and began to shout commands.

Edwin watched the bailiff as he started ordering the men about. Both homes would soon be stripped of everything that had been his family’s for generations. He’d thought he’d have a little time. Or that Father would come back and say it had all been a misunderstanding. Or that he’d wake up and find it had all been a dream. “What about me?”

“What about you?”

“What am I to do?”

“How should I know. Should have thought of that before you betrayed the king.”

“But I didn’t...” But it didn’t matter. He’d been away at school, hadn’t known a thing about the plan, not the one to betray the king and not the one to run away. Even the newspapers agreed on that. Perhaps, if he’d been here, he would have heard something. Could have prevented something. “What about the servants?”

The bailiff glanced over his shoulder. “They all turned in evidence against the conspirators, so the Crown will be helping them to re-settle themselves.”

“Will they be all right?” Edwin had known most of them since he was a child.

The bailiff sighed. “Yes, I happen to know the butler was hoping to open a coaching inn near where he grew up and offered jobs all round.”

Edwin wondered if that was true, but then Sidmons had always been interested in people and had frequently spoken of the area in Kent where he’d grown up, so perhaps it was true.

There was a crash as someone dropped his mother’s portrait, the one that had hung in the study since she died. He couldn’t bear to watch everything they’d owned taken into the street. If he only had what he had on him, he couldn’t waste money on a hack. He turned and walked away from the house.

 

After a little aimless wandering, Edwin forced himself to think. He needed someplace quiet to think, and cheap since he couldn’t waste what little money he had, so he went to one of the hidden paths in Hyde Park and took stock of what he did have. A newspaper, a few coins in his pocket, so it could have been worse, his watch and cravat pin, his clothes, only the ones on his back but something at least. It was nothing compared to what he had had only days before, but he told himself not to think of that. He would need to find work, that was obvious, and a place to stay until he did. The money would last a little while if he was careful, and then he could begin pawning things. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it gave him a direction at least. At least he wouldn’t be one of the poor wretches selling themselves on the path that night.

 

When he left the park, Edwin went to what he thought was a modest inn several streets from the townhouse and took a room, and then began writing letters. The first was to a friend at Oxford, begging him to go to his room and send along anything that was left. The second was to his tutor, asking for any advice on finding work he could give. Then he wrote to anyone he could think of who had known him and might offer him some sort of job. Once the letters were posted, he began calling on any friend in town he could think of to ask for a position. He discovered most were not at home when he called, despite the twitching curtains and hastily closed doors.

By the time his pocket money had run out, he’d received replies to some of the letters he’d sent. The friend from Oxford said the contents of his room had been confiscated by the Crown, although Edwin suspected there was some student involvement. His tutor responded with sympathy and suggested he try counting houses and solicitors seeking clerks and sent him a written reference and his best wishes. That was the most helpful letter. All the others were polite, distant, and contained no offers of work. He had rather hoped Lord Lynster or Lord Heathborough might have offered something out of a feeling of sympathy, but he couldn’t be too disappointed in them; their fathers had left them enough to clean up without his problems. 

Edwin left the inn that had seemed cheap not so long ago and found a cheaper one, then pawned his watch and cravat pin. The cravat pin was just something he’d happened to put on the morning he’d left Oxford, but the watch was a bit of a wrench. He’d bought it for himself when he’d managed to get a first in his exams at Oxford. No one else in the family had been impressed, so he’d decided to treat himself. He’d even had it specially engraved with a Japanese symbol for good fortune. But he needed to eat, so he promised himself he would come back for the watch when he could afford it, then carefully counted out the money and figured the price of the room and food. He’d limit himself to one meal a day until he found work, which would keep a roof over his head a little longer. And then he began the rounds of counting houses, solicitor’s offices, banks, anyplace that might need a clerk. 

There was a glimmer of hope at the sixth counting house he tried. The owner looked him over and nodded. “You seem to be a bright young man. Literate, I assume.”

“Yes, sir.” He knew enough to be deferential and polite, even though a few weeks before the man would have been the one bowing and currying favor. “I read several languages and write with a good, clear hand. I’m good at figures and very careful.”

“Let’s test that, shall we? Copy this out, just as you would for me.”

It was a list of deposits hastily written on a bit of paper. Edwin copied them carefully, being sure his figures were clearly written so there would be no confusion.

“Very nice. And you’re a polite young man. I’d be willing to consider giving you a trial. You have references?”

That was the part he was dreading. His tutor had given him a very good reference, praising his studious nature and his cleverness, and he had left out any reference to his father’s title, but he couldn’t leave out Edwin’s name altogether. Edwin handed the paper over and saw the moment the owner had read the first line, the one that said, “I am writing to say I recommend Mr. Edwin Gilford wholeheartedly and without reservation.”

“You’re Edwin Gilford? The traitor’s son?”

“Yes, sir, but I had nothing to do with what my father did.”

The owner sighed and handed back the paper. “I believe you, lad, but how can I be sure? And how could I tell my clients I hired a traitor’s son? They’d always wonder if you were going to grab their funds and run to meet your father wherever he is. I wish you luck, but I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

Edwin had known that would be the reaction. And it was the reaction at every place he tried that seemed promising; one look at his name and he was sent away, sometimes regretfully, more often angrily. He tried not giving his name, but there was the need for a reference. If he didn’t produce the one he had, there were more questions. 

And then the day came when he realized he had no more money. He’d gone to the hiding place in his shoe to take out enough to buy his midday meal and found two farthings and nothing else. No more roof over his head. Soon no more food. He felt guilty as he gathered his meager possessions and walked out the door of the inn as if he were merely going to search for a job again, but he knew he couldn’t throw himself on the mercy of the landlord. He’d seen others ask to work off debts, and the man had called the bailiff to drag them to the sponging house then the Marshalsea or the Fleet when he realized they couldn’t pay. Edwin did not want to see another bailiff ever again.

He kept himself moving from rejection to rejection by promising himself a meal when it was over. But when the offices were closing and there was nowhere else to try, he couldn’t quite bring himself to spend his last two coins.  He roamed the streets and finally went to loiter in the park. It was a warm night. Perhaps he could find a quiet spot to sleep and things would look better in the morning.

“Can’t stay there all night. Want to be taken in for vagrancy?”

A night watchman. Edwin half thought of letting himself be arrested. There would be food and a room. But he wasn’t that desperate yet.

“Come on now, go where you’re going.” 

“I haven’t any place to go.”

“Fine fellow like you, dressed like that? You’ve got somewhere to go.”

Edwin swallowed. “But I haven’t.”

“If you really hadn’t, you’d have sold those fine clothes and gone looking for work.”

It would be money at least. “Where would I sell them?”

The watchman stopped. “I’d try one of the shops in Petticoat Lane.”

“And I’d get something to wear there as well?”

“Yeah, wouldn’t be so fine, cast-offs from some other wretch.”

“And after that? When that money’s gone?”

“You find work.”

“No one will have me. They say they’ll try me, then they ask about my past, and they send me away.”

“You really are desperate, aren’t you? There’s always work at the docks. They don’t ask questions for day labor. It won’t be nice work, not for someone like you, and they’ll like seeing you do the worst. But it will be work.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The watchman sighed and handed him a coin. “You can buy a pie in the next lane with this. Good luck.”

Edwin found the shop the watchman had told him about and went inside. He was able to linger over the meat pie until the shops began to open, then he went to Petticoat Lane and found a second-hand clothes dealer and made a deal for his fine clothes.

“And I’ll want to buy something to change into.”

“What do you want?” the man asked.

Edwin felt sure the man had cheated him, but he had no one else to ask for help. “I’m going to look for work at the docks.”

“You?” the man laughed. “I think I’ll walk by there just to see you do it. You’ll need something sturdy. How much of that you spending?”

“Not much,” Edwin whispered.

The man laughed again and pulled some clothes from a pile behind him. “These’ll do. They’ll last you a while.”

The clothes felt coarse to his fingers, but he could appreciate that they were sturdier than what he wore, so he agreed to the trade. The coat was looser and the trousers longer than fashionable, and the shoes felt large and heavy on his feet. 

“Here, wind this ’round your neck.” The seller handed him a square of rag. “You’ll want to wipe the sweat with it when you work.”

It wasn’t long enough for a proper cravat, so Edwin settled for tying it in a simple sort of knot as he left.

“Good luck,” the seller called after him. Edwin wondered if he meant it.

 

Edwin fidgeted all the way to the docks. The new clothes felt wrong on him, but they would do he told himself. And he would lie if he had to get a job, any job that would give him money for food. At the docks, he found the man giving out jobs for day laborers and went to see him.

“You work here? The clothes are right, but those hands?”

He hated this part the most, the begging for people to understand he really only had enough money to buy a bit of bread and then it was all gone. “Please, I don’t have anywhere else. I’ll take anything. I’ll work hard.”

“Harder than you think. If you’re serious, there’s a cattle barge that’s just unloaded and needs to be mucked out. No one else wanted it.”

“I’ll do it, sir, but I’ve never...”

“Never mucked, I can see that. Wilson, he’ll take the job. Name?”

He knew he couldn’t give his real name. But best to be close so he’d remember to answer. “Ed Martin.”

“All right, Martin, this is Mr. Wilson. You work hard for him, and he’ll pay you.”

Mr. Wilson looked him over and clearly found him lacking. But he extended one hard hand and shook Edwin’s. “Come on then. You’ll be an expert at mucking by the end of the day. Do it long enough and maybe you’ll be strong enough to haul cargo instead of manure.”

Think about the food, he told himself. You’ll be able to eat and pay for a room somewhere. “Yes, sir.”

 

 


Chapter 2

 

EDWIN WATCHED THE LISt the foreman was reading from. There seemed to be a lot of work for the warehouses. That was good. The more positions there were, the more likely he was to get chosen for one of them. After three years of working on the docks, Edwin was known as a hard worker even if he still wasn’t as muscular as some of the men, and one who was willing to take whatever he could get.

“Dormer, McSwain, Martin, Johnson. The Brideson Warehouse.”  Mulgrave pointed to the man by his table.

A warehouse. That was the best work he was able to get. Carrying crates and hopefully working in nothing worse than dust and grime and sweat. Edwin hurried forward and followed the man down the dock with the others.

The man, who Edwin assumed was the foreman at the warehouse, didn’t say anything until they got to the warehouse, then he was calm, not yelling like some did. “There’s the ship, there’s the warehouse. Bring the crates in; I’ll tell you where to put them. My name is Mr. Humphries. If you see a problem, bring it to me directly. There are fragile items in some of the crates, so don’t drop anything.”

Edwin followed the other men to the ship. He could see it had traveled far, all the way from the East judging by the markings on the crates inside. Carrying them took none of his mind, which was free to wander and wonder what was inside them. Nothing on the labeling told him, just a line in the native language on the country of origin and a reference number clearly written by a contact of the warehouse. The foreman looked at the numbers and told them where in the warehouse to bring it.

Edwin had been working for most of the morning when it happened. The foreman glanced at the number and said, “Japanese silk. That goes on the shelves in back.”

But Edwin had been reading every crate he carried. It was a novel chance to practice what had once come easily, back when he’d been at school and his days had been spent doing something other than hauling and sweating.  Some little bit of that person, the one who didn’t have to bow to everyone as they were all his betters and knew he knew things, popped out for a moment and said, “This one’s from China,” although he doubted anyone would listen.

The foreman glanced at the number again. “Manifest says Japan.”

Apparently, the foreman had listened. And now he’d probably be sacked for telling the foreman he was wrong. And then he wouldn’t get paid. And there wouldn’t be any jobs left for the day. “Manifest is wrong.” He put the box down on the shelf he’d been told to and turned to go back outside. Maybe if he kept his head down and kept working hard, they’d just think he was odd or contrary and let him finish the day. He’d carried more boxes than anyone but Dormer, and Dormer was built like a bull.

“Why do you say the manifest is wrong?” That was a new voice, calm, educated. Too educated to be another foreman.

Edwin turned and saw a man in a neat suit with a watch chain and polished Hessian boots. He recognized the cut of the coat as coming from a follower of Weston. Not as fine as he’d once owned—he’d once had several actual Weston suits—but good quality, respectable, proper, and far above anything he could afford now.

“Mr. Brideson asked you a question,” the foreman said.

Edwin realized he was staring. “The markings.” Belatedly he added, “Sir.”

“You speak Chinese?”

“No, I read some Japanese. The symbols are the same.” He swallowed. He should have kept his mouth shut. No good would come of someone knowing what he’d been.

“Go on, show me.”

Edwin considered saying something wrong, but then he’d be sacked for certain, and he couldn’t afford a day without pay, not if he wanted to eat. He pointed to the crate. “See that short box with the line through it? That’s middle. And the long one with the sort of ‘i’ with extra lines; that’s country or kingdom. That’s what China calls itself, the Middle Kingdom. Japan would be a rectangle with a line across the middle for sun and a sort of tree-shaped thing with a line at the base. The Sun’s Origin.”

“What’s supposed to be in that box, Humphries?”

“Silk from Japan.”

“Open it.”

Mr. Humphries nodded to Edwin. There was a crowbar near the stairs, so Edwin hurried to fetch it and pried open the crate. The gentleman leaned over to look inside.

“Porcelain. Humphries, see that it’s put away correctly. And then we’ll have to go through and open everything from that supplier and see that it is what and where it’s supposed to be. Who is it from?”

“Kittering.”

“If you notice more mistakes, make a list and send them to him. And you.”

Edwin straightened. He’d been proven correct, which might very well mean he’d be sacked anyway. “Yes, sir?”

“Write down those symbols for Humphries. Let him see what he should be looking for.”

“Yes, sir.” No word of him being sacked. Mr. Humphries smoothed the manifest page he was using and handed Edwin a pen from the desk so he could write out the symbols for China and Japan. He handed back the pen when he’d finished and said, “Shall I get back to work, sir?”

Mr. Humphries nodded absently, half his mind on the symbols Edwin had just written. “Go ahead.”

Edwin rushed for the door before anyone could change their minds.

 

Allen Brideson went back into the office but stayed by the door where he could watch the workers. It had been merest chance he’d heard the man tell Humphries something was wrong. He tried to avoid spending too much time on the warehouse floor during unloading so he wouldn’t be in the way of the workers or Humphries’s authority, but he’d taken to watching the men work once he realized the company would soon be profitable enough to afford regular employees instead of hiring day labor when ships came in. He was hoping to find some reliable men among those Humphries hired. But he had not expected to find one who could read the crates. That was a novelty. 

The man was easy to spot. He was strong, but not as large as most of the other men. And a hard worker. He seemed to make the trip from the boat to the warehouse more often than most of the other men, and carrying crates that were clearly heavy, so not slacking off either. That was why Allen was watching him, noticing him. It had nothing to do with the way he moved or the tangle of hair that seemed to be asking for Allen to put it right, or the scared look in the green eyes that stared up from under thick lashes and seemed to want nothing more than to melt into a corner when Allen had questioned him. No, it was simply that he wanted to appraise his work as a potential permanent hire. Allen pulled himself away from the door and went to look at the manifests he had saved in a drawer. He’d seen the foreign symbols on them and had often tried to guess at their meanings. He was certain he had seen some that looked like what the man had described. It would be useful to know at least a little bit.

Once Allen had identified the symbols the man had described, he set to work on the manifest, trying to see if he could tell what might be mislabeled. He kept at it through the afternoon until Humphries came up to get the bag of money he used to pay the men. If he was dismissing them, Allen figured it was safe enough for him to go down and begin checking what had been ordered. 

The worker’s translation—Allen wished he’d asked for a name so he could think of him as something other than “the worker”—proved to be reliable, and Allen was able to identify crates that were mislabeled almost immediately. He found one that he didn’t need to climb to reach and looked around for a crowbar to open it. The manifest said it was filled with snuff boxes from China, but the label seemed to match the symbols for Japan.

Humphries had finished dismissing the workers and came over with the needed crowbar. They got the crate open and looked inside to find a jumble of cloth wall scrolls. 

Humphries leaned the crowbar against the shelf. “Now those are pretty.”

Allen held up one of the hangings so Humphries could get a better look at it. “I thought so. And easy to sell. I might hang some in the shop when we open it, let clients see what they’d look like in their entryways.”

“What do the letters say?”

Allen glanced down at the invoice. “Poetry about the seasons.”

“As long as it’s not dirty limericks. Would be a good joke on us, though. Here we’re importing Kittering’s List of Hong Kong Ladies and not getting the profit. Not as profitable as Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies I daresay, but still a worthy effort.”

Allen tried to get up the energy to scowl at Humphries, but the man seemed to be daring him to, so he merely shook his head and put the scrolls away. “There should be another batch of them in the next shipment. If Kittering labeled everything properly. Remind me to do an inventory and check on that before I write him next.”

“And you’ll know what’s right and wrong how?”

Allen shrugged. One box had been easy, but a whole ship’s worth was another matter. “I’ll figure something out. Did you save the bit of paper with the symbols on it?”

“Right here.” He held out the manifest with the words written on the back.

“I wonder where he learned it.”

“Probably from a sailor who’s been there I would think. He seemed like a bright fellow. And not bad looking once you get past the grime.”

“Hmmm.” Allen ignored the last bit. Humphries liked to tease. He should be used to it by now. He was merely curious about an odd fellow they’d hired. The docks were full of odd fellows. Humphries should not be making it out to be anything more than that.

 

Edwin flopped down on his narrow bed. He was sore everywhere again. He’d have thought there would come a day when he’d be used to the hard work, but so far he still ended every day dripping sweat and sore in every muscle. But at least the Brideson Warehouse had been interesting. The porcelain had been beautiful. Made for the Western market he was certain, in the style of the old masters, though. What other wonders were there? And Mr. Humphries had been fair. Strict, but he probably had to deal with all sorts at the docks. He couldn’t single out one man as being a harder worker than the others. 

And Mr. Brideson. Mr. Brideson who filled out a suit so nicely, who had been watching the unloading from the window in his office above. It would be so easy to pretend he was what was being watched, possibly admired. Edwin rolled over, careful not to roll off of the narrow bed entirely, and forced his thoughts to something else. Anything else. He tried to find a cool spot on the pillow, but it was thin enough that the heat from his arm seeped through almost at once. He shouldn’t think about Mr. Brideson like that. Not if he hoped to work for the man again. 

 

{---*---}

 

Allen leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms. They had another ship due in the night. Less than a week since the last. At this rate, he’d be able to stock the shop he was looking for in Mayfair and continue to supply all of the shops he was already working with. He might even have to take on more permanent staff sooner rather than later. And he was finally in a position to begin approaching the patronesses of Almack’s. If he could get accepted there, he was sure to find someone willing to marry off a daughter for his money. And then he’d have truly pulled himself into the upper classes.

Humphries interrupted his thoughts by poking his head around the door. “On my way out, sir. Do you need anything before I go?”

“No, everything is fine here. I’ll be leaving in a bit myself. The Juliana is coming into port, so we’ll need men to unload her in the morning.”

“I’ll see to the hiring on my way in. Good night.”

“Good night.” He paused. The last ship, there had been that man, a worker. There had been something about him. “Humphries, see if you can find that man who read the box the last time. He could be useful.” Allen waited to see if Humphries was even close enough to hear him.

“Yes, sir,” Humphries called from what was clearly halfway down the stairs. “I’ll find him for ya.” The last was said in the same teasing tone he’d have used if he were finding him a lady of loose morals. 

 The man had the potential to be useful, that was all. That was why he’d remembered him. Allen put the rest of his papers in order and pulled on his overcoat. That and the novelty of running into someone who could read the foreign writing on the boxes, and apparently better than his own contacts in the actual country of origin could. That was all that it was. He’d said he needed to make an inventory, and he’d put it off long enough. A man who could read the symbols could be useful for that. Allen locked up and walked swiftly towards the nearest street where he could find a hack to take him home. He’d have to get around to getting himself a carriage if he wanted to be taken seriously by the ton. Maybe tomorrow. He could leave the ship to Humphries.

The sweeper darted out as he went to cross the street. Allen slowed so the man could keep ahead of him then reflexively pulled a coin from his pocket and dropped it into the man’s hand.

No, he should probably be there to see to the ship himself. Humphries was certainly capable, but after the mislabeling that had occurred the time before, he shouldn’t leave it all on his shoulders. And he had told him to bring the man again. The unusual man. That had to be why he’d dreamed of him twice since then. Someone unusual enough to stand out even in his sleeping mind. Although that didn’t explain all of it. Not why he had dreamed the man had approached him in Hyde Park, had gestured to the hidden paths. Why the dreams had the man stripping off his shirt, showing him his broad chest, and letting Allen run his hands over it, run his tongue over it. Why the man had leaned against a tree and let himself be touched, then had fallen to his knees and undone Allen’s breeches and had run his tongue all over...

Allen swatted himself hard on the thigh. He couldn’t let his mind wander there, not on a public street, certainly not with the latest fashion in breeches which would show any passerby the general direction of his thoughts. And not before he was supposed to attend the Gatwells’ ball either. He spotted a hack and hailed it. Safely inside, he forced himself to consider the dreams with logic.

All right, he was having dreams of being seduced by a handsome man. Not unusual for him; it had been a while. The last had been... He had to think and realized it had been Randolphe before he’d left for Japan, and that had been only one night, and Randolphe had been in his cups. All right, that explained why he was dreaming of being seduced by a handsome man. It was only unusual in that it was a real person he’d met and not some passing stranger or a figment from a painting or some such. Not seduced; he’d clearly been paying for the man’s services in the park. 

All right, that was his sleeping mind remembering that he had met the man because he had hired him for other work. Or perhaps telling him he should hire the man. Hadn’t he just said to Humphries he could be useful? Perhaps that was it. An intriguing mystery who could be useful. No wonder the man had been haunting his dreams. Simple enough to explain.

 

{---*---}

 

The sun was fully up by the time Edwin had finished working and collected his money. Edwin blinked up at it for a moment as he came up from the depths of a cattle barge, then his eyes adjusted. He shoved his coins into his pocket and started for home. He was too exhausted to look for something to eat. There had been no work at all for him the morning before, but Mulgrave had offered him an overnight job mucking out a cattle barge. He’d taken it. It was money after all. But he was in a foul mood when he left. He’d have thought after his first four months on the docks, when he’d been slim and soft-handed and no one would hire him to do anything but muck, that he’d have gotten used to it, but four months might have calloused his hands and strengthened his muscles and dirtied his skin and taught him to speak and swear in the accent of the docks, but even three years had done nothing to stop him from hating the work. 

He passed Mulgrave’s hiring station and continued walking.  Almost no one was there, but there were still a few people. So more candidates than jobs, and late enough that the jobs were probably all mucking. He’d collapse from exhaustion or misery before the morning was half over if he took another one.

“Hey, Martin,” he heard Mulgrave yell, “job for you. Warehouse.”

Edwin paused. His shoulders and back ached, but a warehouse was better than the ships, and money was money. He’d learned not to turn down any work during the first winter of his disgrace, when there had been no ships and he’d had to take work on a night-soil crew and spent more than one hungry night selling himself down at Moorefields where the men liked a bit of rough as they said, and even tried his hand at mud-larking and pure collecting. He turned back.

He recognized Mr. Humphries from the Brideson Warehouse standing by the platform. He started walking when he saw Edwin and gestured for him to follow. A job for him. So had Mr. Humphries asked for him specifically? Perhaps he wanted help with the language. Or perhaps he had seen how hard he worked and how careful he’d been of the crates that had come from China once he’d known some of them could be fragile.

 

Allen watched the men passing under his window from the ship to the storage area and back, but he didn’t recognize the man from the other day immediately. The man was dirtier, and there was a wobble to his step that hadn’t been there. For a moment, Allen worried that the man drank. That would explain how someone with knowledge of languages ended up a laborer on the docks. Allen didn’t think he wanted to get involved in the life of a drunk. There would be no end to the need for money. Then the man yawned as he stacked a crate on another, stretching his jaw wide, and Allen realized he was merely tired. But even so, he plodded along, not shirking or trying to catch a nap behind the crates as he’d seen other men do. 

“All right, Humphries, send him up.”

Humphries nodded and left.

Allen paced the room. What was he doing? Just because the man knew a few characters of Eastern languages... That wasn’t it. If that was it, it would be logical. It was the dream. He closed his eyes. There had been another one, only in this one, the man had not been a prostitute but a guest at Lady Gatwell’s ball. And they hadn’t been hiding in the park but had been in one of the rooms of the house, one that was decorated in the Chinese style, with a silk blanket on the bed that had rubbed against his chest as he strained for the man’s touch. And that had merely been a dream. The real man would be nothing like that.

As soon as the man entered the room, Allen knew he was nothing like the dream. The man in the dream hadn’t stunk. This man smelled like he’d rolled in a dung heap then tried to sweat it off. Allen tried to school his face into a look of calm, but some of what he thought must have shown on his face.

“Sorry if I offend. I spent the night mucking stalls on a barge. Had a choice between spending the pay on dinner tonight or a bath. Seeing as I’d be sweating for you all day, I picked dinner.” The man glared, challenging him to say something.

What was there to say? “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean...” Truly there was nothing good he could say, especially if the man was telling the complete truth, and judging from the glimpses of exhaustion he’d seen, he probably was. “Truly, I am sorry. Can we start again? I’m Mr. Allen Brideson, company owner. We met the other day when you helped with some translation.” He held out his hand.

The man stared at it, clearly unsure what to do. Then he ran his hand through his hair. “Ed Martin, sir. Sorry I took offense. I know what I look like, what I smell like. You don’t have to shake my hand. Believe me, I wouldn’t want to.”

Allen considered insisting, but the conversation was awkward enough as it was, so he plunged ahead and hoped it would get better. “You said you know a little of Eastern languages.”

“A little.”

“Can I ask how?”

“Picked it up here and there.”

So he wouldn’t be learning anything about the man. “We have several crates from Asia in the warehouse, as you’ve no doubt noticed. After the mistakes you discovered, I’ve decided I should do an inventory and check it against what’s been written. I’ll be sending a report to Kittering about the mislabeled crates, and I want to know if there’s anything more I need to tell him about. I don’t think it was intentional, but I need to be certain, and perhaps he can trace the problem if it’s a recurring one. Is that a job you think you can do?”

“I suppose.”

Allen smiled, genuinely pleased by the answer, he realized. “Excellent, then come along.”

 

Edwin found himself enjoying this job more than any he’d had since he’d come to the docks, not that that was a very high standard to judge by. There was a great deal of lifting and moving and carrying of crates as always, but there were parts in between when Mr. Brideson would tell him what the lists he had said the boxes contained and asked him if the markings matched. They were easy translations; never more than a place name or a few nouns indicating what was inside, and Edwin suspected there were some old sailors who could read as much. That would be his excuse for knowing the words, he decided. It was believable, he hoped.

It seemed to be working well enough until he was moving among the crates Mr. Brideson had warned him contained fragile goods. He was climbing around the second level of them when he noticed the crate on top was open, and Edwin couldn’t resist a glance inside. “Oh, these are nice.” He reached to touch a vase, then saw how dirty his hands were and pulled back.

“I thought so myself. I bought a pair for my house when they came in. Porcelain vases in the style of Ming Dynasty featuring scholars reading in a garden,” Mr. Brideson read off the list.

“No they’re not.” Edwin wanted to take back the words as soon as they were out of his mouth. It was hard enough trying to explain reading the language, but a knowledge of Chinese vases would be impossible to excuse.

“Not what?”

He thought of lying, but Mr. Brideson was watching him with real interest, and he would hate for the man to be embarrassed in public if some dandy happened to know the correct answer by chance. He put the lid more securely in place. “In the style of Ming. I would have said Qing Dynasty.” A hint of his old accent, the one from drawing rooms and university, crept back into his voice. He couldn’t help it when he talked about art.

Mr. Brideson didn’t comment, merely made a note on the page and pointed to the next crate.

Edwin thought he’d gotten away with it, until Mr. Brideson said, “Read the one behind you, please.”

The crate was blocked by the ones in front of it. It was possible Mr. Brideson couldn’t see what it was from where he stood. So was it a test, or did Mr. Brideson really need him to read it? Until then, he’d only been asked to confirm translations, not come up with them himself. If he said he couldn’t, that would protect his secret, but would Mr. Brideson send him away? And would he really take that much interest in where a dockworker had picked up a bit of language? He glanced down. Mr. Brideson was bent over his list, concentrating on it. The small amount of light in the corner was making the red bits in his hair stand out. Edwin didn’t want to leave. He turned back to the crate. “Cinnabar, Shanghai, and a name. It could be their way of writing Kittering.”

“Good, and the one above it?”

Mr. Brideson hadn’t even looked up. Edwin relaxed and turned to the next crate.

 

{---*---}

 

The morning passed more quickly than Allen would have expected. Martin was easy to work with and good company. And Allen suspected he knew more of the languages than he wanted to admit to. Allen wasn’t certain why, but he didn’t see any reason not to let the man keep his secret. He was surprised when he realized Humphries was letting the rest of the men leave to eat. “We’ll break for a meal here.”

“I can keep working.”

But Allen heard the man’s stomach grumble asking for food. “Nonsense, consider it part of your wages. Come along, we can share a meal.”

“No.”

Allen turned, startled. He hadn’t expected to be bluntly refused.

“Not that I wouldn’t like to, but you don’t want to be seen with the likes of me. And anyplace that would let me in would be full of people who’d pick you clean.” Allen was going to protest, but Martin was too quick for him. “What did you think when you first saw me this morning? Would you want to eat in a pub next to someone who smelled like this? Can’t really believe you want to now.” The last was said softly, as if it had slipped out unintentionally.

Allen wanted to protest, but Martin was absolutely right. He’d enjoyed the man’s company so much, he’d almost forgotten the state he was in. “There’s good fish pie at the pub just down the way. I’ll send Humphries out to bring us some, and have him bring some for himself. That will please him.” He could see the man was considering it. “You’re really going to turn down a free meal? We’ll eat in the office. You can go up already; I’ll find Humphries.” He hurried away before the man could protest.

 

Edwin climbed the stairs to the office and tried to figure out what to do with himself. He knew it was foolish to turn down a free meal, but he hadn’t seen any way he could accept. The problem was Mr. Brideson. Not only was he well-favored enough to have given Edwin thoughts he should never have about a good employer, he was proving to be kind, intelligent, and thoughtful, and except for those few uncomfortable minutes when Edwin had first arrived, he had never made Edwin feel like anything less than a valued help. It was a long time since anyone had made Edwin feel like anything other than a strong back and a pair of dirty hands. Edwin looked around the office, but he didn’t even know where to sit in a place like this anymore. There were three chairs, all nice quality, all clean. He worried at a hole in his sleeve as he waited.

He heard Mr. Brideson’s brisk footfalls on the stairs and then the man himself came into the room and smiled at him. “Humphries was glad of the free meal. That chair is fine if you’d like to sit.” He pointed to the chair by the door.

Edwin sat obediently. Mr. Brideson sat behind the larger desk and, after a few moments of silence, started to shuffle papers without looking at them. “It shouldn’t take Humphries very long. The pub isn’t far.”

“It’s very kind of you both,” Edwin said. Part of him wanted to talk to Mr. Brideson, although he wasn’t sure what they could talk about. Anything he knew about the world outside of the docks was three years out of date. And what was there of his work that Mr. Brideson would be interested in? Besides, it was probably presumptuous to think the head of what was clearly a prosperous shipping company would want to discuss anything with a dockworker. And he had to remember that’s what he was now, no matter how kindly Mr. Brideson might treat him.

“Think nothing of it. You’ve saved me a great deal of time going through the crates. I’d have had to open each one if we couldn’t compare the labels.” 

Edwin felt he needed to respond to that. “I’m glad I could help. It’s been interesting.”

“I’m glad too.” Mr. Brideson didn’t seem to know how to go on from that and became very interested in his papers. Edwin went back to worrying at his sleeve. There was no sound other than the creak of Mr. Brideson’s chair as he shifted around, but Edwin thought he might have liked sitting in an office like this if only he hadn’t been so worried that he didn’t belong or should have been doing something if he only knew what.

Mr. Humphries broke the silence by stomping up the steps with his fish pies and bottles of ale. He passed them out and sat in the remaining chair without being asked. “Productive morning?”

Edwin wondered if the question was directed at him, but Mr. Brideson answered, “Quite. We got through the shelves downstairs.”

“Then only the silks to finish up. Good bit of work done then.”

Edwin had known it was a temporary job, but knowing it was almost over made his heart sink a little. He’d been hoping it would last a day or two at least, not just a pleasant morning.

Mr. Brideson seemed a bit put out as well. “There’s another matter, Martin, if we have time. Some decorative scrolls I’d like you to take a look at.”

Humphries chuckled. “We don’t want to be selling Kittering’s Guide to Hong Kong Ladies and not reaping the profits.”

Edwin allowed himself a small smile. “Certainly, sir.” Edwin relaxed a little. This was the most interesting day he’d had in years, even before he’d come to the docks, and he was glad of anything to make it last. But then there was nothing else to say. What could he say to someone like Mr. Brideson that didn’t reveal too much or sound foolish?

Mr. Humphries took a swallow of ale and started talking to the room in general. “You’ll never believe what I saw signs for. Maria Bland performing at Vauxhall Gardens.”

Mr. Brideson laughed. “She’s still around? My God, I saw her when I was a wee lad.”

“Won’t find entertainment like that at Almack’s, I’d wager.” Mr. Humphries turned to him. “Ever been to Vauxhall Gardens, Martin?”

It seemed to be a serious question, so perhaps it wouldn’t seem strange for him to answer somewhat truthfully. “Not for years. But I think I remember seeing her.”

Mr. Humphries nodded. “I’m tempted to go down and see if she’s as good as I remember her being. So many things aren’t. Like the lions at the Tower. I’d remembered them as these fiercesome great brutes, and they just lie about and yawn at you.”

Mr. Brideson toyed with his bottle. “I’ve never been to see those. Father always dragged me to see the crown jewels. The swords were nice enough, but I didn’t see the appeal of the crowns and such.”

They both turned to Edwin. He realized he was expected to answer. Again he found the near truth slipping out. “My father insisted on history. No animals for us. Just long lectures on William the Conqueror and the history of the White Tower.”

“Not even the Bloody Tower then?” Mr. Humphries feigned shock. “Poor lads. I should take the pair of you to see the new bear they have there from the Americas. It’s supposed to be ferocious, but he probably just grins at you and wants food.” Mr. Humphries gave them his best impression of a bear’s grin.

Edwin was surprised when Mr. Brideson responded by tossing a bit of turnip at Mr. Humphries. Mr. Humphries plucked it off of his shirt and ate it while Mr. Brideson looked down at his food and tried to hide his grin.

 

{---*---}

 

Allen found Martin even more of a help than he’d thought. The scrolls had been a random statement, something to say because a shadow had passed over Martin’s face when Humphries had said they were almost done, and he’d wanted to make it go away. But Martin had been able to identify enough words in the scrolls to tell him it really was a series on the seasons and not a guide to ladies of easy virtue as Humphries had suggested, but also had given him a sense of what exactly the poems were about. Allen couldn’t tell for certain, but he suspected Martin understood more than he was letting on and was quite possibly capable of giving a full translation or close to it, but why would he make himself seem less qualified? Allen tried to puzzle it out as he made the work drag on for as long as he reasonably could. So he could pay Mr. Martin for a full day, he told himself, not because he wanted his company. 

When he heard Humphries begin to pay the workers and sign them out, he knew he couldn’t make the day last any longer. “You’ve been a great help to me, Martin. I hope you’ll be able to come back.” He offered his hand. When Martin didn’t take it, he reached over and enfolded Martin’s hand in his. The man’s handshake was firm, his hand warm and hard and calloused, with grime embedded in the creases and cracked nails. But his fingers were long and fine-boned. Not what Allen expected at all. He gave the fingers a small squeeze then released his hand. “There’s another shipment due next week. I’ll have work for you then.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I’ll have Humphries arrange your pay.” It ought to be a bit more as the man had been doing skilled work for him today. Humphries would know that, but he wanted to be certain the man was paid well. “Wait here.”

Allen waited by the stairs until Humphries had finished paying out then approached. It wasn’t the sort of conversation he wanted to have where others could hear.

Humphries grinned at him. “Couldn’t come up with anything else for him to do?”

Allen wanted to answer, but it was too close to the truth, so he settled for glaring.

Humphries ignored him. “So what are we paying for translation these days? Double wages?”

Humphries did know him well. “Do you think that’s enough?”

“I think it’s the most he’ll take, but I can try.”

Allen nodded. “He’s still by the screens, if you’d go find him.”

Humphries nodded. “And I’ll be sure to bring him next time there’s work, even if there’s no translating.”

Allen smiled. Humphries really did know him better than Allen liked to admit.

 

Double pay. Edwin couldn’t believe it. Double pay and a free lunch for the best day he’d spent in years. And Mr. Humphries had said Mr. Brideson had wanted to offer him a bonus for the time he’d saved them, but Edwin had insisted it was too much already. He still couldn’t believe it. He’d put the extra money aside and get himself a treat, although he wasn’t certain what yet. If only he knew when Mr. Brideson would hire him again in advance, if there was an again. There were plenty of inns that would sell him a room with a bath for long enough to get clean, but he hadn’t done it in ages. It was too expensive when he’d be out doing the same awful, filthy work again in the morning. But for Mr. Brideson to see him just once when he was clean and tidy... Of course, he’d need better clothes than ragged and patched things he was wearing. And Mr. Brideson wouldn’t notice anyway except that he wouldn’t smell like a dung heap. Edwin sighed. A nice meat pie, that was much more sensible. Or a new pair of shoes with smaller holes. A coat. There were plenty of things that were wiser than a bit of vanity. He’d focus on those. A nice warm overcoat when winter came. Although it was hard to think of winter in the middle of July within smelling distance of the river.

 

 


Chapter 3

 

ALLEN WOKE UP FROM YET another dream about Martin. He’d lost count of how many he’d had in the week since he’d last hired him. This time, it had not been a business transaction but a rendezvous in his own bedroom, and it had been Allen who had gone to his knees. It was not the sort of dream he should be having about a man who worked for him. He pulled himself out of bed and dressed quickly. He’d simply have to determine what his mind was trying to tell him, then the dreams would stop, he was certain.

As he sat in the breakfast room, he considered the dream. The first ones had been about hiring Martin; why were the last ones different? He’d gone from hiring Martin in the park to having him at the house. It wasn’t until he finished his breakfast and started for the office on the ground floor when it struck him. He’d been hiring Martin as day labor; perhaps he should consider giving him a permanent position. Of course, that had to be it. It was a relief to know what the dreams all meant, and something so simple to implement.

Sophie had opened the windows in the office, so there was a bit of a breeze, but Allen couldn’t help thinking how nice it would be to go away to the country. Next year, he promised himself. Then he’d have a bride, and if they didn’t go to her family estate, he could always buy one of his own. But that did nothing to make it cooler now. And really, there was no reason he couldn’t go to the country for a week or two. Humphries could watch the warehouse, and then take a few days off when Allen returned. Or they could both go when there weren’t any ships due. The seaside might be nice. Bath perhaps, or Brighton. Which would Martin prefer?

Why had he thought of that? Those blasted dreams. He pulled the morning post towards himself and began going through the letters.

Just after noon, he heard the front door and Sophie going to answer it. He glanced up and saw Humphries entering the foyer and handing Sophie his hat. “Good afternoon,” Allen called to him.

“Afternoon, sir,” Humphries said as he came through to the office. “I came to tell you that the Intrigue is on schedule and will be ready for unloading in the morning.”

“Excellent. Were there any problems?”

“None bad enough to mention in the dispatch.”

“Then go ahead and hire men in the morning. I’m going to an art evening at Lady Clairmont’s. I don’t foresee any problems, but if I’m a bit late, just carry on without me.”

“Sure enough. Anything I should be looking out for?”

“I don’t think so. Will you stay for the midday meal?”

Humphries grinned a little. “That’s not why I came now. Just got the dispatch.”

“But you’ll stay anyway?”

“If you’re offering, certainly. I’ll go let Mrs. Armstrong know for you. I don’t want her put out.” 

“And want to see what she’s serving, no doubt. I’ll see you in the dining room when I finish these letters.” Allen stared at the page in front of him. It was an order from a shop in Brighton for some silk. “And Humphries, I’m thinking of taking some extra help for the office.”

“If you think there’s work, it’s probably a good idea. Did you have someone in mind?”

Allen looked up. “From your tone, I can tell you think I do.”

“Well if you were asking for my opinion...”

Humphries paused to allow Allen to say, “I wasn’t.”

“Then you should consider hiring someone with a reading knowledge of these languages we’ve got coming in and out of the warehouse every day.”

Humphries had known him too long. “So you think that would be helpful, do you?”

“Do you want me to look for Mr. Martin again in the morning?”

“Please.”

Humphries grinned but didn’t tease. Allen wasn’t certain if that was a good thing or not. Humphries only refrained from teasing him on the things he considered too unimportant to waste his time on or too important to be treated with less than complete reverence, and very little fell into the latter category, Mrs. Armstrong’s cooking being one of them. 

He really should stop trying to understand Humphries. And perhaps the dreams would stop now. Of course he wanted them to. Having them continue was out of the question. He picked up the first letter he saw and stared at it until he realized it was an invitation he’d already accepted. Food. He certainly didn’t want to keep Humphries waiting for his food.

 

Lady Clairmont’s party was as crowded as Allen had expected it to be. He smiled and nodded at anyone who greeted him, even though he could tell that half of them couldn’t place his face and were merely trying to avoid cutting someone important. But no one really spoke to him. He scanned the crowd, trying to find someone he knew, someone who could perform introductions, but there was no one he knew well enough to impose on. He went back to looking at the pictures. There was a fine seascape that he hadn’t seen before. The coast of Normandy. He wondered what Martin would make of it. 

That was an odd thought. Why should he care what someone who worked in the warehouse thought? Just because he had known about the scrolls, and the vases, and... Allen pulled himself away from the painting and went to look at one that was completely different; a scene of ladies in a garden with frothy dresses and powdered wigs.

“I’ve always liked that one.” 

Allen turned and found Lady Clairmont standing beside him. “A Fragonard, isn’t it?”

“It is. My husband bought it from a French émigré. Paid a pretty penny for it, but clearly the man needed the money. It’s quite pretty, though. But I doubt the court was as sweet as that makes it look.”

“There’s a school of Rembrandt in the other room that’s exquisite.”

“No one else has mentioned that one. It’s so small, they walk right past it, but it’s one of my favorites, with the Hals in the entry.”

“I’ll be certain to look for it.”

“So you find my little artistic evening a success then? I wasn’t sure if anyone would be interested.”

“Yes, I’ve enjoyed it immensely.”

“But there is something missing. You have found some flaw in the evening. What is it?”

“I assure you, I’m having a marvelous time.” It was only the truth. Lady Clairmont had an excellent collection of paintings, and Allen would have very much enjoyed a private tour of the collection sometime when he was not on another mission.

“No, there’s something bothering you. I’d much rather hear it directly from you than behind my back from the gossips.”

“It isn’t anything, I assure you.” But Lady Clairmont was watching him closely, and he realized he might have an ally in her. It was worth a try, anyway. “It’s merely that I had hoped to make some connections. I’m rarely invited to events where there might be a chance to meet someone with control over vouchers to Almack’s, you see.”

“You’re interested in Almack’s? I suppose everyone wants to see it.”

“I was hoping to secure a bride.” There, it was out. He knew he shouldn’t be overly concerned; arranging matches was the main point of the Season, and most young men wouldn’t feel the least bit self-conscious to say that was their aim.

“And you need vouchers to Almack’s for that?”

“I was hoping for a title.”

“Ah, you wish to join the ranks of the beau monde. Instead of discussing Fragonard and the school of Rembrandt, you wish to be one of the gentlemen in the card room, betting fortunes on the next hand of whist. Don’t give me that look. I tease. You’re certainly not the only one to want to move among the titled. I simply can’t see you enjoying it.”

“Why not? Because I’m in trade?”

“Because you noticed the Rembrandt and correctly identified it as a copyist’s work. And because you chose to befriend an eccentric widow and haven’t mentioned one word of scandal all night.” She sighed. “But if that’s what you want.” She turned and made a motion with her fan. A young man in a very fine officer’s uniform made his way across the floor. Lady Clairmont smiled when he was close enough to hear her. “Arnold, this is my friend Mr. Allen Brideson. He got that lovely screen in the drawing room for me. Mr. Brideson, may I present my cousin, Lieutenant Arnold Greyson. Now Arnold, he doesn’t know many people here. Would you introduce him to some of your friends? Particularly Mr. Rollins. I think he could be useful to you. His uncle is the Earl of Talbot and his mother is the cousin of Lady Gorworth, who is a close friend of Lady Jersey.”

Allen recognized the last name she listed as a patroness. So Rollins was a connection, no matter how tenuous to Almack’s. “Thank you, Lady Clairmont.”

“I’ll have you find me some more screens in gratitude.”

Lieutenant Greyson led him towards a group of men crowded near the drinks table. “I’ll make the introductions, but if you don’t mind, I’ll slip away after. I have a few people I need to speak to.”

Allen had the feeling that the lieutenant was trying to avoid talking to the men he was being introduced to. “That’s fine. And thank you.”

“You’re most welcome. I hope you know what you’re doing. Rollins is the one on the left.”

Allen looked at the man indicated. He was roughly the same age as Allen, wearing what Allen supposed was meant to be the latest in nonpareil fashion, but managing to look like a hanger-on, not the real thing. Lieutenant Greyson made the introductions then an excuse about needing to see someone, leaving Allen alone with his new friend.

Rollins offered him a glass of punch then took another for himself. “I haven’t seen you around. How did you get yourself invited to this bore of an evening?”

Allen wondered if he should try to find out why Rollins found the party dull and let Lady Clairmont know, but she had arranged this introduction for him, so he didn’t want to waste it. “I’m acquainted with Lady Clairmont. I’ve helped her obtain some pieces for her collection from the Far East, so she thought I might enjoy the evening.”

“Far East? I say, did you have anything to do with that screen thing in the drawing room? My mother went absolutely mad over it. Only one in London she heard.”

“I did obtain it for her, yes. It may very well be the only one of that style.” Allen was fairly certain it was since his supplier had found it in a proper antique market rather than purchasing it from one of the workshops in Tokyo. 

“Could you find her something like that? It would positively thrill her to have something no one else does.”

“I can try. Or perhaps something similar but also rare? If I knew her taste, I could advise better.”

“Want to meet her? She’s off having punch with the ladies somewhere.”

It was what he’d been hinting at. “I would very much like that.”

“Come on. I’ll dig her up and introduce you.”

 

{---*---}

 

Allen stayed far longer than he’d intended at Lady Clairmont’s, but he couldn’t very well tell Mrs. Rollins that he had to leave to be awake for the office when she was asking him to bring her punch and hinting she’d like a turn on the dance floor when one of the old dances began. He’d done the Lover’s Garland and a reel with her, then brought her more punch, and finally managed to get an idea of the sort of objects she’d like for her drawing room. “And how quickly can I have something, Mr. Brideson?”

“If you’d like something standard, something that I have in stock, I’d be happy to select a few items tomorrow for you to look at whenever you’d like. However, if you wanted something more unusual, well I don’t have anything like that in stock, but I’m sure I could find something and have it shipped over. The journey from Japan takes roughly seven months, so there would be an unavoidable delay, but perhaps worth it.”

She’d sniffed a bit and turned up her nose, then asked for another glass of punch. And another. He hadn’t managed to escape until her son came to take her home, and then he’d been obligated to help steer her towards the door and into the carriage. In the end, it was after four in the morning when he made it to his front door. As a consequence, it was mid-afternoon when he roused himself enough to get out of bed. He considered leaving the warehouse to Humphries and taking a day away from work—as he owned the company and Humphries was more than capable, there was no reason not to—but then he remembered he’d specifically told Humphries to find Mr. Martin. If he went to the warehouse, he would be seeing Mr. Martin. And he had planned to offer the man a permanent position, one where he would see him daily. Allen got himself out of bed, promising to be more temperate in his evenings out as he hurriedly dressed.

 

{---*---}

 

Edwin went early to the docks. He was hoping to find something better than the work he’d had the last two days, one mucking stalls and another hauling coal off a barge. He was surprised to see Mr. Humphries there, and even more surprised when his name was called and he was told to go to the Brideson Warehouse. Mr. Brideson had said there’d be work, and he’d been looking forward to it, but he hadn’t expected it so quickly, or really expected it at all. There was always the possibility that Mr. Brideson was being polite and finding him something to discharge the obligation. 

That seemed much more likely when Edwin and the other men hired arrived at the warehouse. Mr. Humphries did not single him out but set the lot of them to unloading the ship that was waiting. As Edwin lifted the first of the crates to be moved, he reminded himself that there was no reason for a man like Mr. Brideson to take an interest in him. He’d been useful, but a gentleman like Mr. Brideson would have no reason to be interested in a poor dockworker who’d shown up stinking of muck and sweat the last time he’d hired him. Edwin certainly wouldn’t have hired himself after that. And this was certainly the best work he’d had so far. The warehouse was clean except for the normal sort of dust, and it was well maintained, so he wasn’t in danger of hurting himself on some rusted nail, and Mr. Humphries kept a bucket filled with clean water and a dipper for them whenever they wanted it as the heat of the afternoon started. And the crates were just as interesting as they’d been the last time, mainly from China it seemed, and promising all sorts of art. Quite a bit seemed to be sculpture, and certainly weighed enough to be. 

It was late in the afternoon, and Edwin had just started to convince himself that he wasn’t disappointed that Mr. Brideson wasn’t there, when he heard Mr. Humphries calling, “Martin. Anyone seen Martin?”

“Here, sir.” He made certain the crate he’d been carrying was securely in place, then followed the foreman’s voice to the back of the warehouse, wiping sweat from his face on his sleeve as he walked. “You wanted me, Mr. Humphries?”

“You’re wanted upstairs, lad. Come along.”

Edwin followed Mr. Humphries up to the office, trying to figure out what was happening. If Mr. Brideson was summoning him, why was he doing it so late in the day? Had he done something wrong? He would hate to disappoint Mr. Brideson after he’d been so kind the other day. Or had he found out his secret? Was he going to tell him to get out of the warehouse? But why wait so long? So he could get a free day’s work? But that didn’t sound like the man he’d met.

No, it didn’t sound like the man he’d been dreaming about. He didn’t really know Mr. Brideson.

“Coming, Martin?”

“Sorry, sir.” But Mr. Humphries hadn’t sounded particularly annoyed, almost amused.

Mr. Brideson was in the office, still taking off his gloves as if he’d only just arrived. Edwin gave a small bow, acutely aware now that he was in the presence of a gentleman and not the other dockworkers and that he was sweating through his shirt and probably still had coal dust in his hair, and he didn’t want to think what else on him from other days.

Mr. Brideson didn’t seem to notice, or he was better at concealing his distaste this time. Either way, he dropped his gloves on the desk and smiled at Edwin. Edwin looked down at his shoes and tried to identify what was stuck to them. Looking at Mr. Brideson when he smiled like that was likely to turn embarrassing now and painful later.

“I’m sorry I was delayed today, Mr. Martin. There was a reception at Lady Clairmont’s and Lady Jersey’s friend...and that’s not important, is it?” He paused, and Edwin could almost believe he’d been nervously speaking to work up to the real purpose of the summons. Although why speaking to a dockworker would unnerve him Edwin couldn’t begin to fathom. “I had Humphries bring you here so I could speak to you.”

So the warehouse job had been a mistake. He wasn’t supposed to be working here at all. He’d suspected as much, but he had let himself hope. “I was glad for the work, sir.”

“Work is what I wanted to discuss with you. I’m sure you’ve noticed I specialize in imports from the Far East. I am preparing to expand my business in the fall, and I’ve come to the conclusion that relying on my contacts is not the most efficient way to know what I’m getting. It seems prudent to have someone on this end who can translate for me, and if he knows a bit about the kinds of things I’ll be importing, so much the better. You seemed quite capable when we worked together last week, so I thought I’d offer you the position. It would be a sort of clerk with extra translating responsibilities. Does that appeal to you?”

“I don’t know what to say, sir.” Did it appeal to him? If he’d been offered the same sort of position back before the scandal, when he was still the younger son of the Duke of Martford, he would have seriously considered it. Days surrounded by interesting treasures and translations, with the constant promise of seeing Mr. Brideson. But why would Mr. Brideson be offering a position like that to some dockworker he’d only met a handful of times? And the instant Mr. Brideson found out who he really was, it would be over.

“You could say you accept.”

“I’m sure you could find plenty of people more suitable if you inquired at Oxford or Cambridge.”

“Plenty of young men, but I doubt more qualified. And you do have a knowledge of the warehouse they wouldn’t.”

That got a small smile from Edwin. No, none of the other students he’d known at Oxford would know the warehouse as he did, any more than they’d know the blacksmith or the livery stables as he did either.

“And I seemed to have left out the most important part. It pays a guinea per week.”

Edwin swallowed. He remembered when a guinea wasn’t even enough to stop and pick up in the street. He also knew what that would mean to him now. Three meals a day and baths and a new suit of clothes and a room without rats. “I...”

“I suppose it is sudden.”

Edwin wanted to yell at the man for being so patient. He ought to just call him ungrateful and throw him out. Then Edwin wouldn’t have to decide what to do.

“Why don’t you go home and think about it? Humphries will pay you for the whole day. If during the next week you decide you’d like the position, here’s my card with my address. I have my office on the ground floor, so you’ll find me there most mornings. Just come any day, before nine if you want to start right off, and we’ll get sorted out. If it makes you feel better, we can start with a trial period.”

Edwin didn’t know what to do. He knew he should refuse immediately and stop taking jobs for the Brideson Warehouse at once, before Mr. Brideson figured out who he was and told everyone. He wasn’t certain which would be worse, to know the ton knew he was working on the docks where they could come and gawk if they wanted, or to lose the jobs he had here and have to start over without the little he’d managed to scrape together. 

Mr. Brideson reached out and took Edwin’s hand and pressed the card into it. “I hope you’ll decide to accept.” Mr. Brideson’s hand was cool and soft and clean and gently stroked the rough skin of Edwin’s palm before pulling back. Edwin looked down at the card, which already had dirty fingerprints on it. His, of course. He didn’t know what to say. The address was not far from Piccadilly, a fashionable area but not quite St. James. It would be unlikely he’d run into anyone he knew there. He closed his hand around the card, crushing it in his fist. He couldn’t start thinking that way. He’d already fallen once and survived; he wasn’t sure he could manage it twice.

Mr. Humphries put a hand on Edwin’s shoulder and steered him towards the steps. When they were back on the ground floor, he reached for the leather bag he kept the salaries in. “Here lad, wages for the day. Go home and think about what you could do with a guinea a week. You know it’s a good offer, and I can tell you Mr. Brideson is a good man and a good man to work for. I think you understand the difference between the two.”

“Thank you,” Edwin mumbled and took the money. It was a full day’s wages even though he should have stayed another two hours. How dare the man offer him hope? You didn’t hire a man for a guinea a week without knowing who he was. He knew how it would go. Just when he was getting settled in, Mr. Brideson would find out about his past and throw him out. Then everyone on the docks would find out and no one would hire him even for mucking barges. He’d have to find some other way to scrape together coins, at the garbage tip perhaps, or night-soil man. He had something, some kind of a place here. He wouldn’t go and give that up on the slight chance that Mr. Brideson was different.

 

Allen paced in the office after Humphries led Martin away. Had he handled that well? He should have asked Humphries how to ask him, but there hadn’t been time. If he hadn’t been so late at the party—

But that couldn’t have been helped. Mrs. Rollins was just what he needed to get his vouchers, so he had to cultivate a friendship with her and her son. The night had been a triumph in that sense, so he shouldn’t be complaining about it.

He heard Humphries coming up the stairs. He must have come straight back after paying Martin. “I know you didn’t mean for him to work today, but it was the only way I could think of to make certain he stayed.”

“It was good thinking. I didn’t mean to be so late. Do you think he’ll take it?”

Humphries shrugged. “I think we’ll know soon. If he doesn’t show tomorrow, it’s not likely he will. He’s overwhelmed now. I don’t think he’s a man who’s had much good fortune, and one who’s had more than his share of bad. It was good you didn’t insist on an answer now. Let him sort of sneak up on it in the night.”

Allen smiled. “At least I did something right. And you paid him?”

“For the whole day. I think that surprised him.”

“If you can think of any way to get him to stay...”

“You’ve done the best you could. Let him make up his mind now.”

Allen nodded. “Would you bring me the manifest so I can look at what we’ve got? I’m supposed to find something unusual for Mrs. Rollins.”

“Who’s she when she’s at home?”

“The bosom friend of a patroness.”

“Ah. Well, there’s some ugly dragon vases.”

“I thought you liked dragons.”

“Not these.”

“Well, we’ll ask Martin about them.” Allen paused as he realized how he was counting on Martin coming back. “If he returns.”

 

{---*---}

 

Edwin was woken from a dream involving Mr. Brideson and a particularly soft pile of Chinese silks by the sun starting to come through his window. He’d hated that when he’d first taken the room, but he’d come to appreciate being woken at dawn. It meant he could get to the docks early, when there was the best chance of some decent work. He dragged himself out of bed and went to the table for the bread and ale he’d saved to break his fast. As he tore off a chunk of the bread, he noticed the card with Mr. Brideson’s address and his own grimy fingerprints. 

It was a pity he wasn’t really Mr. Edwin Martin, down on his luck for whatever reason Mr. Brideson assumed. Then he could take the job, and the guinea a week, and before long he’d have enough for a proper set of rooms and food and clothes. He thought Mr. Brideson would be a fair man to work for, and he might even become friends with Mr. Humphries. 

But Edwin Gilford, younger son of the traitorous Duke of Martford, couldn’t do that. It would only be a matter of time before he was recognized. And then everyone at the docks would know who he was, and while at the beginning knowing they were sending someone who from his accent had clearly once been far above them to muck had amused the other workers, now he’d been doing it far too long for it to be amusing to watch his disgrace. Learning he was Martford’s son would close off all of the jobs, and he’d have to find someplace else to look for work. And why would a man like Brideson want a traitor’s son working for him, even if his plans didn’t include gaining acceptance by the ton? Edwin sighed and put the card back on the table. It was a nice thought, but it would have to stay a thought. He finished his bread, pulled on his boots, and went out to look for work.

 

There was already a line of men at the broker’s desk. Edwin waited his turn patiently. Brideson certainly wouldn’t be hiring anyone today. He seemed to have ships arriving on a sort of schedule, and it wasn’t a daily one. And he wouldn’t take Edwin again even if he did. The last time had been a kindness. Besides, Mr. Humphries wasn’t around, so there was no chance. Not that he had been waiting for a chance. If he said it often enough, he might convince himself of it.

“Morning, Martin. No more warehouses today. Have another cattle barge needs cleaning. I can give you that.”

Edwin stared at the desk. Another cattle barge. Was he really going to turn down a chance at a guinea per week, no matter how short a time, for the opportunity to muck stalls and haul crates? Mr. Brideson couldn’t take back money that had already been paid, could he? Then the worst would be Mr. Brideson would get a few days’ worth of free labor, and really if it was like the day he’d spent working with him, Edwin would have done it for free if he didn’t need to eat. If he was careful, with a guinea a week, he could put some money aside and have enough to move to another part of town when everyone here found out. There was always work for someone willing to do the kinds of jobs he was, particularly if they had no pride. “Not today. I came to tell you I was offered a permanent warehouse position, so I won’t be around.” That was close to the truth, and when Brideson found out about him, maybe he could beg him not to tell the rest of the people at the docks, point out that he would be living and working in squalor, surely that was punishment enough without starving.

“Sorry to see you go. You turned into a hard worker who’d do anything I gave ya. All right, Dormer, want the cattle barge?”

“Haul shit all day for a couple coppers? Not likely.”

“Johnson?”

“Pass.”

As Edwin walked away, he wondered if anyone would take the job. He’d been so eager to prove himself at the start, it had never occurred to him that the other dockworkers didn’t want the work either. He stood behind a lamppost, out of the way, and listened. Tipsy Tom finally took the job, but the man was always at least three sheets to the wind and would do anything to get another bottle. The only other person who would do the jobs he would was a drunk. Maybe no one would care when Brideson told them who he really was.

Edwin pushed himself away from the lamppost. If he was going to take the job with Brideson, he should make an effort. He didn’t want to arrive as he had the day before, even though Mr. Brideson had been kind about his state. He went back to his room and counted out his coins. If he didn’t save any for rent and made what food he had last until Mr. Brideson paid him, he’d have just enough for a bath at the inn and a suit of better clothes. That was something. He had an hour before he needed to leave for the address on the card if he walked quickly. He could tell by the address it was Mr. Brideson’s home as well, and he didn’t want to arrive there in a state that would embarrass the man. 

Edwin started at the Rag Fair where he found a suit of clothes that were appropriate for a clerk and almost fit and a pair of shoes that were a size small and rubbed his toes but looked respectable, then to the inn, where he ran out of soap and hot water before he felt properly clean but at least he didn’t look like he’d fallen in a dung heap. He did the best he could to comb his hair into something respectable and borrowed—well technically rented—a razor from the landlord to shave with and tied a bit of cloth around his neck into something like a cravat. He wasn’t much to look at, but he was relatively clean, at least. It would have to do. He was out of money and still had to walk to Mr. Brideson’s house.

 

 


Chapter 4

 

ALLEN THOUGHT HE WOULD sleep well, but he’d spent most of the night dreaming of Mr. Martin standing before him with his shirt plastered to his broad chest, showing the plains and valleys of muscle and the hard nipples waiting to be licked once the shirt was ripped away. And the fabric was worn so thin it was easy to do. And that was what had woken him. Not a nightmare about shares falling or another war with France or even terrifyingly fierce dragons—Humphries had been right about those. No, it had been the fear that he had ruined Martin’s only shirt that had awakened him at six in the morning. He got out of bed and dressed and told himself firmly that such thoughts would not be permitted if he were going to hire Martin. He’d scare the man off before he even started.

He was considering which coat to wear when the door opened silently and Sophie came in. “Sir! I’m sorry. I thought you were still abed. I’d have had the fire lit if I’d thought...”

“Don’t worry. I had a bad dream, and it woke me. Then there didn’t seem to be much point to going back to sleep.”

“If you say so, sir.”

Thinking of the dream reminded him of something else. “Sophie, would you have Fred and Simon bring up a bath in about an hour?”

“A bath, sir?”

“Yes. And then see if you can find a set of clothes that might fit someone a bit larger than I am, about my height but broader.”

“You’re expecting someone then, sir?”

“Yes, someone from the docks. I hired him. Well, I offered him a job, but I don’t know if he’ll accept, and...”

“And he might not be presentable when he arrives?”

“I know it sounds strange, but...”

“Not at all, sir. I think it’s fine of you. I’ll see if there’s anything that will do in the attic.”

“Thank you, Sophie.”

Sophie turned away and picked up the coal scuttle. “Seeing as you’re hiring, sir...”

Did everyone he met have an ulterior motive? But he shouldn’t think that. Wasn’t he doing just the same to get into Almack’s? “Yes?”

“If you need another maid, my sister isn’t happy in her position. She’s a good girl and a hard worker.”

Allen wrapped his cravat around his neck. Another job seeker then, but not an unreasonable request at all. “I’ll let you know if I hear of anything.”

Sophie smiled. “Thank you, sir. She’ll be so glad to hear it. She was that worried last I spoke to her.”

“Worried?” Allen told himself to stop obsessing over what knot would be best. It wasn’t as if Martin would care.

“The master, of course. Got her in the pantry last week, and only the footman coming back early stopped him from...sorry, sir. I’ll let Simon and Fred know about the bath.” Sophie curtsied and started to leave.

No wonder Sophie was so eager to take any chance to find another position for her sister. “Wait a moment. That actually sounds worrying. I suppose I could take on a bit of extra help at the moment. And I’ll ask Lady Clairmont next time I see her if she needs anyone. Tell your sister to come by tomorrow, and I’ll tell Mrs. Armstrong to hire her if she finds her suitable.”

Sophie seemed genuinely surprised at the offer and dropped into a curtsy at once. “I didn’t mean, sir. I thought if you knew of anyone. But Mrs. Armstrong has been saying she wants the store room sorted out. Sylvia wouldn’t mind that. And if Lady Clairmont, she’d take anything there, I’m sure.” Sophie curtsied twice more on her way out the door.

At least I’ve done one thing right today, Allen told himself as he went down to breakfast.

 

Breakfast didn’t take nearly as long as Allen had hoped it would. He didn’t want to prevent the servants from tidying up, so he returned to his room, only to find Simon and Fred had been quick about arranging the bath, and someone—he suspected Sophie—had thought to put soap and towels and leave water heating by the fire and a razor and mirror on the table. There was also a set of clothes that looked a bit small for Martin but were clean at least. Allen added a cravat, then took it away in case the man didn’t know how to tie it, then put it back but draped it over the back of the chair so Martin could pretend he hadn’t seen it. Sophie—he was certain it was her doing—had moved the small table from by the bed to the chair near the fire and had left a tray with tea and scones on it. Everything was ready, all he needed was Martin. He was sure the man would enjoy the scones, and then he’d strip off his clothes and get into the warm water and...

And Allen thought it would be best to wait in the office. Then he’d know the moment Martin arrived, if he arrived. And there would be fewer distractions. And he’d write to Lady Clairmont about Sophie’s sister. That would make him feel he was doing something.

 

By eight, Allen was beginning to despair of Martin coming. By quarter past, he was certain it had been a foolish notion. At half past, he was telling himself there was no reason to be disappointed when the front bell rang. Tradesman, he told himself. Or maybe Humphries coming to see if Martin had come.

Sophie opened the door and curtsied. “Mr. Martin, sir.”

Allen almost couldn’t believe he’d heard right. “Thank you, Sophie. Show him in.” Where to wait? He got up and stood in front of the desk, but that seemed too posed. But it was not a long walk from the front door to the office, and Martin would be there before he could come up with anything better, so he settled for leaning on the desk.

When Martin walked in, Allen almost didn’t recognize him. He was used to seeing the man wearing little better than rags, unshaven and unkempt, and that had been enough to wake him with dreams. Martin clean and comparatively well-dressed was enough to keep him awake at night. Martin had clearly made an effort for the position. He was dressed in a worn-but-clean jacket and trousers, with a linen shirt and somber waistcoat under, and a length of cloth knotted around his neck in an attempt at a cravat. He even had new shoes, although scuffed and worn. He’d bathed and shaved, so Allen could clearly see his features, which were more delicate than he’d thought and suited the slim fingers better than he would have expected. 

Allen felt he’d been gawping forever, but it couldn’t have been very long since Sophie didn’t seem concerned for his sanity when she said, “If you’ll give me a minute, sir, Simon and me’ll have everything ready upstairs.” She darted out the door before he could answer her.

Martin stood in the doorway playing with his cuffs. He noticed he was picking at a small tear and put his hands behind his back. “If you’ve changed your mind, sir, I understand. I’d be happy to work in the warehouse and translate whenever you need it done.”

Allen realized his silence must be worrying Martin as much as what he was thinking would have had he known. “I haven’t changed my mind. I think this will be an excellent arrangement.”

“If I’m too early...”

“Not at all. I said before nine.”

“It’s just, if you’re needed upstairs.”

“Oh, yes, upstairs. I should...” Allen pushed away from the desk. Sophie had gone to a great deal of trouble, and she would be disappointed if he didn’t at least try to make it worthwhile. Why did everything with Martin turn out so different from what he expected? Because he only knew dream Martin, not the man in front of him. “I should show you. Come along.”

Martin seemed confused, but followed Allen upstairs. Allen opened the bedroom door and ushered him in, knowing how Martin would run if he’d known what Allen had been thinking of doing there a few minutes before.

The room was set just as it had been, but Sophie had brought a fresh kettle and started tea steeping, and clearly Simon’s role had been to bring more hot water to warm the bath. Allen watched Martin, trying to gauge his reaction. He was staring at the tub like he wasn’t certain how to respond. Allen closed his eyes. This was not going how he intended. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend. It’s just, you said you didn’t want to use your food money on a bath, I thought it would be...” He couldn’t seem to stop insulting the man.

“Used my rent money,” Martin said quietly. “Needed enough to get the clothes too. Probably need more than one bath to scrub off three years mucking at the docks.”

He wasn’t offended. Perhaps he realized it was kindly meant. But what to say now? “The office doesn’t open until nine.” That was something to say. “I told you to come early so you could... I mean I’ll go downstairs and do something and you can stay here. There’s the bath if you want, and a suit of clothes. I don’t know if they’ll fit, but you can look at them. And tea and scones on the table there. Use what you like, leave what you don’t. Come down to the office at nine o’clock and please, let’s start again.” He hurried for the door. What was it about Mr. Martin that made him so tongue-tied?

“Do we need to?” Martin said in a much softer voice than Allen had heard him use before. “Start again I mean.”

Allen paused. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

“I wasn’t offended. It was... nice of you.”

Allen turned and saw Mr. Martin was watching with a hint of a smile. Allen smiled back. “Then I’ll see you at nine in the office. It’s the room you were shown into.”

Martin nodded, and Allen hurried from the room before he could say something else wrong.

 

Edwin stared at the bath. It was such a kind thought. Mr. Brideson had listened to him, remembered what he’d said, and then done something so kind for him. Edwin wasn’t used to kindness, not anymore. Not that he ever had been. Father had not been kind; neither had the other boys at school. A few professors, perhaps, their cook, but kindness had not been common even before the docks. Now it was something rare to be treasured. 

He stripped off his new clothes, trying his best not to imagine that Mr. Brideson was there, watching, undressing himself, then he slipped into the water, which was faintly scented with sandalwood. Mr. Brideson must like sandalwood soap. He’d always preferred bergamot, but anything was a treat now. And a good razor to shave himself properly. The clothing looked a bit small, but still kindly meant, and the cravat was probably one of Mr. Brideson’s own. Something of Mr. Brideson’s touching his neck, something that had rested against Mr. Brideson’s skin, that perhaps might still hold his scent even though it had clearly been well laundered. 

No, he shouldn’t touch that. But the bath and the razor and the scones, there was no reason not to make use of those. Particularly as he’d be on short rations until he was paid. Pity he couldn’t take some scones with him, but he didn’t want Mr. Brideson to know. He leaned back in the warm water and scrubbed at his skin with the soap he found nearby. Sandalwood, as he’d thought. One morning of indulgence wouldn’t make him forget his life on the docks, where he’d go back when Mr. Brideson found out about Father. He wouldn’t let it. But he could hold the memory of the kindness when he did go back.

 

If Allen hadn’t seen Mr. Martin in his semi-clean state, he would never have recognized the man who came into the office. His hair was damp and slicked back and his fine cheeks completely smooth, so he had clearly taken advantage of the second bath and the razor. He was wearing the slightly tattered clothes he’d come in but with the cravat Allen had laid out around his neck in a neat Gordon knot. He stood straighter, and there was less tension in his jaw as he looked around the room. At least until he realized Allen was staring at him, then he began to fidget with his cuffs again. Allen smiled. “Ready to begin?”

“Yes, sir.” He seemed to relax now that they were actually starting.

“Excellent. You can use that desk. You’ll find a stack of invoices there with translations. I’d like you to look them over and be sure I’m getting what they’re telling me I’m getting. If you need any reference books, make a list, and I’ll see what can be done about obtaining them.”

Martin sat at the desk and pulled the papers towards himself. Allen had to stop himself from watching. He didn’t want Martin to think he didn’t trust him, or worse think he was enjoying the way Martin’s hair fell over his forehead and the little furrow between his brows when he was trying to read some poorly written bit. How on earth did the man make out some of the sloppy bits of the strange writing? He’d have to ask someday, someday when Martin trusted him more; that was clearly not today.

 

They worked quietly for most of the morning. Allen went through the post, sorting out the orders he’d received from the shops that re-sold items for him, and then prepared some invoices. Martin made it through the first stack of invoices then began on a catalog list from Kittering. That seemed to cause him more problems, and Allen wondered if Kittering was not as good at his job as his references had indicated. It was comfortable with Martin there, even if they didn’t speak. The silence was finally broken by the door opening shortly after noon.

Sophie came into the office and curtsied. “Mrs. Armstrong put out some food for you.”

Allen put away his pen and stood. “Thank you, Sophie.” 

Martin also stood. “I’ll go—around the corner then.”

Sophie stopped in the doorway. “Oh, I put out two places, sir. Was that wrong?”

“No, Sophie, that was exactly right.” Allen turned to Martin. “I should have told you you would be dining with me. Come along, unless you made some plans.” He stared until Martin seemed to feel he had no choice but to say, “No, no plans, sir.”

“Then come along.”

Martin followed Allen into the dining room. Allen tried to gauge his reaction, but Martin didn’t seem intimidated by the long table and chairs for a dozen guests. Their meal had been set out at one end, using the chair at the head of the table and the one to the right, which Allen found tactful. Mrs. Armstrong had sent up a nice bit of roast beef and a plate of vegetables. When they were seated, Allen made certain to begin eating deliberately, giving Martin a chance to observe if he was unsure how to start, but Martin waited politely for him to begin then started on his own food with no hesitation. So wherever he had come from, he had been used to dining in some sort of formality. Allen tucked that bit of information away, not that it helped him much. A missionary would probably enforce table manners on his children at home, and a tutor surely would. Still, it was something. He sipped his wine and looked for other clues but was distracted by the way Martin’s lips closed around his fork. 

Conversation. They really shouldn’t sit there staring past each other. Allen took up his knife and started to cut his beef and asked in what he hoped was a casual voice, “How are the translations?”

Martin swallowed before answering, “Not bad at all. They seem to get the gist of what was originally written. I’ve added a few clarifications, but for the most, they seem workable.”

“So the mistakes were most likely simple mistakes?”

“I think so, although perhaps I should look at the writing and see. Maybe there was a new clerk who wasn’t as skilled? Although I’d hate to get someone in trouble if they were new.”

Allen smiled a little at that. He was glad Martin would think of something like that. He wouldn’t want him to be hardened as so many he’d met in town were. “What sorts of things were you seeing?”

“Several of the mistakes were in categorizing. I’m not sure they understand how to categorize the names they find.”

“Such as?” 

“The vases we were looking at yesterday, the ones they said were Ming Dynasty? If you look at...”

Martin seemed to relax as he talked about the differences in ceramics. His accent became softer and more educated. Allen had noticed the change before, briefly at the docks and more consistently when he’d arrived, but now Martin sounded like he belonged in a drawing room. Clearly educated, probably more than Allen was himself. And he was certainly enthusiastic about the subject. Allen couldn’t wait to get his opinion on what they should order next. He settled back to listen. When Martin seemed to recall himself and began staring nervously at his food, Allen took over and told him about Lady Clairmont’s art evening and about Mrs. Rollins and her desire for a screen. He also mentioned pouring her into her carriage, but his attempt at humor seemed to fall flat as far as Martin was concerned, so he switched to talking about the screens and how they would help him get into Almack’s. Probably not of much interest to Martin, but he listened politely and finished everything on his plate.

 

After lunch, Edwin settled back at his desk with a new stack of translations to correct and some invoices to copy into the ledger. “After the incident with Kittering’s labeling, I’ve been concerned about how knowledgeable the men I hire are,” Mr. Brideson explained. “Once we’ve made it through some of these older items, there will be some more interesting work for you.”

“This is interesting already,” Edwin hurried to reassure him. Of all the reasons he’d thought of for losing the position, Mr. Brideson being worried about keeping him interested was the last he’d expected. “I’d be quite content to do this indefinitely.”

Mr. Brideson smiled and went back to his desk.

Edwin found the office relaxing. It wasn’t very different from working at school. He knew how to read the words and how to mark the translations, most of which got the general gist of what was written, so he didn’t even have to worry that he’d be getting someone in trouble, although Mr. Brideson had seemed sympathetic when he’d slipped and said as much over lunch. Mr. Brideson sat quietly at his desk going over accounts. Every few lines, Edwin let himself glance over at his new employer. Surely it wasn’t wrong to admire him, to watch the way he nipped at his lip when he was thinking, to find the way his hands brushed across the pages interesting. To imagine him brushing his hands along... No, that was definitely wrong to think. Edwin didn’t let himself look away from the papers until he was quite certain he could look at Mr. Brideson without imagining Mr. Brideson’s hands on any part of him.

In spite of occasionally needing to firmly remind his thoughts where they were supposed to be, Edwin found himself enjoying his new job more than he’d imagined. He was feeling almost comfortable until he heard the bell at the front door. It had never occurred to him that Mr. Brideson might have visitors at his house, but of course it was possible. It would be a good reason to work from his home, especially if he was trying to cultivate friendships with the sort of people who could help him get into Almack’s. It wouldn’t do to be constantly telling them he was not at home. Edwin tried to glance around the room for a way out, but there didn’t seem to be anything but the window or the door to the front hall, and that would lead him directly into the path of anyone coming in. His first day at the job and it would be over before it really even started. He’d be recognized at once, and Mr. Brideson would have no choice but to send him away. He stared at the page in front of him, trying not to show any reaction whatever happened. 

Edwin heard Sophie open the office door. “Mr. Humphries, sir.”

Edwin thought he might faint from relief. Only Mr. Humphries. He could hear Mr. Brideson shuffle in his chair and Mr. Humphries enter the room. He must have followed Sophie rather than wait to be summoned. “Good afternoon, sir. Just came to let you know that there have been no changes reported to the arrival of the Wind Runner.”

Mr. Brideson looked as if he were trying not to laugh. “Thank you for bringing that news. I am very pleased to know that absolutely nothing has changed since yesterday. I’m sure you remember Mr. Martin?”

“’Course I do. Nice to see you decided to take the position, Martin.”

Edwin thought Mr. Humphries really meant it, and that pleased him. “Thank you, sir.”

“As you’re here, Humphries, you may as well have a look at what we’re going to be getting.”

“Not more of those dragons, I hope.”

Mr. Brideson smiled. “That’s something we’ll want you to look at, Martin. Some dragon vases that are quite ferocious. We’d like to know what they’re meant to be.”

“They’re probably yazi, which can be quite fierce, or perhaps bi’an,” Edwin answered before he remembered that he shouldn’t seem too knowledgeable lest they wonder where he learned all of it. But then he couldn’t help letting the accent of the docks drop from his voice almost as soon as he’d entered Mr. Brideson’s office, and he’d rambled on about the vases while they ate, so perhaps it didn’t matter as much as he’d thought.

Mr. Brideson didn’t seem to find his knowledge odd. “We’ll let you have a proper look at it next time we’re at the warehouse. Here’s what we have so far, Humphries.”

Edwin bent over his translations again as Mr. Humphries pulled a chair over to Mr. Brideson’s desk and looked over the papers with him.

While he worked, Edwin could hear Mr. Humphries and Mr. Brideson talking softly. It blended into the background, occasionally letting him hear snippets of the conversation that seemed to range from the kinds of goods expected to the number of men to hire for the unloading to the delivery of goods to the shops. The last made Edwin curious enough to pause and listen. He recognized several shop names and realized that Mr. Brideson was selling to some of the most exclusive decorators in town. No wonder the man had the kind of money he saw reflected all around him. 

Eventually, Mr. Humphries got up and stretched and left the office. Mr. Brideson pulled out his pocket watch. “That’s enough for today, Martin. You can put your things away and leave.”

“Yes, sir.” Edwin wouldn’t have minded staying longer. The room was warm and more comfortable than the one he was going back to, but he certainly couldn’t say that. He closed the ledger book and neatened the stacks of paper on his desk. He didn’t want to seem too eager to leave but he didn’t want to linger too long and be in the way.

“Are you enjoying the work, Martin?”

“Very much, sir.”

“Good. Then I’ll see you here tomorrow.”

“Right, sir.” Edwin gave the desk a final straighten then went into the front hall and gathered his hat. It had been the most interesting day since he’d been forced to the docks, and he was determined to think about that on his way home, not all of the places with food set out trying to entice passersby with the smells. He would simply make do until he was paid. That was what he had told himself. He’d had a good meal already that day; it should last him the evening. And a few days hungry was worth it to be able to work in a nice office, translating interesting things, looking at objets d’arts, copying a few invoices with Mr. Brideson to look at and... No, he was not going to think like that either. He caught the knob on the front door and turned it. Mr. Brideson was merely a kind man who had decided to give him a chance.

“Leaving, Martin?”

Edwin turned. “Yes, Mr. Humphries. Mr. Brideson said we were done for the day.” Had he been expected to see if Mr. Humphries needed him for anything? He didn’t really know how these sorts of jobs worked, just day labor at the docks where getting paid meant he was done.

“I’m sure you were, I just wanted to wish you a good night and tell you I’m glad you decided to accept. We did need someone who could translate since I don’t trust Kittering or any of the others really.” Mr. Humphries gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder then pressed a cloth-wrapped bundle into his hand. “Don’t say anything, just take it and go home. I’ll see you when you’re at the warehouse.”

Edwin thought he should say something, but the bundle was warm in his hand and smelled like pepper and herbs. Mr. Humphries gave him a little push towards the door, so he whispered, “Thank you,” and hurried down the front steps.

 

Allen stayed at his desk until he heard the front door close, then he went to look at Martin’s work. The man had left his desk very tidy. Allen wondered if that was his normal inclination or if he had done so to impress his new employer. Allen flipped the ledger open and saw that Martin had filled it out in a neat, firm hand, everything clearly legible and no confusion between “1” and “7” or “4” and “9.” The notes he had made for himself were sloppier, but still looked like they were made by someone who had been taught proper writing and grammar. Allen was pleased. He wanted Martin to do well. It had been pleasant to have someone in the office with him, even if they hadn’t spoken much. He had Humphries, of course, but his foreman spent most of his time at the warehouse, and Allen was fairly certain Humphries had only come to the house today to see if Martin had come. Besides, the little they had spoken had shown Martin to be intelligent and far more knowledgeable about art and the East than he had let on. Allen was looking forward to having him around when it was time to order new merchandise.

He was interrupted by the sound of Humphries’s boots clomping through the door. He didn’t look up as he said, “I think it went well, don’t you?”

“He’s a fine fellow, but you should have given him something.”

Allen looked up. “What?” Humphries seemed annoyed. What had he done to annoy him?

“A couple of coins.”

“I’m not going to stiff him. He’ll get paid on Friday, same as you.”

“Didn’t you wonder why he took jobs mucking out ships or hauling coal when he couldn’t work in the warehouses? He needed the money. I’ll bet he barely got paid enough to cover one day’s food and lodgings. And I’ll bet you double he spent every penny he had saved on those clothes and a bath this morning. So what’s he going to eat tonight?”

Allen felt his heart sink. He’d tried, really tried to help, but he’d missed so much. “Go after him, Humphries. Tell him I forgot.”

Humphries smiled a little. “S’all right. I got a bit of the servants’ dinner for him. Lucky it was meat pie and not soup.”

Allen dropped into his chair. “Why are you smiling?”

“Most bosses would say they gave him luncheon.”

“I did give him luncheon. What does that have to do with supper?”

“Exactly.”

Allen shook his head. Some days he didn’t understand Humphries at all. “I had a bath for him when he came. I suppose that was wrong.”

“No, it was kind. You didn’t know him. Neither did I. But now we see. Man like that would do everything he could to show up here clean and properly dressed, same as you would.”

Allen sighed. “Am I making a mistake, Humphries?”

“Now how would you feel if you were a man like him and a man like you offered you a job because of some quirk of knowledge you’d picked up along the way?”

Allen smiled. “I think we’ll work late tomorrow. He may have to stay for dinner with us. I’ll let Mrs. Armstrong know we’ll be needing something brought into the office.”

“And next day’s Friday.”

“Now I just need to find something to occupy us for the whole day.” He scanned the desk. “I was going to make Kittering wait for another order after the mistakes in the last one, but perhaps I ought to order something.”

“If he hadn’t made the mistakes, we wouldn’t have found Martin, now would we?”

Allen tried not to smile. Surely that wasn’t a consideration at all. “Martin seemed to think the mistakes were true mistakes and not intentional. Perhaps he’d hired a new clerk. I’d hate to get someone in trouble for being new.”

“So you’ll be making an order tomorrow?”

Allen remembered how enthusiastic Martin had been discussing the vases. He couldn’t wait to see how he reacted to ordering anything they thought would sell. “If I do, I can send him a list of the mistakes at once so they can be corrected before they’ve gone too far.”

Humphries grinned at him. “That’s it, I’m sure. I’ll be on my way then.”

“Good night,” Allen called after him. 

 

Edwin waited until he got to his room to unwrap the napkin. Meat pie. A whole large slice of meat pie. It was cold by then, but he could tell it was a proper pie, with real meat, probably what had been left over from lunch, and a nice crust. He took out the half-empty bottle of ale and set it on the table. He’d have to figure something out in the morning, but this deserved a proper treat. 

The pie was as good as he’d hoped, with spices and carrots and proper meat. He was careful to savor each bite. He was tempted to wash it down with the ale, but he didn’t want to drink the water from the pump in the yard, and he wouldn’t be able to afford another bottle of ale until he was paid, so he sipped carefully and saved a bit to have before he left for work. There was no chance of picking up an odd job before he was paid. Any of the night jobs he usually took would leave him too dirty to go back to Mr. Brideson’s without a bath, and the bath would take more than he’d earn. He’d simply have to scrimp until Friday, and if it wasn’t a week to be paid, he’d take as many jobs as he could when the office was closed on Saturday and Sunday.  

Unless there was work in the office on Saturday. He’d have to ask. But even then, there would be work on the docks for him on Sunday, plenty if he wasn’t too nice about what he took. At least mucking was reliable work. He’d gone as much as three days without a job when the weather had been too bad to let ships in. He’d manage. He licked the last of the pie from his fingers, wanting to get every drop he could, then wiped his hands on his old shirt and hung the new clothes carefully from the cleanest nail on the wall. It wouldn’t do to arrive at work in crumpled, slept-in clothes. He slid under his blanket and tried to think of a way to thank Mr. Humphries for his kindness, but all that he could think about was Mr. Brideson. Strange that the man should have noticed him. But he would have noticed Mr. Brideson anywhere.

 

When Humphries and Martin were gone, Allen couldn’t find a way to settle. He paced the study upstairs, then went to the office to get a bit of work done and ended up pacing there as well. In the end, he got his hat and coat and went to his club. The change of scene would do him good, or so he told himself. And there was not a single reminder of Martin there. 

Normally, the club relaxed him. There were people to talk to if he wanted, a reading room if he didn’t, good food, but none of it worked. The food made him wonder if Martin had enough to eat, enough to last until he was paid, and what the man had done before when there hadn’t been work. The conversation seemed insipid and dull after the afternoon he’d spent with Martin and Humphries. Martin was intelligent, with a good knowledge of art that he tried to hide. So was his knowledge in some way connected to the past he was hiding from?

Allen went to the reading room and hid behind a newspaper. So what to make of Martin? Allen was quite certain he had not learned his Japanese from some well-traveled sailor. He knew too much, and the accent that crept out when he was deeply engrossed in something was refined and educated. No, the man had fallen on hard times. But from where?

A missionary’s son perhaps. There were missionaries in the Orient. But he said he read the languages but didn’t speak them. It would be the other way around if he’d been there. A son who had been left behind then, in some school, who learned from his parents’ letters. That fit. Or perhaps he was the son of a scholar. That fit as well. Or a schoolmaster—no, that didn’t account for the language. 

Allen threw down the newspaper and went to retrieve his hat and coat. It wouldn’t do to be late in the morning when Martin arrived. It wouldn’t look right. That was the only reason.

 

 


Chapter 5

 

EDWIN WOKE UP TO THE SOUND of rain pounding against the window and groaned. Any job he’d get would be twice as filthy as the rain turned the muck into a sucking, splattering sludge. And then he remembered he didn’t have to look for work on the docks. He had a job with Mr. Brideson. He was going to be in the office reading papers or cataloging something, not slogging through filth. He pulled himself out of bed and shivered as he went to the cupboard. There wasn’t enough of the ale to stretch, so he used it to wash down a bit of the bread that was there. He’d have to worry about supper later. First, he had to get to Brideson’s.

As he only had the one respectable suit of clothes, there was no question of what to wear, only how to get to the house. There hadn’t been enough money to replace his overcoat, which had been with him through every rain-soaked day since he’d come to the docks, and he’d foolishly hoped he could manage without one until he was paid, but not in the rain pouring outside his window. He’d end up drenched even with it. Without it, he might never dry out. He turned his coat wrong side out—at least any stains it picked up from the overcoat wouldn’t be visible to Mr. Brideson—and pulled the overcoat on top of it. Maybe the rain would wash off enough of the dirt to make it look somewhat respectable by the time he got to Piccadilly. He forced his feet into the poorly fitting shoes and left his rooms.

 

{---*---}

 

By the time Edwin arrived at Mr. Brideson’s house, the rain had gotten worse, bad enough that he could barely see where he was going. But arrive he did. He wasn’t about to risk this job by being late. Only when Edwin arrived at the house, he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do. The first day, he’d gone to the front door out of habit, but he supposed he was meant to go to the tradesman’s door, only no matter how hard he tried to look through the rain, he couldn’t see where the stairs leading down to it were, and he wasn’t sure if he could manage to descend them without slipping on the way down and risking broken bones and causing Mr. Brideson more difficulties. He decided to try the front door again and apologize profusely if anyone objected.

The door was opened by the maid he’d seen the day before. “Sorry, I didn’t know what door to go to.”

She shrugged and stepped aside so he could enter. “He’s in the office, so this will be shorter for you. And you wouldn’t want to take those steps in this weather, not if you’re not used to them. They’re slippery as anything. We sneak out the front door if we can on days like this. And I think Mr. Brideson knows as he generally looks the other way when we do. But let me take your coat.”

“It’s dripping terribly.” And it hadn’t been terribly clean to begin with.

“I’ll put it in the hall here. Got newspaper down already to catch the drips and floor’ll have to be washed after this rain anyways, so it can drip there in peace.”

“Thank you.” He took off his coat but ignored her offer to take it, hanging it where she’d indicated himself, and as far back as he could manage. Sophie—he was pleased he remembered her name—didn’t seem to find him wearing his coat inside out odd and waited for him to right it before starting down the hall. Edwin moved to follow her to the office until he heard his shoes squelch against the floor and stopped. Sophie glanced behind to see what the problem was. “I don’t want to ruin the carpets,” he said, feeling embarrassed by the state of his shoes.

Sophie smiled at him, which made him more comfortable at once. “Nice of you to think of it. No one ever seems to.” She stared like she wasn’t quite sure how to advise him on that subject. 

He wasn’t sure himself, but the least humiliating solution seemed to be to take them off. “Mind if I leave them with the coat?”

“Not if you don’t. I’ll have Charlie—he’s the hall-boy—I’ll have him clean them for you.”

“Don’t bother. They’ll just get dirty when I go out again.” And poor old Charlie had probably never dealt with anything like what covered his shoes.

“If you’re certain.”

He nodded and lined his shoes up on the newspaper, as far back as he could manage so they wouldn’t be noticed by anyone calling on Mr. Brideson.

“Just go on through to the office then. Mr. Brideson had me lay out some tea for you and Mr. Humphries. Warm you up after being out in that foul weather.”

After the meager breakfast he’d had before the long walk, anything was welcome. “That was kind of him.”

Sophie nodded and went back to her work.

Mr. Brideson was already in the office when he entered. “Sorry I’m late, sir.”

Mr. Brideson glanced at his watch. “You aren’t. I came down early. Help yourself to the tea and scones. When you’re ready to start, there are some descriptions there I wanted you to look at. We’ll be preparing a new order for Kittering, so I’ll be wanting you to make a list of the mistakes you found as well.”

Mr. Brideson didn’t look up again, so Edwin was able to slip over to the tea tray and fill a plate and make it to his desk without having to explain his stocking feet. The scones were the best he’d had in years, not that that was hard to accomplish, and the tea fresh and hot. He savored both for a moment, then turned to the papers. They proved to be a set of descriptions that seemed to have been taken from a catalog. He recognized some of the pieces as things he had seen on his first day working with Mr. Brideson at the warehouse. There were several interesting descriptions of items he hadn’t seen as well, including some cloth he would love to have a look at in person and a description of some scrolls that were most intriguing.

“I didn’t mean for you to start at once. You’re a good twenty minutes before time. I’m only here because I didn’t want to be in the way as they cleared the breakfast room. Enjoy your tea.”

“I don’t mind, and I wanted to be certain I wasn’t late with the rain and all.”

Mr. Brideson looked like he wanted to say more, but he held his tongue and went back to his papers.

Edwin enjoyed the food while he read over the descriptions, making notes on what he thought could have been translated more accurately and noting any mistakes he found. He was relieved that Mr. Brideson was letting this Kittering person have a second chance. He would have hated to be the cause of someone losing their job in a foreign land unless the person were truly unfit for it.

He’d made it through most of the first stack when he heard Mr. Brideson shuffling through the papers on his desk. “Do you have the orders from Pennington’s shop there?”

Edwin flipped through the papers Mr. Brideson had given him. “Right here, sir.” When Mr. Brideson didn’t respond, he realized he was expected to bring the papers over to him. If he went quickly, Mr. Brideson would still be looking at his desk and wouldn’t notice his stocking feet. At least he hoped he wouldn’t notice. Edwin took the orders and crossed the room, trying not to do anything to attract attention.

Mr. Brideson looked up as he approached. “Oh, thank you. He was looking for silk last time. I’ll want your opinion on what would be similar to what he’s been ordering. I think he’d like something striking for when the Season starts. And if not, I can always sell it myself. I should have a shop by then.”

Edwin nodded. The shop. That seemed like the beginning of the end. So Mr. Brideson expected to have a shop in time to sell for the Season. That meant fall, or winter at the latest. Not so long at all. And the way he’d spoken of Almack’s over lunch the day before, clearly he was looking forward to the marriage mart. Edwin put the papers on Mr. Brideson’s desk and stepped back, forgetting for a moment he was trying to move quickly and hide his feet.

Mr. Brideson reached out to gather the papers and glanced down at them. That put Edwin’s feet in his line of sight. Edwin froze. He probably ought to have run to his desk, he told himself, but he couldn’t make his feet move. What must Mr. Brideson think? He hadn’t bothered to spend money on new socks, so his were grubby from his former jobs, still damp from the rain, with four visible holes in them, one of which let his toe poke out, the one with the start of a blister from his ill-fitting shoes. He waited for Mr. Brideson to say something.

“Did you happen to see the orders from Mr. Barrington in that stack?”

Edwin relaxed. He wouldn’t have to explain why he was walking about in his stocking feet. “I’ll check, sir.”

“Very good. I’ll be back in a moment.”

Edwin went back through the papers and found the orders in question. He put them neatly on Mr. Brideson’s desk next to the other ones then hurried back to his own desk so he could hide his feet again.

Edwin was working on the next list of descriptions when Mr. Brideson came back into the room. Edwin was trying to decide between two possible translations, so he didn’t notice immediately when Mr. Brideson went not to his own desk, but to Edwin’s. When he did realize, he looked up at once. “Sir?”

Mr. Brideson held out a pair of scuffed carpet slippers. “They’ll keep your feet warmer. Don’t want to catch a chill.”

Edwin stared at the slippers. They were clearly used but still in excellent condition. He thought he recognized them from the stock he’d looked at. A sample pair perhaps. He thought of saying no, but when he looked up, Mr. Brideson was looking at him with a sort of nervous stare, the same sort of look Edwin thought he’d had on his face when he was wondering if it was acceptable for him to use the front door. That decided him. “Thank you, sir. I didn’t want to track mud all through the house, and my shoes...”

Mr. Brideson looked relieved. “I’m sure Sophie appreciated that.” He went back to his desk and began reviewing the stock list.

They sat in silence until the clock in the hall struck nine, then Mr. Brideson seemed to think he could start the day properly. “We’re going to be sending another order to Kittering, but after his last, I wanted to be certain he’s gotten the translation correct. I’d hate to think I was ordering twenty copies of Ladies in a Garden only to discover when it came that it was...”

Edwin grinned. “Illustrations from Mr. Kittering’s Guide to Hong Kong Ladies?”

Mr. Brideson chuckled. “I don’t think that would go over very well with the patronesses of Almack’s.”

“I suppose not, but their husbands might be more accommodating.” Edwin returned to the papers on his desk and continued checking the translations. 

The stock lists took most of the morning, and Edwin found several errors, although none that would be as disastrous as they had imagined. He also found several items he would have liked to see in person: jade carvings, cinnabar balls, something that was translated as a scholar screen, and countless painted scrolls and screens showing things he’d read about but never actually seen. But it would be months before the things arrived, and Mr. Brideson would have his shop by then, and Edwin would have to leave if he’d managed to avoid discovery that long, but he allowed himself to imagine what it would be like to stay and see such things arrive. If only he really were Edwin Martin.

Preparing the order for Mr. Kittering took the rest of the day. Once the translations of the new catalog were checked, Mr. Brideson had determined what he was going to order while Edwin made lists of the mistakes he found in the old orders to be passed on to Mr. Kittering. Fortunately, none of them were terrible, so Edwin didn’t have to worry about the translator. Occasionally Mr. Brideson would ask him questions about the lists, if he thought a certain fabric sounded like it might be popular, what he thought of certain vases, and at one point, if he thought a statue of a lion would look nice outside the dining room. Edwin couldn’t tell if Mr. Brideson was asking questions to hear how things sounded out loud or if he really wanted Edwin’s views on the subjects, but he answered honestly. Apparently a knowledge of art fit in with whatever story Mr. Brideson had concocted in his mind to explain Edwin’s past, so there was no need to hide it. Once the orders were finalized, Mr. Brideson had him translate parts back into the original languages in case that helped Mr. Kittering’s staff get them right. 

When they broke for supper and Mr. Brideson insisted he stay to eat so they could finish up afterwards, Edwin began to wonder if some of the work was motivated by Mr. Brideson knowing that he had nothing in his rooms to eat that night, but he couldn’t figure out how Mr. Brideson would have known that. He briefly considered deferring, but there was no polite way to do it, and the thought of his empty cupboards made him grateful for the meal.

His suspicions only intensified when Mr. Brideson declared them finished half an hour after they’d eaten, but the meal had been excellent, and Mr. Brideson had chatted easily about nothing of any importance and made him feel so welcome that Edwin didn’t want to mention it. However, he was surprised when Mr. Brideson followed him into the front hall and began putting on his own coat. “Let me get my carriage to take you home, at least partway. I’m going to my club. I can drop you somewhere.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“Would you like me to send someone to find you a hack?”

“No, that’s fine.”

“I’ll show you where to get one at least.”

“No, no I’m... I’m going... I’d rather walk.”

Mr. Brideson paused, one arm in his coat. “Where do you live?”

“I have lodgings, down by the docks.”

“You can’t walk to the docks and back every day.” 

“Of course I can. It’s not so far.”

Mr. Brideson did not look convinced. “Let me take you partway at least. It’s my fault you’re out so late.”

“You’re very kind, but I’m fine on my own.”

Mr. Brideson looked ready to protest again, but seemed to think better of it. “If you’re certain. We’ll be working at the warehouse tomorrow. I’ll want to have Humphries look over the orders before I send them out, and I’ll want you to note down the mislabeled crates. Both will be easier to do there, so you might as well go straight to the warehouse instead of coming here. If you get there before I do, just let Humphries know. He’s aware that we’ll be ordering soon.”

Edwin wondered if this was another attempt to help him somehow, but Mr. Brideson’s reasons seemed logical, so he merely said, “Very good, sir,” and left.

On the walk home, Edwin thought about the possibility of being paid the next day. A whole guinea to spend. Not that he’d spend the whole thing. If Mr. Brideson planned to open his shop by the Season, he didn’t have long at all; he’d have to save as much as he could. But still, he could buy necessities without worry. Unless he was paid an actual guinea coin. That would be difficult. Most of the places he would buy things from would hesitate to give change for one, and even those that did would make it hard for him to bargain. They wouldn’t care that he had to make the coin last a week and hopefully have some left to save, only that he had a whole guinea to spend. And then if he were seen with it, there was always the chance that he would be robbed.

Edwin sighed. Only he could find the problem with being paid a guinea a week. He would just have to find someplace where he could use it without being cheated. He watched the better quality places he passed near the docks, the ones he never would have thought of entering a few days earlier. There was a pub that looked respectable, almost the sort of place he might once have gone. That would do. If he were paid in a guinea coin, he would treat himself to a pub dinner and ask for small coins as change. That would be simple enough. He’d just have to be careful. Between the dinner he’d gotten at Mr. Brideson’s and the chance of a pub dinner, how would he go back to greasy pies made of things he didn’t want to think too hard about?

 

Allen hadn’t intended to go to his club again, but it had been the only excuse he could think of to tell Martin for having the carriage out. And once Martin turned down his offer of a ride, he couldn’t very well say he’d changed his mind, so he’d been forced to go, which had been an exercise in boredom. Having already had an excellent supper at home, there was no reason to eat there, and he ended up acting as an audience for several of the members as they talked about several new scandals, none of which held much interest that evening. His opinion was asked on the betting books, which he found ridiculous so hedged, and on Covent Garden ladies, which interested him even less. 

Allen stayed as short a time as he could then went home to bed so he would be awake in time to go to the warehouse and meet Martin and Humphries. All that for a man in his employ, Allen muttered to himself as he got into bed. Trying to save him a walk back to the docks which would take him at least an hour, more in the rain and those shoes that clearly didn’t fit him well. But he supposed that wouldn’t seem too horrible for a man used to spending his days hauling crates and barrels around. Why on earth was he spending so much time and trouble on an employee? Perhaps the notion of noblesse oblige was rubbing off on him from those fools at the club. That had to be it. Nothing to do with the way Martin looked surprised and grateful for any small kindness. Or the way he bit his lip when he was concentrating on a passage. Or the way his eyes lit up when they were discussing some particularly fine examples of ceramics or screens.  He’d have to order some more screens. Only because the one he’d given Lady Clairmont had proven so popular, no other reason at all. He’d ask Martin for his opinion on which ones he should request. 

 

{---*---}

 

Edwin enjoyed his day at the warehouse. There was still some climbing and moving of crates as he checked the labels, but not the back-breaking work he’d done before. And Mr. Brideson was there often, wanting to know how he was getting on and if he thought there were more problems than they knew about. Mr. Brideson sent Mr. Humphries out for lunch again, and the three of them ate in the office and listened to Mr. Humphries tell them about a fight he was planning on attending. Apparently he knew someone who could get him in. Edwin had no interest in boxing, but he liked Mr. Humphries and he liked the easy way Mr. Brideson spoke to him, as if they were really friends despite their difference in status. If he’d really been Edwin Martin, perhaps he could have been friends with Mr. Brideson as well.

It was the hanging scrolls that were his undoing. When he found them in one of the obscure, short, second-floor storage areas, he couldn’t help but stop and translate them, which he told himself was part of what Mr. Brideson wanted, to see if the translations he’d been given were substantially correct. Edwin became so engrossed in his work, he didn’t realize the day laborers had finished and gone home until he heard Mr. Humphries call him from the warehouse floor. “Himself’ll be wanting to see us.”

Edwin hurried down to the main floor. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be distracted.”

But Mr. Humphries just smiled. “It’s all right. You were working. Come on. The office.”

In the office, Edwin sat at the desk he’d been given and finished the list of mistakes for Mr. Kittering. It wasn’t as long as they had feared it would be. While he finished up, he could see Mr. Brideson opening the safe under the desk. Edwin folded away the letter and watched Mr. Humphries lean on the end of the desk. Mr. Brideson didn’t seem bothered by the fact that Mr. Humphries could see everything he did, so Edwin assumed Mr. Humphries was trusted with everything in the safe. Mr. Brideson took out a lockbox and opened it. He poured a handful of coins into a pouch and handed it to Mr. Humphries, who locked it in the drawer of his desk. Edwin recognized it as the bag Mr. Humphries carried to pay the workers at the end of the day. Then Mr. Brideson made several neat stacks of coins on his desk. Mr. Humphries returned to the desk and stood in such a way that Edwin couldn’t see exactly how much there was, but Mr. Humphries nodded when it was done and scooped up the coins and put them in his pocket.

Mr. Brideson turned to him. “Your turn, Mr. Martin.”

Edwin relaxed just a little. He hadn’t realized how much he’d been dreading the thought of not being paid yet, especially since he had been lucky in Mr. Humphries’s and Mr. Brideson’s kindness during the week. He went to the desk and watched as Mr. Brideson laid the money out on his desk. Four stacks of five shillings each, and two stacks of six pence each. Mr. Brideson closed the money box when he’d finished. “There we are, one guinea.”

And in small coins. He’d have no trouble spending them, and he could hide them all about the room so if he was robbed, they might not get it all. “Thank you, sir.”

Mr. Humphries laughed. “First pay packet, lad. You ought to celebrate.”

Edwin smiled a little and tucked the money into his various pockets. It would be a long time before he could properly enjoy spending money again.

“I’ll take you somewhere. Nice pint and some chops, then maybe a pretty light-skirt. I know some good spots.”

Edwin opened his mouth to protest but the last bit caught him off guard, and he stared dumbly at Mr. Humphries.

“I see, you don’t want a nicely turned-out bosom; you prefer a well-filled-out pair of breeches. Can’t help you there, I’m afraid. Have to ask himself.”

“Humphries, that’s quite enough.”

Edwin turned to see Mr. Brideson had gone bright red.

Mr. Humphries was laughing. “What’s wrong? We’re the only ones here.”

“You should go home, Humphries.”

“Aye, sir. There going to be any work tomorrow?”

“As the orders are finished, no, I don’t think so. You’re free until Monday.”

Mr. Humphries gave Mr. Brideson a mocking salute, winked at Edwin, and left the office.

“I’m sorry about Humphries. He’s...” Mr. Brideson waved his hand, trying to come up with something while he stared at the desk, even though there was nothing there to look at.

Mr. Brideson was nervous, that was it. He was as nervous as Edwin felt. All Edwin could think about was making Mr. Brideson feel comfortable after all his kindness. “He’s not wrong about me.”

Mr. Brideson looked up and smiled a little, clearly more comfortable. “I’ve found him to be right about many things. Including celebrating. You should do something. Despite what he says, I don’t know where you could hire a well-filled pair of breeches I think it was?”

Edwin smiled. “It’s all right, I know where. I mean I’ve never hired... I mean I... when I looked like someone someone would pay to be with.” He glanced down at his hands that still looked like they had muck in the creases and murmured, “Too late now,” before he could catch himself.

“You still look like someone who... I mean...”

Edwin laughed. He’d never seen Mr. Brideson so unsure. “I’ll say you mean to compliment and leave it at that?”

“I’d appreciate it. Come along. We’ll have dinner together. Fish pies at the pub on the corner. I’ll pay.”

“You’re paying to take me to dinner to celebrate paying me?”

Mr. Brideson picked up his overcoat. “It makes more sense when Humphries says it.”

“No it doesn’t; he’s just harder to argue with.”

“Shall I call him back?”

Edwin shook his head. “No, you’ve been too kind already. I know all of those meals were for my benefit.”

“You have Humphries to thank for those, not me. It never occurred to me that you would—have your finances set for being paid on a daily basis and have to transition to the weekly schedule.”

Edwin couldn’t help laughing. “That was a very polite way of saying I was flat broke and too poor to have anything saved. And it was still kind of you.” There was something sweet about how hard Mr. Brideson was trying to be kind and tactful at the same time. It made Edwin feel very warmly towards him, but unlike most times, in a purely friendly way. “I suppose fish pie does sound good.”

“Excellent. Come along then.”

“But next time you’ll let me treat.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Edwin felt a tightness at the thought of spending money he didn’t need to. At the same time, it felt good to be able to make the offer.

Mr. Brideson shrugged. “We’ll decide then.”

Which was his way of saying no. Edwin didn’t argue and followed him out the door.

 

The pub proved to be the one Edwin had considered going to if he’d needed to use a guinea coin. It was much as he remembered the pubs around the college, but he supposed they didn’t change. Mr. Brideson chatted easily now that he had gotten past the difficult points. “Humphries says the fish pie is excellent, which is why I suggested it, but order whatever you like.”

“I’m sure if Humphries says...”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of his taste.” But he ordered the same for both of them. When they were settled and waiting for their food, he asked, “Do you have plans for your time off?”

He did, but as they involved taking as many jobs on the docks as he could find, he didn’t feel like sharing them. “Nothing definite. Do you?” 

Mr. Brideson seemed disappointed in the answer but didn’t press. “I’ve been invited to Mrs. Rollins’s for a musical evening, and I ought to go. She is the cousin of Mrs. Brooking, who in turn is a friend of Lady Jersey, the patroness at Almack’s, through her older sister who is Lady Gorworth.”

Edwin smiled as he watched Mr. Brideson sorting through the names. There had been so much to keep track of when he’d been out in company. “It seems like quite a bit of work to keep that all straight.”

“I suppose it is, although it’s nothing compared to the scandals. You don’t want to go on about the dishonor of unpaid debts to someone who hasn’t paid his. Or accidentally tell a story of someone’s affair with an actress in front of him and his wife. That happened to someone at the last musical evening I was at.” He chuckled.

Edwin was relieved when the food arrived and gave the pie his full attention. He hated thinking of Mr. Brideson as one of the people he’d known who took pleasure in the scandals and misfortunes of others. No, he hated thinking of Mr. Brideson as one of the people who’d taken pleasure in his scandal and in his misfortune. 

“Are you all right, Martin?”

So he wasn’t doing as good of a job of hiding his feelings as he’d thought. Edwin looked down at his meal. “I lost my taste for scandal a long time ago.”

“Wouldn’t last long in the ton then. They live for scandal.”

“I know. So I’ve heard.”

“Mind if I ask what did it?”

He tried to sound casual. “Oh, the Martford affair mainly.”

“That was a sad one. To think a whole family would betray the realm like that. But most of the scandals aren’t so serious. Who’s having an affair. Who insulted who. Who’s in danger of running out of money. I don’t know how I’m ever going to keep it all straight.” Mr. Brideson poked at a bit of fish.

At least that was something Edwin could offer advice on. “Don’t add anything to the conversation. Nod your head, look interested, and if you’re asked to comment, say you don’t know enough about the parties involved and defer to the judgment of whoever’s speaking. Then you won’t risk offending someone by saying their bet is marked ‘unpaid’ at White’s when in reality they’ve been carrying on with an opera dancer.”

Mr. Brideson laughed. “That does sound safest. But I didn’t ask you here to get your views on discussing scandal. Although I was going to ask your views on something else on Monday. The printed screens Haverson has listed in his inventory. I was going to order some but I wanted to be sure of the translations.” 

 

Mr. Brideson didn’t stay very long after they’d finished their food, although Edwin almost thought he seemed reluctant to leave when he realized lingering any longer over their discussion of garden scenes would prevent him from being able to change before he had to be at Mrs. Rollins’s. As he left, Mr. Brideson said, “Perhaps on Monday we can look over some of the other paintings I’ve been collecting.” Edwin wondered if Mr. Brideson had found their conversation as interesting as he had, but Mr. Brideson was interested in the ton, and that was not the sort of thing a gentleman discussed in that company unless he was deciding to have a portrait painted. It was a pity he wasn’t really Edwin Martin. Then perhaps he could have another dinner like that with Mr. Brideson, talking about the lovely things he sold, perhaps even go to a lecture together or the panorama if they had something from the East there. Edwin turned his steps towards his little room.

Back in his room, Edwin lined the coins up on his table and stared at them. A whole guinea. If he really were Edwin Martin, he’d be planning now, thinking of how much to save towards better lodgings, thinking about neighborhoods where he could move away from the docks. There were at least three good candidates between the docks and Mr. Brideson’s residence, all convenient to both, all better than where he was now. Edwin Martin might even ask Mr. Humphries out for a drink to talk about where he lived and if he had any suggestions. And Edwin Martin would be very happy right then, with a good job and a good boss. And Mr. Brideson was a very good boss, kind and considerate and intelligent, and if he thought about those things then maybe he would stop thinking about how beautiful he was when he smiled or the way his eyes crinkled up when he laughed or...

But he wasn’t Edwin Martin, a down-on-his-luck whatever Mr. Brideson thought he was. He was Edwin Gilford, son of the traitor Lord Martford. And that meant this was not going to last. He gathered up the coins and began hiding them around the room.

 

 


Chapter 6

 

SATURDAY MORNING, EDWIN WENT to the market and treated himself to a good bit of cheese and bought enough other provisions to last the week, then back to the Rag Fair for a second shirt so he would be able to change something he wore and an overcoat that hadn’t spent three years mucking stalls. There was enough money left over for rent and a bath on Sunday and a little sliver of bergamot soap that reminded him of who he’d been before. If only Mr. Brideson could have seen him then. He doubted he’d been considered handsome, but it would have been an improvement over the rough fellow he was now. He reminded himself he couldn’t get used to this prosperity. If he let his hands get soft and body forget what it was like to shovel and haul all day, it would be that much harder to go back when Mr. Brideson figured out who he was. Besides, money was money, and he wasn’t wealthy enough to waste a bath on Sunday. He got his purchases back to his rooms, hid the rest of the money in three places, and changed into his oldest clothes. 

At the docks, he took the worst of the mucking jobs and realized his body had already started to forget the hard work. To punish it for the lapse, he went out again on Sunday, in the rain, and took as many jobs as he could string together, then collapsed into the tub at the inn and scrubbed his skin raw, first with the soap they offered then with the bergamot he’d bought, so Mr. Brideson wouldn’t suspect what he’d spent his weekend doing. Then he wouldn’t have to answer questions. At least he told himself that. It had nothing to do with the way the man looked at him sometimes, as if he liked what he saw. And he couldn’t forget what Mr. Humphries had said. Mr. Brideson liked a well-filled-out pair of breeches, not that Mr. Brideson had anything to worry about in that area. He wondered if Mr. Brideson considered his well filled out, then immediately dunked his head under the water. To rinse out the soap, nothing else.

 

{---*---}

 

The rain hadn’t stopped by Monday morning, but at least he had a serviceable coat to wear out in it, Edwin thought as he looked out the window. He wouldn’t be able to do anything about the state his shoes arrived in, although he’d scrupulously cleaned them from the last storm, but perhaps the carpet slippers would have been left for him. He had a bit of bread and ale then ventured out into the rain.

When he arrived at Mr. Brideson’s house, he went to the front door again. Sophie hadn’t seemed to think it would be frowned upon, and it was closer to the office. He rang the bell and was surprised when Mr. Brideson himself opened the door. Edwin stuttered out, “Sophie seemed to think it would be all right... I mean it’s closer to the office... If you’d rather I went to the trade entrance...”

“I’d rather you came in out of the rain.” Mr. Brideson stepped aside so Edwin could enter. “And this door is fine. You’re right, it is closer to the office. That’s why I was close enough to answer it; I was on my way there.”

As Edwin stepped inside, he noticed Mr. Brideson was holding the carpet slippers he’d brought out the other day. Mr. Brideson followed Edwin’s gaze and didn’t seem to know what to do with them now that Edwin was here. He finally dropped them on the floor near the coatrack. “A new coat? You have a new coat.” Mr. Brideson seemed to cling to the distraction.

“Yes, it’s been so wet I thought it was worth the indulgence.” He wondered if Mr. Brideson had noticed his dreadful old coat when they’d both been in the hall on Thursday and realized Mr. Brideson must have as the one he was wearing now was clearly second-hand and could only be called new in relation to its current owner.

“A very sensible idea,” Mr. Brideson said smiling. Edwin could almost convince himself that Mr. Brideson was pleased he’d been able to get the coat, although Edwin was certain he was more likely pleased to have one less fifthly rag near his things. Edwin hung his coat and battered hat on the coat stand and changed his shoes for the carpet slippers. It was a surprisingly nice feeling to have something he could hang there without trying to hide it, even if the coat still looked shabby beside the others and he did put it on the farthest hook back. He moved towards the office, adjusting his cuffs as he went.

“How did that happen?” Mr. Brideson sounded very concerned.

Edwin glanced down and noticed a large bruise on his wrist, bad enough to be swelling a bit. He’d become so used to cuts and bruises when he worked, he no longer noticed them. He pulled the cuff down. “Nothing, I assure you.”

“If you got that climbing around at the warehouse on Friday, I’d like to know. I don’t want anything unsafe there.”

“No, no, it wasn’t there,” he hurried to assure Mr. Brideson. “Your warehouse is much better maintained than many I’ve seen.”

“If not there...” Mr. Brideson still sounded concerned.

Edwin turned towards the office so he wouldn’t have to look at him. Best to just tell him the truth and be done with it. “I took a few jobs while the office was closed. I must have done it then. Truly, it’s nothing to be concerned about. I’m used to worse.”

“If you need money, I can easily arrange for an advance on your wages.”

“It isn’t necessary.”

“But if you need the money...”

“It’s nothing like that, Mr. Brideson. I’d merely promised myself a bath on Sunday, and I didn’t want to waste it.”

“I only want to help.” Mr. Brideson put his hand on Edwin’s shoulder, touching a spot that was still sore. 

Edwin could tell Mr. Brideson meant it. He held himself still, willing himself not to respond to the touch. “You have helped, more than you can know, but good things don’t last for me, Mr. Brideson. They never have. And when this ends, it will be harder if I don’t remember who I am.”

Mr. Brideson squeezed his shoulder. It was a gentle motion, but it hit the spot that already ached and Edwin couldn’t stop himself from flinching. He couldn’t tell if Mr. Brideson noticed, but Mr. Brideson pulled back and led the way to the office. “I have the manifest from Haverson here. He had a ship come in, and I’d like you to take a look at it and tell me if you notice anything we should take a second look at.”

Edwin was grateful for the change of topic. “Of course.” 

The office was the same as it had been. Edwin sat at his desk and found a stack of translations on it. He pulled them towards him and dipped his pen.

Mr. Brideson pulled his chair closer to Edwin’s desk. Edwin swallowed and tried not to let the closeness distract him. Every time he looked down at the page, he could see the edge of Mr. Brideson’s close-fitting buff breeches and was reminded of Humphries’s teasing. He kept his eyes firmly on the page in front of him.

“I believe I mentioned I was going to order screens?”

A distraction. Edwin pounced on it. “Yes, you did. You wanted me to pay particular attention to those?”

Mr. Brideson nodded. “I gave one to my friend Lady Clairmont, and there has been a great deal of interest in it. I want to have some on hand should anyone choose to buy one. I wonder if you’d given it any thought?”

Edwin had given it a great deal of thought. It had made some of the worst jobs he’d taken bearable thinking about it. “If you would describe the one you gave Lady Clairmont, I could suggest some from Mr. Haverson which are similar. Then you would have some to sell at once, but not quite the same, so hers is still unique. I assume the one you gave her was antique? At the same time, you could ask Mr. Kittering to keep an eye out for any similar screens produced for export, in case they become popular.”

“Then the original group who started the fashion won’t think I’m making theirs less unique, while making the newer ones cheaper. That’s very clever.” 

Edwin tried not to grin at the compliment. “If you would describe Lady Clairmont’s so I would have an idea what to look for.”

“Of course.”

 

Mr. Brideson spent most of the day going over the catalogs from Mr. Haverson and preparing lists for Edwin to copy. Edwin stopped himself from offering opinions, sometimes barely as Mr. Haverson seemed to specialize in art which Edwin knew about, not wanting to upset Mr. Brideson. But Mr. Brideson frequently asked his opinion on items, and seemed to listen to the answers even when he didn’t always follow Edwin’s advice. In the late afternoon, Mr. Humphries arrived, this time with actual news on the weather and the plans for the arrival of the Wind Runner, and they spent a great deal of time showing him the orders and getting his views on what was in the warehouse inventory. By the time they’d started discussing plans for the actual arrival of the ship, it was time for supper, and it seemed Mrs. Armstrong had assumed they would both be staying, although even Edwin could see this time it was not strictly for his benefit.

 

When the plans for the arrival of the Wind Runner were finished, Allen found himself unexpectedly disappointed. He’d enjoyed spending the evening going over business with Martin and Humphries, and that surprised him. It had been a long while since he’d done something like that; normally he’d write up the orders himself and leave the warehouse to Humphries, catching each other up on the plans in short conversations whenever he was at the warehouse. But something about Martin’s quiet excitement about the whole thing had made Humphries more interested in what they were ordering, and Allen liked seeing the two of them interested in something. Besides, having Martin there giving ideas and offering bits of information had made it all more enjoyable. But it was late, and they had finished their work. Allen followed the pair into the foyer. He was reluctant to let them leave. Only because he had no social plans for the evening, he told himself, and it was both of them he wanted there, even if all he was picturing in his mind was sitting by the fire talking to Martin. That was only because Martin was the one sitting beside him in the office while Humphries spent most of his time at the warehouse.

Humphries took his time getting his outerwear sorted, while Martin pulled on his coat and hat quickly before there could be any suggestion of leaving with Humphries. But when Martin pulled the door open, he was almost blown back by the gust of cold wind that blew through.

Allen wasn’t about to let him walk home in that storm, even if he hadn’t been searching for a way to ask him to stay. “Would you care to spend the night? There are plenty of guest rooms here.”

Martin shook his head quickly. “No, I’ll be fine.”

Allen wanted to do something, but Martin turned down every offer of kindness, even saying he was used to the scrapes and bruises Allen had noticed that morning, as if kindness were something he couldn’t trust, although he always seemed so grateful for it when Allen managed to do something for him. “At least let me summon a hack for you.”

“No, no. I’m fine.”

“Now lad,” Humphries said as he leaned on the side table. “I never turn down a chance at a nice bed here. There might be a dram of Scotch included. A nice fire.”

Allen was about to point out that Humphries hadn’t been asked, when he realized he couldn’t, not if he wanted Martin to stay. Humphries had him, and from his grin he knew it. It wouldn’t do to single one out over the other, and why would he anyways? “Were you staying Humphries?”

Humphries grabbed his hat from the rack. “Can’t tonight. My cousin knows someone who can get us into the Ryan fight. Not going to let a little rain stop me from seeing one of Jackson’s own protégés in his first bout. I’d ask you two, but I don’t know how many he can get through. But I will take the offer of a hack.”

Allen could tell from Humphries’s expression he knew Allen had no choice but to agree and he was enjoying the game. Allen pulled a few coins from his pocket and handed them over. “You can find it yourself.”

Humphries grinned. “I suppose I can. See you in the morning.”

“Just remember I don’t consider getting you out of prison part of my responsibilities as your employer.”

“But you would come anyway. ’Night Martin.”

Martin nodded.

Allen stayed by the window until he saw Humphries had found a hack and was safely settled inside, then he turned to Martin. Martin hadn’t taken off his coat yet but had his hand on it, as if he wasn’t certain what to do. Allen didn’t give him the chance to say he was leaving. “So you’ll stay, right? Then we can go down to the docks together once the ship gets in.”

Martin’s hand hovered over the coat. “I suppose...”

“Wonderful. I’ll ring for Sophie.”

“I don’t want to be any trouble.”

But Allen had already made it through the office door so he could pretend not to hear him. He rang, then waited by the door so he could catch Sophie before Martin did. But now that he’d decided to stay, Martin seemed to relax a little. He didn’t even try to object when Sophie appeared on the steps.

“Would you see that the bed in the blue room is turned down and there’s hot water? Mr. Martin is spending the night.”

“That’s lovely, sir. I’ll see to it right away.” She curtsied to them both and made for the stairs. 

“Come along, Martin. Let’s have that drink Humphries was angling for.”

“If you’d like.”

Martin followed quietly as Allen led him up the staircase and into the private study upstairs. He could see Martin looking at everything around him and wondered what he thought. Did it seem grand to him, or had he come from somewhere nicer? His expression didn’t betray anything. 

A cheery fire had been started in the study. Martin waited in the doorway as Allen went to the drinks table and started to pour out. “Please, take either chair.” Allen gestured to the pair of chairs by the fire and watched until Martin sat in the one closer to the door, perching on the edge of it as if he were waiting to be sent out of the room. Allen brought the glasses over and relaxed into the other chair.

It was nice by the fire, with his feet up on the grate and the good Scotch in his glass. Just what he’d been imagining in fact, only in his mind, Martin had been speaking to him. He glanced over at the man. Martin was sipping his drink slowly, enjoying it. So the man wasn’t given to drink. That was good. Allen stretched his legs towards the fire. “So how did Edward Martin learn to read Japanese?”

“It’s Edwin, sir.”

Allen turned to him, surprised. “I’m sorry. You should have corrected me sooner.”

“I introduce myself as ‘Ed Martin’ and let people think it’s Edward, seems like a better name for someone like me.” 

“I like Edwin; it suits you. And the Japanese?”

“Something I picked up along the way. What about you? How did you end up selling Japanese treasures?”

So he wasn’t going to give away anything. Allen didn’t really blame him and let himself be distracted. “They’re hardly treasures, just pretty bits they make to send to foreigners.”

“They are pretty, though.”

“That they are.” He turned slightly and saw Martin was watching him closely, really interested. “My father sold supplies to builders. Made a packet at it. But no matter how rich he was, nobody wanted old Patrick MacBride the builder at their fine parties.” He let the accent of his childhood creep into his voice and was rewarded with a little smile from Martin. “So I decided to sell something they’d appreciate. Pretty things, profitable, but frivolous, so it would soften my being in trade. And Alan MacBride the builder’s son became Allen Brideson, importer of pretty things.”

“Hence the insistence on a Mayfair address for the shop.”

“Exactly. I’m hoping for something near Mr. Wedgwood’s showroom, but anywhere in the area will do.”

“Was your father upset?”

“Oh no. He always wanted to have membership at White’s or vouchers for Almack’s or even a titled bride I think. When I told him my plan to get those things, he gave me a tidy sum to start with and told me to take a couple of men I could trust from his office.”

Martin smiled. “Mr. Humphries.”

“Couldn’t find anyone more trustworthy if I searched from here to Singapore.”

“And your father’s business?”

“Still doing well. It came to me, and I’ve left it in the capable hands of his business manager, a man almost as trustworthy as Humphries. He sends me weekly reports, and I drop by unannounced every month or so to see how it’s getting on.”

“So you got everything he wanted.”

Allen smiled. “Almost. There is the matter of the titled bride, but I’ll be taking care of that this Season. I have the feeling the seeds I’ve been sowing will ripen into vouchers for Almack’s soon.”

Martin turned back to the fire. “Oh. What are you hoping to find there?”

“I know I won’t get a diamond of the first water, but a nice girl, perhaps a younger daughter, with a father who’d like a rich son-in-law. Preferably not a gambler; a hardened gambler could get through my fortune in no time. But I could certainly shore up a family manse or buy some commissions or livings for younger sons.” He splashed a bit more brandy in his glass and held the bottle up to offer Martin more.

Martin was staring at his glass. It took a moment for him to see the gesture, and then he shook his head. “What’s your plan then?”

“I’ve made several contacts among the ton, but Mrs. Rollins seems to be very interested in our merchandise. She is close friends with a close friend of one of the patronesses at Almack’s. I think she will be my best entrée.”

Martin drained the last of the brandy in one swallow. “It sounds as if you have everything planned to the last detail. I wish you luck with it.” He raised his glass then realized there was nothing left to toast with.

Allen held up the bottle, but Martin shook his head and stifled a yawn. Allen finished his brandy then tilted his head towards the door. “Come, I’ll show you to the guest room.”

Allen paused in the hallway when he noticed Martin looking at the carving of a Bodhisattva he’d bought from one of the shipments, letting Martin look his fill. Martin noticed and looked down at the floor, embarrassed by his interest it seemed. Allen tried to think of something to cover the silence. “The library is through here, if you’d like something to read.” The words slipped out of his mouth before he thought. Did Martin know how to read? It wasn’t typical for dockworkers. Of course he did, after all, the man read Japanese characters with far more proficiency than he admitted to.

Martin was already looking at the books as if he hadn’t seen one in years, which was perhaps true, Allen realized. “Help yourself to anything.”

“You’re interested in mythology?”

“I’m sure there are some novels somewhere.” But that wasn’t answering the question, was it? And did it imply that he thought Martin wouldn’t read anything else? “But yes, I read the Classics often. It’s what so many study at university, I don’t want to seem less knowledgeable than they are.”

“If you’ve read half of these, you know more than three-quarters of them.”

Allen made to laugh, but then he realized Martin was serious. “I’m sure you overestimate my talents.”

“Perhaps, but I doubt it. May I?” He held up a collection of Shakespeare’s comedies.

“By all means. Enjoy.” Martin was so relaxing to be around. He always seemed to think the best of Allen’s motives, even if he expressed them badly. Perhaps he could find a way to invite him to stay more often. For conversation, not any of the other things he told himself he hadn’t been thinking. 

 

Edwin clutched the copy of Shakespeare as he followed Mr. Brideson upstairs. It had been three years since he’d had a book. He hadn’t been able to take any from the house, and then he couldn’t afford any of his own or even a subscription to the lending library. He’d had to make do with newspapers left at the pub or on the street. He wished he’d had more time to look over the choices, see what had been released since then, see if perhaps he and Mr. Brideson shared tastes in literature, but Mr. Brideson had been waiting to show him upstairs, so he’d grabbed the first thing that looked familiar.

“This is the blue room. Mine’s next door if you need anything. Sophie will knock to wake you in the morning.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Mr. Brideson looked as if he didn’t understand why Edwin was thanking him, but all he said was, “Sleep well, Martin.”

“You too, sir.” Edwin went into the blue room before he’d have to make any more uncomfortable conversation. 

When he got inside, he understood why Mr. Brideson had specified the blue room for him. For a brief moment in the hallway, he’d let himself wonder if it was because of the proximity to his own room. Clearly, it had been intended by the architect for the lady of the house; the door to the shared dressing room was still there, although blocked by a table. Now that he saw it, he understood it was the art. Apparently, Mr. Brideson had used the blue room to display many of the pieces he’d bought for himself from the shipments. While most of it had been made for export, Edwin recognized several pieces that were real antiques. 

Edwin put the book of Shakespeare on the nightstand and did a slow circuit of the room, looking at every piece as he passed it. He wondered if Mr. Brideson would be interested in knowing about them. He knew the stories depicted in at least half of them. But how would he bring it up? Mr. Brideson was his employer and the owner of the company. He didn’t want to make it look as though he thought he knew more. He’d worry about it in the morning. Hot water had been left on the stand so he removed his clothes and washed, then got into bed with the book. He wouldn’t read too long, just a bit, so he wouldn’t waste the candle.

 

As he undressed and washed up, Allen stared at the wall to his dressing room. He hoped Martin was enjoying the art in the blue room. That was why he had put him there. He’d hoped it would help him pass a pleasant night. And very kind of him it had been, as knowing that Martin, Edwin Martin—how he liked the name Edwin. It suited him so much better than “Ed” or “Edward.” Knowing that Edwin Martin was just on the other side of the dressing room, undressing, washing, then sliding between the sheets, naked because Allen hadn’t thought to have a nightshirt put out for him, would keep him up all night and haunt his dreams for weeks. 

Why hadn’t he told Sophie to find him a nightshirt? And bergamot soap. He’d smelled vaguely of bergamot that morning. He must have treated himself to some. Allen would have it for him next time. Not that there would be a next time. Allen climbed into bed and pulled the pillow over his head, which did nothing to distract him from thoughts of Mr. Edwin Martin or the dreams that came after.

 

{---*---}

 

Edwin worried that things would be awkward the next morning, but when he went into the hallway outside of the guest room, Mr. Brideson was just emerging from his room. Edwin didn’t comment on the coincidence, almost as if Mr. Brideson had been waiting for him to leave the guest room, and Mr. Brideson didn’t comment on the fact that Edwin was wearing the same clothes—although he’d probably figured out that he always wore the same clothes—merely greeted him and offered to show him to the breakfast room. There, Edwin found a sideboard filled with food and all of the newspapers Mr. Brideson took spread out on the table. Mr. Brideson invited him to help himself to both, then settled in at the head of the table with a selection of food and the first of the newspapers. Edwin filled his plate, reminding himself not to get used to the fluffy eggs and fragrant sausages and crisp potatoes and a brand-new newspaper to read, then sat to the right of Mr. Brideson. 

They ate in silence, but it was the same comfortable silence of the office. Edwin even felt comfortable enough to go for seconds and take the newspaper Mr. Brideson had finished with. He could tell which articles Mr. Brideson had been reading by the way the paper had been folded and started with those, so he could speak intelligently to Mr. Brideson about them, not because he wanted to let his eyes drift over the same words Mr. Brideson’s had. Apparently, he was following the story of the liquidation of the Donovan Shipping Company and the ships that were due into London to be liquidated any day now. Edwin wondered what to make of the names: The Drunken Albatross, The Lazy Gull, The Sleeping Whale. He wondered if he could discuss that with Mr. Brideson, perhaps speculate on the owner of the ships, but Mr. Brideson was eating silently, so Edwin did the same. 

When Mr. Brideson pushed his plate aside, he stayed seated and continued to read and nurse his cup of tea. Edwin was trying to decide if it would be permitted for him to get a little bit more food when Sophie and another maid he hadn’t seen before came in and began clearing the sideboard. That seemed to answer the question, until Sophie came over with the last of the eggs and divided it between his plate and Mr. Brideson’s. He considered protesting, but Sophie noticed.

“Don’t want to get me and Annie in trouble now, do you? Mrs. Armstrong will be that upset if the pair of you haven’t cleaned a plate or two.” She winked at him and brought the last of the sausages over, giving him two and Mr. Brideson one. 

“I’ve learned it’s best never to argue with Mrs. Armstrong,” Mr. Brideson said as he slid the plate over and picked at the eggs. “A happy cook is the best thing for a comfortable house.”

“Then I’ll defer to your judgment,” Edwin answered and started to eat.

Mr. Brideson looked up and grinned. “Mrs. Armstrong’s, really. You’re looking thoughtful.”

Edwin was thinking how nice it was to have breakfast like this and how he couldn’t allow himself to get used to it, which was not at all the thing to say, so he said, “I was just wondering who else on your staff I don’t know.”

Mr. Brideson nodded. “You’ve met Sophie, the parlor maid, and the footmen Fred and Simon. There are two other maids, Annie, who you just met, and Phoebe. Mrs. Armstrong is the cook and acts as housekeeper. She has a charwoman in a couple of times a week, although I haven’t met the latest one. And Sophie’s sister Sylvia is helping in the kitchen until she starts working for Lady Clairmont. Oh, and there’s Charlie, the hall-boy. Not quite sure how I ended up with him. I think he was a stray someone brought home and tried to sneak in under my nose like a puppy.”

Edwin smiled at that. Mr. Brideson didn’t seem to mind Charlie being snuck in at all. “Quite a few people to remember.”

“I suppose, although not as many as I’ll need when I’m ready to begin entertaining. Still, it is perfectly sufficient for a bachelor. Well, eat up. We don’t want to upset Mrs. Armstrong, and then we can leave for the warehouse.”

 

Allen half-loved, half-dreaded the day a ship arrived. He loved the part where he got to look at the new treasures he’d acquired, hated the confusion and bustle and incredible amounts of paperwork. But this day seemed to go better with Martin there. Only because he was a second set of eyes to look over paperwork, nothing else, and if the room seemed a little gloomier when Martin left to translate something for Humphries, that was only because of the stack of papers he had to go through to be certain all the fees were paid and the payments properly documented. And the little thrill he got when Martin returned was simply because he would be able to trust Martin to double-check the paperwork.

He’d just gotten started on the largest stack papers when he heard Humphries clear his throat. “Someone to see you, sir. A Mr. Rollins and his esteemed mother.”

On arrival day of all days. “What are they doing here? Show them in, Humphries, and try to keep the activity of the docks away from them.”

“Right.” Humphries disappeared down the stairs. Allen got to his feet and felt his cravat. It felt all right, but how could he tell?

“Here,” Martin hissed. He crossed the office and began to fiddle with Allen’s cravat, tightening the knot and arranging the ends, then slid his fingers along the wraps, smoothing them down and angling them away from his chin. Allen tried to ignore how much he enjoyed the feeling of the rough hands gently stroking the skin of his neck, and then they were gone and Martin had moved on to straightening Allen’s coat. He finished by giving Allen’s waistcoat a tug to smooth it. “Now go meet them on the steps.”

“Thank you, Martin.”

Martin patted his shoulder then gave him a little push towards the door.

Allen managed to get to the top of the steps to meet the visitors before they reached the office. “What a pleasant surprise. What brings you here?” Did that sound like he didn’t want them here? He wasn’t certain. He ushered them into the office and grabbed the chair from Martin’s desk for Mrs. Rollins.

Rollins grinned cheerily. “Been taking the mater out shopping for the new Season, and she hasn’t found a thing she likes for the opening of— which was it, Mum?”

“The Gorworth ball, dear. Lady Edith always finds something so unusual to wear, and I do not want to be outdone.”

“Well, she hasn’t seen anything at any of the shops we went to, and we’ve tried them all.” The last was said almost with a moan. “And then I remembered you said you dealt in that sort of frippery, so I said, ‘Mater, we’re just ’round the corner from old Brideson’s. Let’s just pop in and have a look.’ And here we are.”

Allen tried to make sense of that. “Around the corner, you say?” There wasn’t a suitable place for Mrs. Rollins to purchase anything around any corner nearby.

“More or less,” Rollins said.

“Seemed like more,” Mrs. Rollins snapped.

“Well, I’m sure I can find you something unique and beautiful. If you would tell me what you were thinking of.”

Mrs. Rollins settled in. “Well, I saw a lovely peach silk on Bond Street, but at four shillings a yard, really not worth it. And the pattern was these little flowers. Quite pretty, but also quite common.”

“I wouldn’t have called them common, Mother. Miss Agnes wore something like that to the opera and looked quite charming.”

“You think Miss Agnes looks charming in anything. Perhaps not common, but certainly not unusual. And peach doesn’t become me. Blue is better with my complexion.”

Allen was beginning to understand the entire visit. Rollins was bored to death shopping, and his mother didn’t want to spend what was necessary to get what she wanted, which was apparently blue, floral, and different enough to make her feel like she was setting a trend, but still similar enough to what everyone else would have to not be considered a quiz. It was a complex order, but he did have some very nice patterned silk. He could make something sound like what she wanted, especially if he could meet her price, which he suspected was in the general range of free. “I think I can find something that will suit a lady of your discerning taste. Martin, would you...” But Martin was not at his desk any longer. Allen wondered when he’d gone, but he didn’t have time to speculate. “Never mind, I’ll show you myself. If you’d come with me.”

Humphries was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. “Men went to eat, sir.”

“Very good, Humphries. Is Martin around?”

“I reckon he went to eat too, sir.”

Allen realized he was disappointed. Only because he could trust Martin to move crates for him while maintaining the aura of politeness he was trying for around his guests. “I’m going to be showing some cloth.”

“I’ll come and hold things for you, sir.” Which Allen knew meant Humphries was going to do the lifting for him and keep the illusion that this was all a polite little shop and not a working warehouse. 

“Thank you, Humphries.” Allen led the way to the area where the silks were kept. Fortunately, that part of the warehouse was kept scrupulously clean so as not to damage the merchandise. 

During the search, he began to miss Martin for very clear reasons. Martin would have been able to read the contents of each crate and not blindly open whatever they remembered as being interesting. It led to many fabrics being shown that were not at all what was wanted until he managed to get to the one he’d been looking for. A pale-blue silk with waterlilies woven in. “Here we are. I think this might suit.”

“Oh no, that’s not it at all.”

It was everything she’d told him she wanted. He was beginning to feel some sympathy for Rollins. He was tempted to ask her what exactly was wrong, but settled for saying, “Then we’ll look a bit more.” It would be showing her random things, but he’d manage. “Next box, Humphries.”

“Yes, sir.” Humphries did not sound pleased.

As he waited, Allen noticed a bit of paper he hadn’t seen before. It seemed off, neatly folded, not the normal sort of refuse floating around the warehouse, so he bent down and picked it up. It had two characters written on it. He handed it up to Humphries, who shrugged and went back among the crates.

Apparently, the characters meant something as Humphries returned in a few moments with a crate. He opened it and began lifting out the fabric.

“That’s perfect,” Mrs. Rollins exclaimed. “Exactly what I wanted.”

Allen looked at the piece. Peach, with small flowers meant to be cherry blossoms. Almost exactly what she had said she didn’t want. “I knew we would find something. If you’d put the rest away, Humphries.”

“Right, sir.” Humphries starting grabbing the tops of crates and closing them.

“If you would accompany me.” Allen started to steer them towards the office. He glanced around, trying to figure out where and why Martin was hiding since he clearly had been the one to drop the note for them and bumped into two of the crates as he wasn’t watching where he was going.

“Oh, now that is even better. Look, dearest, isn’t that just perfect?”

Allen turned. Bumping into the crates had disturbed the lid of one of them, and Mrs. Rollins had taken it as an invitation to help herself to the contents. She had pulled out a bolt of antique blue silk with a pattern of gold cranes embroidered on it. Allen had been thinking of having curtains for the bed in the blue room made from it, but Mrs. Rollins was looking so intently at him that he knew there was only one answer. “If you would prefer that, madam, certainly.” Allen didn’t dare look at Humphries as he led the pair towards the office. “How much will you need?”

“There is the matter of price, of course.”

“You must accept it as a gift.”

Mrs. Rollins was all smiles then. “I’ll have my mantua-maker send you the requirements. Come along, darling. You can take Mother home then go play with your friends.”

“Can’t thank you enough, Brideson.” Rollins steered his mother towards the exit.

Humphries waited until Mrs. Rollins was out of the warehouse then stormed over to Allen, practically glowing with indignation. “You gave her enough silk for a dress? And that silk? Do you know how much it would take to make a dress? And now that she has it for nothing, she’ll probably have one of those court things made, with the train and whatever they call those flouncy things.”

Allen started for the office, hoping to lose Humphries on the way. “Humphries, that woman is close friends with Lady Gorworth, who happens to be close friends with a patroness at Almack’s. If I can cultivate her friendship, then I can cultivate Lady Jersey’s.”

Humphries caught up to him at the top of the stairs. “But that much silk for nothing, really.”

Martin was back in the office, sitting at his desk. He surprised them both by saying, “He might as well give it to her; she hasn’t paid an account since France had a king. At least this way he gets a bit of something in return.”

Both Allen and Humphries turned to look at him, but Martin kept his eyes on his invoices. It took Allen a moment to understand; he was worried how they would respond to his outburst. “You see, Humphries, there can still be profit in free things. And perhaps some of her friends will admire the gown and come to us for silk.”

“I doubt any of them have paid their accounts since Napoleon came to power,” Humphries snapped back. 

Allen turned to glare. He didn’t want to encourage insubordination. But then he saw Humphries was chuckling, and even Martin had a small, wry smile curling the edges of his mouth. He liked seeing the two of them smile. He didn’t want the sort of office where everyone moped around with their heads down. He gave a snort of irritation then went to put the silk aside, mainly to avoid their looks.

 

Edwin kept his head down as Mr. Brideson left the office. He didn’t want to encourage anyone to ask why he’d disappeared. Although he did wish he could ask if going directly to warehouses was a new fad among the ton. It certainly hadn’t been when he’d been a member, but he had no idea what sort of nonsense they’d come up with during his disgrace. If it was, his time with Mr. Brideson would have to be shorter than he’d hoped. He couldn’t count on being able to slip through the outside door from the office every time.

Humphries was pacing the room. “Can you believe he gave that away? The one you chose would have been bad enough, but do you know how much we could have gotten for that?”

Edwin shrugged to avoid answering.

“And I thought he was going to take that one for himself anyway. I know he admired it.”  Humphries sat on the edge of the desk. “Do you think he’s right?”

Edwin couldn’t politely ignore a direct question like that. “It might help him get into the right sort of places. And he wouldn’t have gotten paid for it for ages anyway. If it had been the peach, then yes, I’d say it was a decent trade. But I think that blue silk was antique; I didn’t see the embroidery well enough to know for certain, but if it was, that was unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate I didn’t get the crate closed in time.”

“I didn’t mean that.”

“I know, but it’s still true.”

Edwin wanted to change the subject. He didn’t like thinking he’d made Humphries feel guilty. “Thank you for not giving me away.”

“I’d’ve hidden from her too if I could’ve. I think the son would have too.”

Edwin smiled. “I think he brought her here to get rid of her.”

“And I’d better hide before himself gets back. Otherwise, I’ll have to yell at him or apologize, and I don’t feel like doing either. Just tell him...”

“That you’re checking on the workers?”

Humphries nodded and went outside through the same door Edwin had escaped through earlier.

Edwin worked in silence until he heard Mr. Brideson climbing the steps. He kept his head down over the ledger book and hoped he wouldn’t have to answer any questions about why he’d disappeared.

Mr. Brideson went directly to his desk and collapsed into the chair. “Humphries left?”

“To tell the workers they could come back, I think.”

“Good, then we can get some more work done. I hope that won’t be a regular thing. I hate having people come to the warehouse. Hoteliers and restaurateurs and shop owners are all fine; they know how to conduct themselves in a warehouse, but the entire time, there was the fear in the back of my mind that Rollins was going to lean on the wrong crate and bring a whole row down on top of his mother.”

So not a regular thing then. Edwin relaxed a hair. Rollins had probably had to get to his club to place a bet and wanted to hurry his mother along. Edwin couldn’t help himself. “Then there would be the question of intent.”

Mr. Brideson chuckled. “There would be that. And I must say I wouldn’t blame him. So do you agree with me or Humphries? Was I wrong to give it?”

“It’s a very fine fabric.”

“Which means you don’t want to get involved. Very wise. And it is fine. I was thinking of buying it myself for the house. It seems a shame to cut it up for a dress. Still, I suppose it can’t be helped. I couldn’t really say no.”

Mr. Brideson did seem to regret giving it. Edwin considered what he remembered of Mrs. Rollins. “If you really want to keep it, send a note ’round to her house now, before she has a chance to make up her mind on a pattern, thanking her for deigning to visit your warehouse and reminding her you need the amounts. Then tell her how much you admire her daring for having a dress made from that silk. And how the peach, while artistic, would have been a more conservative choice. Then a standard sort thing at the end about not being able to accept returns once the fabric has been cut. I could even write that bit so it looks like you had me copy it on the ends of all the invoices.”

“You think it will work?”

“It might. It wouldn’t hurt to try.”

Mr. Brideson nodded. “Do you have some suitable stationery there? Then write what you think for the no-returns bit, and I’ll try it.”

Edwin found the invoice paper and tried to think of the sorts of notes he’d seen at the ends on invoices. Short and clear seemed best, so he set to work composing something simple.

 

{---*---}

 

The rest of the week passed comfortably. There was no suggestion of Martin spending the night again, which was a good thing, Allen told himself every time he looked at the door to the blue room. Allen composed the letter to Mrs. Rollins with plenty of suggestions from Martin, most of which he took, and received a reply almost at once from Mrs. Rollins insisting he had misunderstood her completely and while the blue had been quite nice, she was quite certain she had requested the peach silk. The reply made both Martin and Humphries laugh when they saw it and made everyone feel a bit better about giving away the fabric.

Things had become so comfortable, Allen was quite disappointed when Friday came and there wasn’t a bit of pressing work to be done. It meant he couldn’t even invent a reason for Martin to come on Saturday. Or Humphries. It was both of them he would miss. Not just Martin. He was studying the account books, hoping he could suggest another inventory, when Sophie poked her head in and announced, “Mr. Harcliff, sir.”

“Show him through.” Was it his imagination, or did Martin tense every time Sophie came in to announce a guest? But he didn’t have time to speculate. “Mr. Harcliff, how nice to see you. Have you made any progress?”

“A little. I think you’ll find suitable shops hard to come by in the area you had specified. The closest I could find was once a coffee house and would need renovation to accommodate a shop.”

“Where is it located?”

“On Vere Street. I have the paperwork if you want to look at it.” He placed a stack of papers on the desk.

The location was good at least. “Well then, we are getting closer. That’s a start. And is that other stack for me as well?”

“It is. I know you specifically wanted Mayfair, but when this came to my attention, I thought it might be an excellent investment for you. A shop on Cheapside. The entire building is for sale, so you would have both the shop below and the three floors above. You could use them as a second London residence, or they are currently separated into two flats and storage above, so there would be the possibility of rent or an incentive to your employees. The shop itself would need minimal changes, and there’s already a lovely bay window you could display merchandise in.”

“But on Cheapside.”

“As you say, on Cheapside. I’ll leave the documentation in case you would like to consider it.” He put the papers on the desk. “This was a fleeting visit, I’m afraid. You can certainly summon me at any time if you make a decision.”

“Thank you, Mr. Harcliff. I’ll look these over and let you know.”

When Mr. Harcliff had gone, Allen pulled the papers across the desk. The papers for the Cheapside property had a sketch of the building on the cover. Allen thought he recognized Miss Eliza Harcliff’s work. So Harcliff badly wanted him to consider that property. He flipped through the pages so he could tell Harcliff he had looked at it, then slid it across the desk. “Would you file that away, Martin?”

“Of course.” Allen could hear Martin cross the room and see him pick up the stack from the corner of his eye. “Looks a bit like White’s from the outside, with the window and all.”

Allen looked up, but Martin had already taken the papers to his desk. Perhaps he hadn’t meant anything by the comment. Allen turned his attention to the Vere Street property. He could see the floor plan was all wrong for what he needed, but the address was right. At least Harcliff was getting closer. By the time he was ready to open, something would be found. He settled in to read the rest of the pages so he could tell Harcliff what parts he found attractive.

 

When Mr. Brideson declared them finished with work for the day, Edwin hurried home with his pay packet. Small coins again; easy to use. Mr. Brideson was very thoughtful about that. And he’d insisted on driving Edwin to the warehouse with him, pointing out that he had to go there to pay Humphries and give him money to pay workers for the next week, so he may as well pay them both from the warehouse safe. It was a pity it wouldn’t last. Mr. Brideson was looking for a shop in Mayfair, and it was only a matter of time before he found it. And that meant more visits like those from Rollins. Naturally, he would want to run his business from the shop, not the warehouse. Then he would be seen, would be able to look for the bride he wanted. And that meant Edwin’s time with him would be over sooner rather than later. And he would do well to remember that, remember who he was now.

In his room, Edwin hid his money in as many places as he could think of then changed into his old clothes. He gave Mr. Brideson and Humphries enough time to leave the warehouse themselves, then went out looking for work that would remind him of who he’d been and would be again. He’d try the docks first, he decided as he went out into the street. Then if there was nothing for him there, he’d go on to the inns and the livery stables. He paused to rub dirt from the street on his face and hands so he’d look like he fit in again then started for the hiring office.

He was about halfway there when he spotted the Lazy Gull docking.  He’d read about that ship and seen Mr. Brideson studying the article on it in the newspaper. The company owner was bankrupt and the cargo was to be sold. He paused to watch the men running in and out. Not dockworkers, he noticed. They looked more like men working for the receiver. Two of them were standing on the dock, reading what looked like a cargo manifest and looking very confused. The newspaper had said the ship had been coming from Tokyo. It made Edwin wonder. It wouldn’t hurt to go down and have a look.

As he walked down the dock, he listened to the men. They were arguing loudly enough for their voices to carry. “Auction’s the only way to do it. No one’s going to pay good money for what they don’t know.”

“Then we pay the auctioneer. Cheaper to get what we can. Captain needs his share. Crew needs to be paid.”

“And who’s going to buy it?”

That was a curious conversation. Edwin wondered if it meant they didn’t know what they had, which meant that they couldn’t read the papers in front of them. If that were the case, it might be an opportunity for him to do something for Mr. Brideson, to repay his kindness. He made certain to pass them on the dock, heading towards the ship as if he were just looking, but clearly in their line of sight. The one holding the list spotted him almost at once. “What do you want?”

Edwin made certain to reply in the accent he’d learned working on the docks. “I been working in one of the warehouses. Thought I’d see what’s here.”

“You can see it from back there.”

“I could, but... Can I trust you?” He didn’t wait for a response. “They’re going to be promoting, and I want the promotion, so I got to get in good with the boss, see?” It wasn’t a brilliant lie, but it wasn’t terrible either. “He sells this kind of thing, and he mentioned this ship, so I was thinking, if I could get him some good stuff at bankruptcy prices, then I’d be first in line over that Humphries fellow he likes so much.” Hopefully, Humphries wouldn’t mind being used like that. “And I was hearing your problem, so if you sold direct to him, no auctioneer to pay.”

The men were interested but wary. “And how do I know he’ll pay just because you say he will?”

“If there’s anything good, I’ll sign a contract. He’ll honor it, and if he’s mad, he’ll just sack me, not stiff you. Very concerned about his reputation. And I should warn you, I can read, so no sneaking anything into it.” That last bit was a gamble, but he wasn’t going to be taken advantage of.

The second man asked, “What’s this man of great reputation?”

“Mr. Brideson, Brideson Warehouse.” 

He could see the men knew Mr. Brideson’s name. They both nodded in a way that suggested they knew Mr. Brideson would honor a deal made on his behalf. The one with the papers, who seemed to be in charge, most likely the receiver Edwin thought, spoke again. “We have a reputation to consider as well. We might consider the arrangement, but you haven’t got anything for a down payment. We can’t hold cargo without some kind of security.”

Edwin stared at the corner of the manifest he could see. Cattle, they had picked up cattle on the coast, probably when the captain heard of the bankruptcy, hoping to make a little money back. “Ship need cleaning?”

“Why?”

“Trade, I’ll do it, save you the hiring of someone, and you use what you saved as the security. Bring the stuff to the Brideson Warehouse on Monday. And you’ll give me a paper saying you agree to it.”

“So I don’t have to pay you?”

He wouldn’t get anything to put aside, or even pay for his bath, but it was worth it. Mr. Brideson had been so kind to him. It had nothing to do with how Mr. Brideson would smile if he found something really valuable in the crates. “Right, but I get to see your manifest first, pick out what I want and agree on the price. If I don’t see enough himself would want, no deal.”

The men were grinning. “Fair enough. We’re agreed?”

“We’re agreed. Let me see the manifest.” 

The receiver handed it over and Edwin looked it over. The only things written in English were the records of livestock that had been taken on, quite a bit more than he’d caught a glimpse of before. Perhaps the captain had known of the bankruptcy well before he’d reached British waters. The rest of the list was written in Japanese. Edwin tried to look disappointed as he read down the list.

“You still want it?”

“’Course I do.” Edwin tried to sound indignant, as if he didn’t know a thing about what he was looking at and wasn’t about to admit it. “Himself will pay £25 for that one.” He stabbed at a listing for a crate of art pieces as if at random. “And not more than £10 for that.” 

The receiver wrote down everything he said. Edwin suspected he had a list of the prices he was supposed to ask for, and Edwin was careful not to try to get too good of a deal on the ones he really wanted. 

“He’ll pay £20 for that. And that.” Really, Mr. Brideson would be pleased if the manifest was at all accurate.  And there were some things Edwin wanted quite badly to see in person. He would think about them while he worked, and it would make the night bearable. He ignored the thought flickering in the back of his mind that thoughts of how pleased Mr. Brideson would be would make it even more bearable.

 

 


Chapter 7

 

ALLEN SPENT MOST OF SATURDAY going over Harcliff’s real estate reports. If only the Cheapside property were in Mayfair, he’d buy it on the spot. Still, he made a list of the good points of the Mayfair property, which was harder than he would have thought. It was almost a relief to spend the evening at a concert where all the right sort of people were attending, only he couldn’t actually hear much of the concert as Rollins and his friend Fenning came over to visit and spent the entire evening offering him sips from their flasks and discussing horses, strictly in the context of racing. Martin would have been much better company, he thought. And Humphries. Humphries would have been good as well.

He went to the warehouse early on Monday. He’d told Martin to meet him there so they could get some unspecified work done, and he had to figure out what that work was. He knew Martin was working on the docks again on his days off and didn’t want to make the man walk to the townhouse after he’d spent two days cleaning stalls and hauling cargo in the oppressive late-July heat. Allen didn’t even try to come up with a better excuse than that. When Humphries arrived, Allen was still standing in the middle of the main floor, trying to think of something he could have Martin do to explain meeting there.

“Got all that pressing work done already?”

Allen was very tempted to stick his tongue out at Humphries, but he settled for glaring.

“Maybe you could inventory something. You’d need him for reading.”

“But what? I think we’ve inventoried everything in the place. And he won’t be tricked easily with something we’ve already done.”

“More detail on the silks? It could be useful if anyone else comes looking for handouts. Then we won’t open the wrong boxes.”

“I suppose.” It might be helpful, and he didn’t have any better ideas, but Martin had looked so worried when the Rollinses had come, in fact, he’d hidden from them. But it was better than nothing. “Let’s go take a look at them.”

They were halfway across the warehouse floor when an unfamiliar voice yelled, “Hey, where do you want these?”

Allen went back towards the door. There was a man there bringing in a crate from a wagon full of them pulled up to the entry. “Pardon?”

“I said, where do you want these? And who do I see about the money?”

Allen walked over to look at the crates. “What are they?”

“Cargo off the Lazy Gull. The receiver told us to sell them, and the fellow said you’d give £25 for this one. I’ll have to check the others.”

Perhaps Humphries had stumbled on one of the sales and made some purchases on his behalf, although he hadn’t thought the Lazy Gull had been in port long enough for any kind of a sale to be arranged or he’d have gone himself. Allen walked over to look at the crates in the wagon. “What’s in them?”

“Damned if I know. Labels all say ‘Miscellaneous,’ and I can’t read the scratches they call writing. Fellow was very specific, though. Looked at the lists and marked the crates he wanted.”

So not Humphries then. Allen looked at the signature and wasn’t surprised to see “E. Martin” scribbled on it. “Put them in the corner there, and we’ll figure out where they go when we open them. When you add up what I owe you, I’ll get it from upstairs. You have a receipt for me?”

Humphries came through the door and glanced at the crate. “Didn’t know Donovan had brought in another ship.”

The man shrugged. “Came Friday night.”

Allen paused. “Then there wasn’t a sale?”

“Nope. Fellow came by and saw us puzzling out the list and offered to muck out the ship for first crack at the cargo. After what the captain took on on his own, we weren’t going to say no to letting someone else clean it out. Saved us almost a day and a half of wages. That corner you said?”

Allen nodded. He’d known Martin was still working on the docks. Why did knowing he’d done it now make him feel so awful? Humphries patted his arm and went to show the man where to put the crates.

Allen could hear the man say, “So you’re Humphries, eh? Said he was trying to get promoted over you,” in a tone that told him the man was hoping to start a bit of trouble.

“Bastard,” Humphries spat back, although Allen knew him well enough to know it was the delivery man he was insulting, not Martin.

 

When the delivery man had finished his work and collected his money, Allen and Humphries began examining the crates, trying to recognize any of the symbols on them. “I think that’s cloth,” Humphries offered.

“I think so too.”

Humphries nodded to the crowbar leaning against the largest crate. “We’re waiting for Martin, then?”

“It only seems fair, don’t you think?”

“It’s his project. He should get first look.”

Allen nodded. At least now he had an excuse for being impatient to see Martin. Not that he’d been impatient before, of course. But now he had a reason.

“There you are!” he heard Humphries say at last. “Been waiting for you.”

“I’m sorry,” Allen heard Martin call across the floor as he came in. “I didn’t mean to be late.”

“Yer not, you’re early. We’re just impatient. Probably same reason you’re early.”

Allen could hear Martin hurrying across the floor. “They’re here?”

Allen smiled at Martin’s enthusiasm. “We thought we should wait for you before we opened them.”

Martin hesitated. “I hope I wasn’t overstepping...”

“Nonsense. You saw a deal and you took it. Quite right to do. Let’s see what we’ve got. Humphries?”

Humphries grabbed the crowbar and pried open the first of the crates. Inside, nestled in straw, there were several statues clearly made for the Western market but of good quality. Allen glanced at the receipt he had been given. Martin had offered a decent amount for them, and there would be some profit. It wasn’t a bad deal, but they probably could have negotiated something more favorable considering the state of Donovan’s estate. He glanced at Martin, trying to figure out how enthusiastic to be and realized Martin seemed only marginally interested in those pieces. Allen kept taking things out until he reached a longer piece on the bottom. “Grab that end, Humphries.” 

Humphries leaned over and found the other end, and together they pulled out a screen, not quite as old as the one he’d given Lady Clairmont, but a similar style.  They unfolded it and set it up nearby.

“I wasn’t sure on the colors,” Martin said, “but it should please Mrs. Rollins.”

“She’ll be thrilled, especially as she doesn’t have to wait ages for it to arrive. And we’ll make a decent profit on the rest. Those little statues will sell at Barrington’s without any trouble at all. Next one, Humphries.”

The next crate was filled with cloth, mostly silks that would sell easily for waistcoats or dresses, a few that were duds but could be gotten rid of for linings or something, then he pulled out an antique embroidery almost as nice as the one hanging in the bedroom.

“Even I know that’s fine.” Humphries grinned.

Edwin reached out to touch the material, but his hand snagged on it and he pulled back at once. Allen remembered what the dockworker had said he’d done to get first crack at these and wanted to do something, say something, give him something, but all he could think of was to fold the cloth away and turn to the next box.

All of the crates were the same, mostly filled with good quality items that would have been a fair deal on their own and one or two truly fine items that had clearly been what Martin had seen on the manifests. The final crate was filled with carpets, woven from silk or fine wools, with beautiful colors, even though they didn’t normally deal in carpets. Still, he’d find a buyer for them. And there was a particularly nice one he put aside to buy for the study. Humphries ran his hand along a small, predominantly blue one. “Think we can come to an arrangement on that one? Would be fine next to my bed.”

“I’m sure we can.” Humphries rarely bought himself things from the stock, but Allen saw no reason not to give him the same sort of deal he gave himself. Maybe Martin would feel comfortable enough to do the same one day. Under the carpets, there was something soft. Allen lifted out a folded piece of mid-grey-brown felt. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

Humphries leaned over to touch it. “Softest wool I’ve seen. What do you think, Martin?”

Allen held the wool out for Martin to touch. He watched the man rub it gently between his fingers, cautious of snagging it on the callouses.

“Yak-down felt, not wool. I’ve read about it but never seen it.”

Allen had the feeling Martin had bought the crate for the chance to touch the exotic fabric. “Best thing out of the whole lot. Does it say how much there is?”

Martin glanced at the listing. “Roughly eleven yards.”

Allen nodded. Plenty for a coat with capes then, and some left. Unless some fool like Rollins came in and found it and wanted to buy it. “Humphries, maybe you should lock it up in the safe, just in case.”

“If we’re going to be having more visitors, you mean.”

“Yes, indeed.” He didn’t want Martin to think about the unwelcome visitors they’d had. “And next time we hear of a Donovan ship coming in, I want you and Martin to go down and meet it. A bit of gold to the captain should be enough to get us first look.”

“Instead of having to muck it out, eh?” Humphries glanced at Martin. “From the sound of it, that was a pretty vile job.”

Allen had been trying to avoid letting Martin know they knew what he’d done for them. He glared at Humphries then turned to see Martin’s reaction.

Martin was staring down at the crate in front of him, the one with the carpets. He muttered something that sounded like, “Seen worse.”

Before Allen could think what to say, Humphries started talking again.

“We’ll have to come up with a code before we get a ship, otherwise they’ll know what we’re about. Now that one there means cloth, right?” Humphries pointed to the symbol they’d guessed at.

Martin relaxed as they started talking about a subject he was comfortable with. “That’s right.”

“But I haven’t the first idea how to tell what’s good and what isn’t. You can teach me the basic ones like cloth, then I’ll insist on seeing the original manifests, and we’ll have hand signals. Like you run your finger down the list but in the margin for the ones we’re not interested in, and connect with the symbols I know for the good stuff so I know what we’re bidding on.”

Martin was warming to the idea. “And if there’s something like the screen or the felt, I’ll tap it so you know that’s something potentially important.”

Humphries was getting just as excited. “Tap once and then a second time with one finger if it’s something like the better silk, two if it’s like the screen, and three if it’s like the felt.”

“We’ll have to practice,” Martin said.

“I’ll need the symbols first. And we’ll say we want to get a jump on that old MacBride. Always was the boss’s favorite.”

Martin managed a little grin at that.

Allen was so pleased to see the two of them getting along so well he almost hated to break in, but they seemed to have formulated their plans, so he said, “Sounds perfect. Martin and I will inventory all of this, and then we’ll know what we’ve got, and that will give him a better idea of what you need to learn. You can get the felt into the safe and then log the money I paid.” He hoped neither man noticed that it should really have been Humphries making the inventory with Martin and Allen dealing with the money, but all Humphries said was, 

“Then I’ll look for those old manifests you were saving. We can use them for practice.”

“Good idea.” Allen looked at the riches spread out in front of them. “Really, Martin, you should take a commission on this.”

“I couldn’t...”

“But you deserve it. I’d tell you to take one if you’d just brought me the deal, but as you had to work for it...”

Martin cut him off. “I couldn’t... I mean you’ve been so good to me... I just...”

Allen sighed. He could see how uncomfortable Martin was. “All right. But I wish you’d let me give you something.”

Humphries picked up the bundle of felt and held it up for a moment before saying, “I’ll just get this into the safe.”

With Humphries gone, Allen tried to think of something else to say, but he could see Martin was still uncomfortable, and the last thing he wanted was to make him feel bad for having come up with such a clever way to help. “I’m going to get the inventory book. Look this over and see where you think we ought to start.” Allen didn’t wait for a response, so Martin wouldn’t have to come up with one.

 

Humphries glanced up as Allen entered the office. “Pity I’ve already a good warm coat or I might be eyeing that felt.”

Allen looked up. He hadn’t wanted to be obvious in his favoritism of Edwin, but if Humphries had noticed...

“Wouldn’t say no to having a scarf of that around my neck, though. But he should have something if he won’t take a commission.” He grinned at Allen. “He’s a good man. You could do far worse. He won’t turn you over to save his skin like the ones down in Chick Lane. And he’d suit you better than an heiress.”

Allen was going to answer, say the heiress was what he wanted, but Humphries was watching him with a look that dared him to say something like that, so he grabbed up the inventory log and walked out without answering.

 

When Mr. Brideson went for the inventory book, Edwin touched the silks again. It had been worth the extra work to see them, and to see how pleased Mr. Brideson had been. The screen would help him curry favor with Mrs. Rollins, and that would get him the entry into Almack’s that he wanted, and the bride and everything. Really, he was so kind, Edwin wanted him to have everything that he wanted, even if it meant he’d lose the position at the warehouse.

He touched one of the rugs. Mr. Brideson and Mr. Humphries had taken the best of the lot, or at least his two favorites. He was glad they were going someplace they’d be appreciated. It was a pity he wasn’t really Mr. Martin; with the promise of a guinea a week for the foreseeable future, he might have been brave enough to ask Mr. Humphries how they handled buying things for themselves out of the stock. He let his fingers drift over one of the statues, a scholar in a garden. At least he got to see these things for a little while.

 

{---*---}

 

With all the work to be done on Martin’s acquisitions, the week passed quickly. The statues had sold easily at Barrington’s, as had several of the carpets. A few of Donovan’s old clients had heard about Allen acquiring several crates of the Lazy Gull’s goods and had come to see if there was anything they wished to purchase, which gave him several new leads of his own. By Thursday evening, he had been so busy managing all of the new business, and recording all of the new profit, he nearly forgot about Lady Clairmont’s musical evening and had not even informed Mrs. Rollins that he had acquired her screen or figured out where to put the statue of a scholar he’d bought along with the silk and the carpet. 

As they were getting the final invoices for the day sorted out, Allen was wondering if he ought to miss Lady Clairmont’s evening all together. She would understand and would make a suitable excuse for him that did not make him sound like a tradesman stuck at his desk. He was going to mention to Martin that they could spend the evening going over the books, and he could stay to dinner, and perhaps after as rain was threatening, which had nothing to do with wanting to keep Martin there longer, only Martin kept glancing towards the windows as the sky darkened. Allen finally figured out why. If Martin would prefer not to stay... “I think everything is in order here. If you’d like to leave before the storm hits, I don’t mind.”

“I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you if you were to need me.”

“Nonsense. Unless you’d like to stay the night again if the weather turns.”

Allen hoped he’d accept, but Martin stood and straightened out his desk. “If you really don’t mind, I would like to try to get home before the rain starts.”

“I’ll see you in the morning then. At the warehouse. The Gold Flame should be in unless the storm is particularly bad.” No point having the man walk all the way here when he lived close to the docks. He’d bring him to the office with him when they were ready to go.

“These are the invoices for her. Shall I leave them out then?”

Allen nodded and watched as Martin set the invoices in the middle of the desk and went out into the hall. He waited until he heard the front door close, in case Martin changed his mind and decided to stay the night. He’d known it wouldn’t happen, but he couldn’t help hoping.

It was too early to dress for the evening, so Allen thought he’d continue working. Not to keep his mind off of Martin leaving. The late post was still on the tray where Sophie had left it. That was something that ought to be dealt with. Allen brought the letters to the desk and started sorting. As he hadn’t even had a moment to go through the afternoon post either, he really ought to miss Lady Clairmont’s and get some work accomplished. Only it was quiet without Martin around. He had gotten used to the scratch of his pen in the background, and now the empty office didn’t seem quite right, even with the faint bustle of servants moving around outside. He gave himself a little shake. He was used to looking up and seeing Martin there more likely. He turned his attention to the letters.  

One of the letters was written on what was clearly a lady’s notepaper. He opened that one first and looked for the signature. Mrs. Rollins. 

 

“Mr. Brideson, 

I wished to thank you for your kind gift of the peach silk; however, my mantua-maker and I are unable to find a suitable fabric to complement it. She says she cannot find this particular pattern in any of her sample books. I had hoped you would be able to help me procure something suitable quickly as I was intending to have a dress made for the Brooking’s gallery evening from it. It is such an unusual pattern, I thought it would be quite suitable for an artistic event. I hope you are able to oblige. 

Mrs. Rollins.”

 

An order from the cousin of a friend of one of the patronesses of Almack’s. Well, almost an order. Allen smiled and reread the letter. So close. And even perhaps an opening for him. He pulled the box of fabric samples from the bookshelf and selected a few then started his reply.

 

“Mrs. Rollins, 

I would be pleased to help you procure a complementary fabric. As I am the only importer of these patterns, it will be my pleasure to offer my assistance. I only regret that I was not able to procure an invitation to the gallery showing where I could see how finely you complement the silk. I am enclosing several samples which I think would suit. All are at my warehouse, and I would be pleased to see that your selection is delivered to your mantua-maker as soon as it is decided upon.” 

 

Remembering Humphries and Martin, he added, 

 

“Naturally, I would be happy to extend you credit so there be no delay in sending the fabric.

A. Brideson”

 

He read it over twice. The first sale to the quality all on his own, not through Barrington or Pennington. And she had come to him, not the other way around. It was starting. The first real step to what he wanted. He wanted to celebrate. They should all celebrate. He’d tell Humphries to give the dockworkers something extra in their pay. He’d know the proper amount. But what about Humphries and Martin? They deserved something too, and a little extra pay wasn’t enough. He’d buy them something. A little present to show his appreciation. Watches. What gentleman did not like a nice watch on a chain? And he knew Martin didn’t have a watch. He’d have them engraved. He pulled a sheet of paper to him and started to plan.

Humphries was easy. “For Jacob Humphries, loyal friend.” That would do. And Martin. “My dearest Mr. Martin.” He quickly scratched that out. “Dearest” and “Martin” in the same phrase was to be avoided. “Martin, a dear companion.” He scribbled that out as well. “Beloved...”

Cravat pins. A nice cravat pin to be worn at the office. Humphries had always admired his pearl one; he’d have one of his own now. And Martin would appreciate that as well. He didn’t need Humphries to tell him the man was worried about what would happen when this job ended. Allen had no intention of letting that happen, but he couldn’t blame Martin for being worried. A nice, anonymous cravat pin would be easy for him to pawn if he should ever find himself without work. Not that Allen would ever let that happen. Jade. He’d seen Martin admiring the jade pieces that had come in. And it would match his eyes.  A nice jade cravat pin. He’d go out after he closed the office tomorrow and buy them. Unless Martin was staying to dinner, of course. Then he’d put it off.

That was foolish. Why was he making his plans based on whether or not an employee was staying to dinner? He sealed the note to Mrs. Rollins and brought it out to the front hall for the post. He’d slip out in the morning on the way to the docks. That would work, and then the gifts would be a surprise.

 

Allen got the note sent ’round to Mrs. Rollins before breakfast the next morning. He had thought of holding it until he saw Martin and asking him to look it over, but he wanted it sent quickly, and he told himself he really should not be so dependent on his clerk’s opinion, even if Martin had always given sound advice before. Securing the cravat pins proved easy as well. He took a hack to the jewelry shop where he bought his own pins as he knew it would have something he wanted and spent a pleasant half hour selecting the presents before he realized Martin and Humphries would be wondering if he’d gotten lost on the way to his own warehouse. 

But when he arrived, he realized no one had time to look for him. Humphries was busy supervising dockworkers, and Martin had taken off his coat and was moving crates around to get a look at the labeling. Allen was tempted to tell him he didn’t need to do that work himself, but Martin seemed engrossed in what he was reading, so Allen held his tongue. He told himself it had nothing to do with how broad Martin’s shoulders looked as he moved things around, but he didn’t leave either, pretending to be watching the unloading, when really he only had eyes for Martin. That was why he noticed the moment Martin leaned against a crate as if he were tired. His hand went to his cravat— the one Allen had laid out for him the first day he realized—and paused. The gesture reminded Allen of the way he’d once grabbed the rag from his neck to wipe his face. He pulled himself away from the crates and walked over as if he’d just arrived.

“Martin, sorry I’m late with the invoices. I’ll bring them up if you want to get some water before we start comparing them.”

“Yes, sir.” Martin made certain the crate he’d been moving was stable then walked towards the corner where Humphries kept water for the workers. Allen reminded himself he was not going to keep watching Martin and went up to the office.

 

The morning passed quickly as they compared what had been ordered to what had arrived and what had arrived to what Haverson said he’d sent. Partway through the afternoon, Humphries came up to the office and dropped a stack of letters on the desk. “Lad brought the post from your house. I gave him a shilling.”

“Then take one from my wallet there,” Allen said as he flipped through the letters. One had familiar handwriting. He quickly broke the seal and unfolded the page. One of the samples he’d sent dropped out. 

 

“Mr. Brideson, 

It was very kind of you to be so prompt. Please send four yards of the enclosed to my mantua-maker as soon as possible on my account. You expressed an interest in Mrs. Brooking’s event. The guest list has already been sent for that affair; however, I have some pull with the ladies of the art circle and have arranged for you be included on the list for the gallery showing I am hosting on Saturday. I hope you will be able to attend on such short notice. 

Sincerely,

Mrs. Rollins”

 

Allen grinned and read the note twice then read it aloud. “Our first sale to the ton! I told you that cloth would be useful.”

“When are they paying the account?” Humphries asked.

“You and Martin are starting to sound the same.”

“When are they paying the account?” Martin echoed.

“I’ve half a mind not to give you your presents.” Allen smiled as he watched both men turn to look at him. Thank God he’d managed to get them bought this morning. He took the two boxes from his overcoat pockets and handed them out. “Humphries, this is yours. And Martin, for you.” He leaned back to watch the reactions.

Humphries opened his quickly and looked surprised. “Thank you, sir. That was kind of you. It’s quite like that pearl one you wear sometimes.” He pinned it to his cravat at once.

Martin took his time opening his, as if he wanted to keep the ribbon neat and smooth. Allen had to stop himself from tapping his foot impatiently as Martin opened the box. He looked stunned at the present, then ran his finger along the jade without removing it from the box.

Allen finally couldn’t contain himself. “Do you like it?”

Martin looked up. “It’s beautiful, sir. Thank you.” Martin noticed Humphries had put his on and did the same, fastening it neatly in the middle of the cravat.

Allen smiled. “Humphries, give the men a little something extra to celebrate when they leave. I’ll leave it up to you. Then have someone gather this order together. I should probably deliver it myself to the mantua-maker. She might pass it on to Mrs. Rollins that I took the time to be certain everything was correct. Would you like to come along and help me manage it, Martin?”

He was very surprised when Martin answered, “No, there were some—things I wanted to check in the paperwork. It would be better if you brought Humphries along. I can get the fabric for you, though. I know where it is.”

“If you’re certain.” He hadn’t realized until then that he’d rather been counting on Martin coming along, on Martin sharing his first triumph, no matter how small it was. Perhaps taking Martin somewhere for a drink on the way back. But he wasn’t going to force him. He pulled the cashbox from the drawer and unlocked it so Humphries could get the bonus money.

“I’ll give them enough for a couple of pints, if that’s all right.”

“That sounds appropriate. Thank you.”

Martin got up from his desk. “I’ll get the silk cut for you. It won’t take a moment.”

Allen felt that he ought to say there was no hurry, but Martin had already crossed to the door, so he merely said, “Thank you.”

Martin nodded and hurried out the door. Humphries pulled the cashbox across the desk and counted out what he’d need then closed it and left the office. Allen stared at the empty room for a moment, then took out Mrs. Rollins’s note and re-read it. It was exactly what he’d wanted. There was no reason to keep glancing towards the door. Martin was simply cutting fabric; he’d be back in a moment, although he probably wouldn’t want to talk about the note. But there was no reason for the triumph to feel less triumphant because an employee wasn’t interested in something that didn’t really involve him anyway. Allen smoothed the note out and tried to remember what he had told himself he would do to celebrate when an order like this came.

 

Edwin fingered the cravat pin as he went to the shelves where the silks were kept. It had been so long since he’d had one, he ought to be pleased. But a sale to Mrs. Rollins. If she liked the silk, and Edwin was certain she would, there would be others, and soon people coming to the warehouse and the townhouse, and that would be the end. 

He took out the requested silk and began to measure it out. He’d known he only had until the Season at best, so this should not have been a surprise. And Mr. Brideson had been so kind, he really shouldn’t be upset. Cravat pins and wanting him to go along with him. Edwin filled out a receipt for the material, folded up the length of silk neatly, and put the rest of the bolt away. He wasn’t sure how Mr. Brideson wanted it recorded, so he marked what he’d taken on the shipping label and brought the silk to the office.

Mr. Brideson was sitting right where he’d left him, still reading the letter that would start him on the path to what he wanted. Edwin put the silk bundle on the desk and left the receipt on top. “I didn’t see anything to wrap it in.”

Mr. Brideson looked up from the letter. “There’s some paper in the cupboard. I’ll take care of it. You’re certain you don’t want to come?”

Even though he had never frequented mantua-makers, plenty of people who did would know him. He couldn’t ruin Mr. Brideson’s chances before they even began. “No, I have some things to look over here.”

“All right, if you’re certain. I took your pay out of the box in case I’m not back before you leave. It’s in the drawer with Humphries’s. He has the key. I’ll let him know. We’ll finish going over the orders for the shops on Monday at the office.”

Edwin nodded and sat at his desk. He could feel Mr. Brideson watching him as he packed up the cloth and got his hat, but he didn’t say anything more.

 

Allen found a hack easily enough and gave the driver the address from Mrs. Rollins’s letter. Once inside, he leaned back against the seat and tried to figure out what it was Martin had wanted to finish. He couldn’t think of anything in the office that needed to be done except the orders for the shops, and he’d said they’d put them off until Monday. No, the only conclusion was that Martin didn’t want to come with him. The question was why.

Allen was no further along in the riddle when the hack left him outside the shop on Cavendish Square. He was paying the driver when he heard his name being called.

“Brideson, it is you, isn’t it? Told the mater you could be relied on.”

“Rollins, how nice to see you,” Allen replied automatically.

“So you’ve got the new stuff she wanted? Perfect. That means she’ll be in there another hour at least. Plenty of time.”

Allen wasn’t particularly interested, but he knew he was expected to make conversation. “You have another engagement?”

“Not formally, but I was going to meet Fenny and Wilton at the pub around the corner. Cockfights in the back. We’re going to go around betting on who has the biggest cock.” He laughed at the puerile joke and watched Allen until he managed a chuckle. “Want to come?’

“I’m afraid I have much too much work to do back at the office.”

“Oh, I say, mother’s counting on you for her little art thing tomorrow night.”

Allen didn’t want to put his invitation at risk, even if it meant betting on cockfights with Rollins. “That’s why I want to get back to work, to be certain there’s nothing to distract me from her gallery showing.”

“That’s good then. I’ll see you tomorrow. You don’t have any money on you, do you?”

“Only enough to get me back to the shop,” Allen lied. “Pickpockets, you know.”

“Right, right, I’ll ask Fenny.” Rollins started down the street.

Allen hurried inside before Rollins could decide to come back and ask for what money he had.

 

Inside, the shop was chaos, with pattern books spread out over every available surface, and three shop girls hurrying around with trims and lace. Mrs. Rollins was seated in the middle of it, with a harried-looking seamstress trying to be polite and stop the teacup that was perched precariously on the table by Mrs. Rollins’s arm from falling off and spilling on anything valuable. He caught the seamstress’s eye to let her know he was there before saying, “Mrs. Rollins, this is a pleasant surprise.”

Mrs. Rollins twisted around in her chair, knocking the teacup with her elbow. Fortunately, the seamstress caught it before it could overturn. “Mr. Brideson, how good of you to come. And is that my silk?”

“It is indeed. Allow me to unwrap it for you.” Allen removed the paper and found a receipt to be signed inside on top of the fabric. It was filled out in the neat hand Martin used for formal documents. For an instant, Allen wished the man himself were there. He’d completely forgotten to bring anything for Mrs. Rollins to sign, that was why of course. Martin wouldn’t have been distracted; he would have thought of any little thing like that while Allen dealt with Mrs. Rollins. As he unrolled the fabric for approval, he noticed the seamstress seem to relax as Mrs. Rollins turned her attention to someone else. That movement reminded Allen of Martin and Humphries muttering about being paid. They’d probably say he would soon be as harried as she was. He ignored the voices in his head, which sounded more like Martin than Humphries if he was honest, and spread the cloth out for inspection.

Mrs. Rollins leaned over the fabric. The seamstress hurried to assist him in holding it out. “Oh this is very nice, isn’t it, Mrs. Rollins? The color will be so becoming on you.”

“I suppose it will do.”

“I hope you’re pleased. If you would just sign for it so I can add it to your account.” Allen held out the receipt.

Mrs. Rollins took the pen that was by the teacup. “Yes, it’s exactly what I asked for. But I’m not sure it’s quite right for the dress I had in mind.”

The seamstress draped her end of the fabric over a chair. “It would be perfect for the gown you were looking at yesterday. One moment while I find the sketch.” She started to sort through the mess around Mrs. Rollins’s chair.

Mrs. Rollins ignored her as she searched. “It was good of you to bring this yourself. Now I can give you your invitation to the showing in person. I do hate trusting important things to the servants. As often as not they forget to deliver them.”

Allen was tempted to say his never forgot such things as long as he remembered to ask them to do it, but he knew that would cost him the invitation at least, so he merely smiled. If Martin had been there, he could have joked about it in the hack on their way to where ever they would go to celebrate, but Martin wasn’t there. Foolish to think of what he’d do if he was.

Mrs. Rollins produced the piece of card and tried to unbend the edge of it. “There you are. It will be nice for Freddie to have a friend to talk to.”

Allen hadn’t realized he’d be expected to entertain Rollins, but he schooled his face in as bland a look as he could and said, “Thank you. I’m quite looking forward to this.”

The seamstress reappeared then, holding a book of fashion plates. “Here it is. I think these fabrics would be lovely in something like this, don’t you, Mr. Brideson?”

Allen didn’t want to be in the middle of a debate between Mrs. Rollins and her mantua-maker, but he had the feeling that the woman had been on his side earlier, so he settled for, “I bow to your expert opinion, miss, however, I do think Mrs. Rollins would look quite striking in a design like that.”

“There was another one over here I liked.” Mrs. Rollins pushed some of the books around with her foot.

Allen looked longingly at the door. “I quite like this one, although of course, I would defer to the judgment of the ladies in such matters.” He hadn’t realized how much diplomacy would be needed to navigate the ton. He was starting to think going into foreign service would have been less fraught with traps. He searched for an excuse to leave before the book was found. The story he’d told Rollins seemed suitable. “If you will excuse me, I want to be sure I’m finished with all of my office work before your party, so I can give it my full attention without being distracted by unfinished business. I look forward to seeing you then.” He bowed and made for the door before anyone could stop him.

In the hack on the way home, he considered going to a pub to celebrate on his own. It was what he’d planned to do with Martin, just as they had when Martin had gotten his first pay packet. But he didn’t want to go alone. His mind drifted to Martin. He could have used him during the encounter. He seemed to know the thing to say to smooth over any of the difficult situations he found himself in with Mrs. Rollins. And there were several. For the first time, Allen wondered how Martin had learned to be diplomatic. It seemed to be another bit of the riddle of his origin. That was why he was so distracted by him, Allen told himself. A riddle to solve was always distracting until the solution was found.

 

{---*---}

 

When Edwin got back to his flat, he hid the new pin and his pay and the rest of his good clothes under a floorboard by the bed and pulled on his old ones. He’d let himself forget who he was, and that couldn’t happen. There were still a few hours of daylight left. He would make the most of them. 

On the street, Edwin turned his steps towards the livery stable. He couldn’t go to the docks in case Humphries was still about, but there was always work there, and in heat like this, they would be glad of an extra set of hands to muck stalls or turn dung heaps or clean the yard. If not there, there were the cattle markets or the blacksmith. He might even find work on a night-soil crew. And it would all be money he could save for when he had to leave Mr. Brideson. And if he was starting to get orders from the likes of Mrs. Rollins, that would be sooner than he’d hoped. Planned for. Sooner than he’d planned for. He took a handful of dirt from the street and rubbed it into his face and hands. That and the proper accent would make certain there was no question about his suitability for the work.

 

 


Chapter 8

 

ALLEN HAD A RESTLESS NIGHT and woke Saturday morning almost as tired as he’d been when he went to bed. He’d spent the sleepless hours around midnight working on the puzzle that was Edwin Martin. It was a way to relax his mind, which was clearly showing more nerves than he’d anticipated over the gallery showing, something to distract him. Clearly that was why his mind was filled with images of the man every time he woke up. 

Allen attempted to get some work done in the morning, but once his letters were answered, there was nothing to do that did not involve the Gold Flame, and he wasn’t sure what Martin had finished at the warehouse. Certainly he could have gone there and checked, but it would be easier to do it when Martin was around to look at the translations. It would mean they would most likely work late on Monday, then Martin might have to stay to dinner again, and that seemed more a reason to put it off than to work. Allen went to the library to try reading, but nothing held his interest. Nerves, he told himself, or perhaps the heat and humidity that were pressing in all around. If he could have slept, it would have taken up more of the morning.

Allen finally gave in and went to his room to plan what he would wear. He decided on breeches and a dark coat, just as he would if he were invited to Almack’s. It would be better to be too formal than to offend Mrs. Rollins at this juncture. He dressed and started on his cravat. Martin seemed to favor a Gordon knot, and it looked quite becoming on him. Perhaps he should try that. If only he could figure out why Martin had gotten so quiet when he’d read out Mrs. Rollins’s letter. Then perhaps he could put the puzzle behind him. Allen got his knot sorted out on the third try and remembered Martin smoothing the sides of the cravat away from his ears. He did the same, quite clearly remembering the feel of Martin’s rough hands as they’d brushed gently against his skin. That was not the thing to think of when wearing fashionably fitted breeches. Allen pulled the box he kept his jewelry in and sorted through the cravat pins.

Had it been the cravat pin? Was that what had bothered Martin? Had it seemed too extravagant? Would he have preferred to be given a bonus like the dockworkers? Allen hoped not. He wanted Martin to have something nice. Just as he’d wanted Humphries to have something nice, he added quickly and made himself focus on the choices in front of him. 

 

Allen sent Simon out to hire a carriage for the night. A hack was fine when he was working, but this required a bit more flair, and as Simon’s father had been a coachman, Simon knew enough to be able to rent and drive him the short distance through town, even if he didn’t care for the work enough to do it on a regular basis. “You can go to the pub for a little while when I go in, then wait with the carriage for me.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Allen handed a few coins up to Simon to cover whatever he might need at the pub then turned his steps towards the gallery. Inside was a press of people, making the room even hotter and more uncomfortable than it was outside, and Allen couldn’t spot Mrs. Rollins. He set about looking for his hostess, then he could begin looking at the pictures. Before he could find her, Rollins found him. 

“Evening, Brideson. Did you come prepared?”

“Prepared?” Was he supposed to prepare something? What? Martin would have known. Why was he thinking of Martin now?

“Mother’s another one taking after Almack’s and not serving anything stronger than ratafia, but at least here they don’t growl at you if you bring your own.”

Alcohol. He should have known. “I’m sorry, no, I didn’t.” He could see Rollins trying to decide if he was telling the truth or trying not to share, so he added, “The flask was too large for this suit. It ruined the line of the breeches and weighed down the coat.”

Rollins seemed to believe that. “Well, next time wear trousers then. I know they all want to copy Almack’s, but they won’t throw you out for them.”

“It is my first time at one of your mother’s affairs. I wanted to be certain I was dressed appropriately. Perhaps I should find her and say hello.”

“Don’t bother. She’s over there with Lady Jersey and Lady Gorworth and Mrs. Brooking. Ridiculous old things. They wouldn’t give vouchers to Fenning this year after the little mix-up at the Gorworths’ house party. He didn’t know the girl was a younger daughter. Thought she was a maid.”

Allen ignored the rest of the conversation and tried to get a glimpse of the patroness of Almack’s. If he could just impress her... The first thing he noticed was that the ladies were younger than he’d imagined, not much older than the people who frequented their balls. The second was that they did not seem to take kindly to people interrupting their conversations with what he was certain were requests for vouchers. But if Mrs. Rollins could be convinced to intervene on his behalf...

“You’re certain you didn’t bring a flask?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Never mind. Fenny might have some and he might share. Greyson would share, but he never brings any. And Wilton brings it, but drinks it all on the way over!”

Allen knew he was supposed to laugh at that and managed it. Rollins clapped him on the shoulder and led him through the crowd.

They hurried past at least five pictures Allen would have liked to have stopped and looked at. He was getting the impression that Rollins wanted to find his friends before they finished whatever alcohol they had brought with them. Allen wondered if the exhibit would be open to the public. Perhaps he could come back and look at the pictures on his own. Asking Rollins wouldn’t do any good; he probably didn’t even know the name of the gallery they were hurrying through. It would be nice to bring Martin here. Martin would appreciate it. It had been when Martin was talking about the scrolls that Allen had first heard his proper voice, the gentle, educated one, not the gruff, coarse one he used on the docks. Why was he thinking of Martin again? It was one thing to be curious about a riddle, but this was becoming an obsession. Allen turned his attention to Rollins. “I take it you’ve already seen the exhibit?”

“What?”

“We’re going through it so quickly, I just assumed you’d already seen it and knew where the ones worth stopping for were.”

“Oh, I suppose there are some nice things, but no one comes here to look at the pictures.”

Allen nodded. “Of course not.” He wished he could have brought Martin tonight. Martin would look at the pictures and know what to say about them. But then he wasn’t here to look at the pictures either. “But I do need to look a bit to see what the fashionable find fashionable. I import artistic bits and pieces you know, and I like to know what those with taste would like to see.”

“Oh, yes, I see. I’ve always thought I should try my hand at something artistic, but who has the time? I was thinking of a gallery myself. But then there are the artists to be dealt with.”

Allen nodded again. “Yes, there is that.” If he nodded any more, his head would probably fall off.

“There’s Greyson. He’ll know where Fenny and the others are holed up.”

Allen realized the gallery had been a mistake. At a ball, he would be expected to dance with some of the ladies, and that always made an excuse to get away. Or fetching lemonade and punch, either one of which would have been welcome at the moment if it were cold. Here, there was nothing to give him a reason to get away from Rollins and his friends. He resigned himself to an evening of boredom. But if Rollins told his mother that he was an amusing companion, then perhaps it wouldn’t be a complete waste of time.

 

{---*---}

 

Edwin took every job that would have him, pushing his body through the heat of the afternoon until the sweat and dirt stopped mattering, sleeping on the floor of his room to keep the sheets clean for the week ahead, then waking at dawn and doing the same on Saturday and again on Sunday. By the time he went to the inn for a bath on Sunday night, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to climb in and out of the tub, but he managed it, then managed it a second time when he went to a second inn after realizing he didn’t feel clean enough to present himself to Mr. Brideson in the morning. At the second inn, he brought his two good shirts with him and rinsed them out, which was foolish he knew, but he did it anyway.

When he woke on Monday, everything ached. This was what he couldn’t forget. How those first weeks at the docks he’d woken up with every muscle and bone aching and his hands burning, and he’d had to force himself into the same sweat-damp and filthy clothes and go back to do the same work again and again if he wanted to eat. That was what he would return to when Mr. Brideson got what he wanted. And there was no doubt he would. A kind man like Mr. Brideson deserved to have every happiness. Edwin dragged himself from the bed and felt his shirts. Both had dried in the night. He could enjoy what he had now, but he could not forget he was a traitor’s son, and this wasn’t going to last.

 

Monday morning, Allen was awake early again. He was fidgety during breakfast, checking his watch often. He realized he was eager to get to the office. As he flipped through the newspapers, he tried to remember what was in the shipment from Friday. There must have been something interesting that he’d forgotten about if he was so eager to get back to it. He’d ask Martin. Martin would remember.

“Is everything all right, sir?”

“What, oh, yes, Sophie. Everything’s fine.” Allen looked at his plate. He’d barely touched his food. “I think I’m going to go to the office and get started. Would you have the cook send a tray with tea and something?”

“Of course, sir. Would you like it now or when Mr. Martin comes?”

If it was that obvious to Sophie, perhaps he needed to re-examine what was making him so impatient for nine o’clock to arrive. “Maybe closer to when Mr. Martin arrives.”

“Very good, sir.” Sophie smiled a little but didn’t say anything more. Allen was tempted to ask her what she thought of Mr. Martin, but he didn’t. Instead, he asked,

“How is your sister doing?”

“Quite well, thank you for asking. She said Lady Clairmont runs an excellent household, and she’s quite happy there.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Do you have the same days off?”

“Same half day, sir, so I get to see her.”

“If you’d like to change anything, we can discuss it. You can see to the tray.”

“Thank you, sir. I will.”

Allen went down to the office and sat at the desk with the newspapers in front of him. He didn’t pretend to read them until Sophie came in with the breakfast tray, and then it was only until she left. The tray meant Martin would be arriving soon.

Allen heard the front door open, but resisted the impulse to get up and see if it was Martin. He buried his nose in the newspapers instead, trying to look casual as the office door opened. He recognized Martin’s step at once and looked up. “Good morning. There’s tea if you’d like some.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Allen watched Martin as he crossed to the tea service. His movements seemed a bit stiff, and his skin seemed more tanned than it had been, but he seemed in fine spirits and he was wearing the cravat pin and he smelled faintly of bergamot again and it looked like he’d gotten his shirts laundered, so perhaps everything was all right. “Did you have an enjoyable time off?”

Martin shrugged, but it was a controlled movement, like he was in some pain. Allen nodded as if that were an answer. “Are the orders from the Mayfair shops on your desk?”

“Yes, right here.” Martin gathered up the papers and brought them to Allen’s desk. “I trust Mrs. Rollins liked the silk?”

“It seemed she did. She added me to a list to see the exhibit at the Morris Gallery on Saturday night, so she must have, right?”

“And did you go?”

“I did. It was interesting. I didn’t get to see many of the paintings. No one seemed interested in them.”

“No, I would think they’d be more interested in who was there and what they wore.”

“Exactly. I was thinking of going back when there are fewer people and having a proper look. It might be useful when I order more items to see what the fashion in painting is now. Would you like to come along?”

Martin put the papers on the desk and shook his head quickly. “I couldn’t.”

Allen got a glimpse of Martin’s hands, which were rawer and more painful-looking than usual for a Monday. So the man must have worked himself to the bone while he was away from the office. That explained the stiffness in his movements. Allen didn’t want to worry him, so he didn’t press the point. Still, he wished he knew why Martin had felt he needed to take any job, no matter how awful, particularly on days the heat could only be described as brutal. “I’ll let you know when I’m going in case you change your mind. Would you look at these translations on the silk prints? I want to have plenty of fabric on hand before the little season starts, just in case we become fashionable.”

Martin seemed relieved to be able to bring the papers to his desk and keep his head down over his work.

 

The day was busy enough to pass quickly, but Allen found himself more and more distracted. It was obvious to him now that Martin was a great deal more to him than a riddle to be sorted out. He was the most interesting man Allen had ever met, not because of what he didn’t know about him, but what he did. He was intelligent and gentle and when he forgot to pretend he was nothing more than someone Allen had pulled off the docks, he was an excellent conversationalist, and diplomatic, and handsome. And there was something he let Allen see flashes of, some hurt that he kept closely guarded. He’d seen it for an instant when they’d discussed the gallery, but long enough that time to recognize it for what it was. Martin had said good things didn’t last for him; Allen should have remembered that. Martin had a gentle heart, and it had clearly been hurt badly. Once Allen realized that, he realized that was why Martin worked so hard when he was away from the office, he was building up the protections around himself. And that was what bothered Allen. He wanted to be the one to protect that soft, hurt place, or fix it if he could. 

Allen had always been good at figures, so he knew what all of that added up to; he was in love with Edwin Martin. He should have realized it sooner, when he’d been trying to find the right words to engrave in a watch. And he’d bet Humphries had suspected from the start; it explained why he had teased them both about their proclivities early on. Allen had known Humphries would never betray him, so it had confused him at the time, but if he’d known Allen was interested, well it had been his way of finding out if there was anything for Allen to pursue. And he hadn’t said a thing about Allen until he’d sounded Martin out. And Sophie seemed to have guessed as well, but heaven knew how. 

When they stopped to eat, Allen realized it wasn’t only Sophie who had guessed. Mrs. Armstrong had made roasted chicken with apples and cream sauce. Martin rarely expressed preferences at meals, and Allen assumed those were a luxury he hadn’t been able to afford, but he had always seemed fond of Mrs. Armstrong’s roasted chicken. She seemed to have noticed and was being sure to include it on the menu often when Martin stayed, although Allen hadn’t made the connection until he was looking for it. Clearly, he had been blind to this for some time.

Not that he was surprised at himself. It was a difficult situation. Martin was his employee. While that meant he could spend most of the day with him, it also meant he had to be careful. He was not the sort to go chasing after the maids, even if the maids had been of interest to him. The footmen, he was not the sort to go chasing after the footmen. If only he could have met Martin at some gallery showing or ball. Then there would be no question of what he should do.

“Were the paintings nice?”

“Hmm?” Allen realized he wasn’t paying any attention to what was going on.

“At the gallery showing, were they nice? The ones you got to see, I mean.”

“Yes, they were, the ones I caught a glimpse of while Rollins was dragging me off to find someone who might have smuggled in some whiskey.”

“You should have brought some. You’d have been his boon companion.”

“I’ll remember that.” Allen started to describe what he could remember. He was rewarded by seeing Martin’s interest in the subject.

 

By the time Allen called an end to work that evening, they had managed to sort out what would be offered to the various shops and what Allen would keep to sell on his own. Allen watched as Martin straightened his desk. The man was definitely still sore. He wished Martin would trust him enough to ask for money if he needed it, but then Martin was sure he’d be out of a job at any moment; he’d said as much when he’d first been hired. Good things never lasted for him. At least Allen could see that he had a proper meal every day. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”

Martin shook his head without looking up. “I should be leaving. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Allen didn’t want to have to worry about Martin, and he had no engagements himself. “I simply thought it would be more convenient, seeing as we’ll have to get the orders together tomorrow, for you to stay the night. We’ll have to finish the paperwork here in the morning, but then we can go to the warehouse together to supervise the order preparation, and you could go home from there. It seems such a waste for you to walk all the way to the docks tonight and all the way back in the morning just to leave for the docks again.”

“It’s kind of you to think of it, but I don’t mind.”

Allen sighed. Martin might not mind, but he seemed so tired it made Allen mind. And the thought of a long night in the library with a book or the study with a newspaper knowing Martin had no such luxury... “It’s a bit lonely here at night. I just thought it would be nice to have some company while I finish the accounts.”

Martin sighed. “I suppose I don’t have anything waiting for me. I could finish the manifest translations.”

Allen relaxed. He’d have Martin here for a little while at least. “After dinner, though. We don’t want to keep Mrs. Armstrong waiting.”

“I don’t want to bother her. I can...”

“You won’t bother her. And I’m sure she’ll be upset if you don’t dine here. She’ll wonder why you didn’t want to.”

Martin sighed, but it turned into a chuckle before Allen could worry too much. “All right. I’ll stay for dinner. But then I’ll work.”

Allen nodded. “Of course. That was the idea.” 

 

Mrs. Armstrong was pleased enough to have Martin at dinner that she came upstairs herself to tell him he was no trouble. After that, Martin relaxed enough to talk about something other than the upcoming shipment, even if it was only about some stories they’d seen in the newspaper. When the last of the pudding had been eaten with a small glass of the good whiskey, they returned to the office. Martin went straight to his desk and began going through the translations he was working on. Allen didn’t have any other work to do, but he didn’t want to leave the room and Martin’s company, so he picked up a newspaper and began to read the weather forecasts. He kept looking up to see how Martin was doing and if he might be at a point where he could talk without disturbing him. As the evening wore on, more and more often Martin seemed to be rubbing at his shoulder. Allen finally felt he had to say something. There was no reason for Martin to push himself so hard when Allen had merely wanted to be sure he had a good meal.

“Your shoulder is still bothering you.”

“It’s nothing to be concerned about.”

But Allen couldn’t help himself. He remembered Martin in the warehouse resting after what must have been for him a small amount of physical work. Was that what had bothered him? “That’s what you meant when you said you didn’t want to forget. You didn’t want to forget how to do hard work like that.”

Mr. Martin nodded slightly.

“Not all of it then.” Allen went back to his newspaper. He didn’t want to make Martin uncomfortable, and it seemed that was all he was good at doing. What else wouldn’t Martin want to forget? Being cold and dirty no doubt. And alone. He had the feeling Martin was alone. That was why he had responded to the argument that Allen was lonely; it was one he understood. And he was kind enough to want to help. Allen glanced up and saw Martin rub at his shoulder while trying to hide it.

“Here, you’re making me ache just looking at you.” It was true in its way, and if Martin didn’t know quite the right way, that was fine. He didn’t give Martin a chance to protest, just went to the desk, leaned over the back of his chair and began to knead the muscles of Martin’s shoulder. He expected Martin to protest, but he didn’t. He sat very still and stared straight ahead. Bearing up, Allen thought sadly. Just when Allen was about to pull away, Martin relaxed and seemed to melt into the chair. Allen moved his hand across the muscle until he found the spot that seemed to please Martin the most. At least he made a soft sort of moan when Allen touched it. Allen worked his fingers into the flesh, letting himself enjoy what he was sure would be a rare chance to touch Martin.

Martin’s shoulders were broad and muscled, but he was thin. There was nothing but bone and muscle under Allen’s hands. He wondered if the man had been so deprived before that he hadn’t had time to put weight on now, or if he was scrimping in his strange insistence that Allen would be rid of him at any moment. Either way, Allen resolved there would be more lunches together, and suppers if he could manipulate it. He would not have Martin fading away in front of him, no matter how badly the man wanted to be prepared to be thrown back to the gutter.

Martin’s shoulder felt loose now, relaxed. Allen knew he should stop. But he didn’t want to stop touching the man in front of him. This would most likely be his only chance. He slid his left hand along the back of Martin’s neck, feeling the soft skin behind his ear and along the base of his skull. Probably the only soft skin on him he realized, and then he realized how very much he’d like to gather evidence to prove or disprove that theory. To slide the shirt over the man’s head, slide his trousers over his legs, to...

He had to stop thinking like that. Martin would be shocked if he said a word of that. He’d be shocked if he turned around and saw what this touch was doing to Allen. He ought to stop. Ought to leave the room. Ought to...

Martin leaned back in the chair, tipping his head back so he could look up at Allen through his thick lashes. Allen wanted to lean down and kiss those lips, find if they were hard or soft, find how his mouth tasted. Allen swallowed. The look in Martin’s eyes seemed to want the same thing.

Martin pulled away and snapped to his feet. “I should go. I should go.” 

“Upstairs,” Allen found himself saying with no apparent help from his brain. Surely any reasonable part of him would have stopped that word from leaving his lips. Martin was an employee. An employee who seemed to think he was one breath away from being discharged and sent back to live in squalor on the docks. If he thought his job depended on bedding Allen... “I’m sorry. I’m very sorry. I’m not that sort of man.”

“Oh.” A look of worry passed over Martin’s face. “Mr. Humphries said...”

Now the man would think he’d not only be sacked but have the watchmen on him. “Mr. Humphries was right, I didn’t mean...”

“Of course. I understand. I’m—what I am. Good evening.”

Allen went back to his desk. He was making a mess of it. “I don’t know what you think I mean, but I would never expect someone who worked for me to bed me as part of the position. I don’t want you to think your employment is in any danger because of my inability to control myself.” If he scared Martin away... If he sent him back to the docks because he couldn’t control his urges...

“What if I don’t want you to control yourself?” It was spoken so softly, Allen almost didn’t hear it.

Allen looked up. Martin was standing by the door, staring hard at the knob, trembling. He’s as frightened as I am, Allen realized. That melted his reserve in a way nothing else had. He crossed the room and leaned against Martin so he could slide his arm around Martin’s waist and reach the key in the door. Martin watched him turn the key and slide it from the lock. Allen didn’t want him to feel trapped, so he slipped the key into Martin’s pocket. Martin could leave anytime he wanted, but they wouldn’t be disturbed. Then Allen stepped back and waited.

Martin’s fingers brushed the pocket with the key, and then he turned and wrapped his arms around Allen. Allen leaned towards him and tipped his head back. And then there were warm, firm lips against his. Allen let his mouth fall open and tasted the whiskey and bit of saltiness and something warm and sweet. He pressed closer, wanting more. Then his lips were released and hands seemed to be everywhere, brushing his back, his arms, his chest. “Edwin,” Allen whispered. Thank God he knew the man’s proper name. 

“Allen, dearest Allen.” 

His name sounded so good from Edwin’s lips. And then he was pressed against the door, Edwin kneeling before him, unbuttoning the fall of his trousers. He felt he should say something. Tell Edwin not to kneel. Suggest they move to the settee or... And then Edwin’s tongue slid along Allen’s cock and there was no more thinking, only the warm wet feeling of Edwin’s mouth as he ran his tongue along Allen’s length to the base and back to the tip and slid the head inside his mouth. Allen let the door support him as Edwin worked his way down Allen’s length, alternating between sucking and stroking with his tongue. It was all good, all making Allen shiver and think of nothing but those amazing lips. He looked down, wanting to see Edwin, wanting to see his cock sliding in and out of those firm, wonderful lips. Edwin felt his gaze and looked up. He met Allen’s gaze and sucked hard, hollowing his cheeks and making Allen moan and struggle to hold still. He felt Edwin’s hand kneading his arse, then a small slap that made his hips snap forward. Edwin made a small sound in his throat, erotic and wanton. 

Allen let his hips move, thrusting his cock in and out of Edwin’s mouth, feeling the warmth and wetness and the press of his tongue. He looked down again to watch and noticed Edwin had his other hand wrapped around his own cock, pumping it in time to Allen’s thrusts. That was all he needed to see, his cock thrusting in and out of that beautiful mouth and Edwin pleasuring himself in time to it. As Edwin’s tongue slid along his cock, Allen came, spilling into Edwin’s mouth. Edwin started to suck harder, as if he were trying to get every drop. Allen was still shaking from it when he felt Edwin’s release against his leg. He was too shaky to do anything but moan softly. 

“Sorry,” Edwin whispered. He felt one work-rough hand brush against his stocking, trying to wipe it clean.

“For what?” Allen murmured. “Kiss me again, and it’s forgotten.”

Edwin’s lips were as wonderful the second time, warm and firm and now with Allen’s own flavor on them. He wrapped his arms around Edwin, pulling him close, close enough that their cocks rubbed against each other in a way that was so private and intimate and arousing.

Allen broke the kiss but kept his face close to Edwin’s as he whispered, “Stay the night.”

“I...”

“Please.”

“All right.”

Allen smiled. “Then we’ll tidy in here and go upstairs.” He reached down to refasten his breeches then glanced at the floor. If the servants saw... But somehow Edwin had dragged the newspaper over in time to protect the carpet, so it was an easy matter to hide the evidence. 

 

They hurried up the stairs, Allen not caring if the servants noticed, not with Edwin just behind him. He led the way to his bedroom and pulled the door closed behind them. He’d barely gotten the latch to catch when Edwin’s arms were around him. He turned and pressed his lips to Edwin’s, sliding his tongue along the seam until Edwin opened to him then letting his tongue dart inside. His lips against Edwin’s felt amazing. Almost as amazing as their cocks brushing against each other had felt. He wanted that again. And skin. More skin touching Edwin’s. Allen pulled back and began fumbling with his buttons. Edwin started to do the same, removing his coat and waistcoat as quickly as he could manage.

Allen finished first, perhaps because he didn’t care where he flung his clothes, only that they were out of the way. Edwin was far more careful with his. Someone who was used to taking care of his own things, Allen thought as he watched, naked from the waist up, not wanting to look away from Edwin long enough to remove the rest. 

Edwin looked over and paused, admiring, Allen hoped, liking what he saw perhaps. Edwin approached slowly, shyly. He reached out to touch Allen, then hesitated, his hand almost brushing Allen’s chest. Allen took one of Edwin’s calloused hands in his and stroked it, then gently massaged the palm. He could feel Edwin watching him, but he kept at it. He would have liked to rub lotions into the cracked skin, but he knew Edwin might still feel the need to go back to his old work and softening his hands would do him no favors. Instead, he brought the palm to his lips and gently kissed the hollow of his hand, then each fingertip, then he rested his cheek against Edwin’s palm. Edwin slid his hand along Allen’s face until he was tangling his fingers in Allen’s hair. Allen kissed the skin of Edwin’s wrist, the inside of his arm, any bit of skin he could reach. His precious Edwin. He wanted to take care of all of him, kiss him everywhere, make him feel he wouldn’t lose this, make him feel loved. 

Edwin’s hand slid down Allen’s back, brushing along the spine. Allen made a small sound in his throat and pressed against Edwin, drawing him close so their chests were pressed against each other, warm skin against his, the hand sliding over his back. It was wonderful, better than he’d imagined, better than anyone else before. But he wanted more. “Bed?” he whispered.

Edwin nodded, and they fumbled across the room, shedding the last of their clothes as they did until they were both sitting on the edge of the bed, pulling off stockings and shoes. Edwin leaned against Allen. It took Allen a moment to realize it was intentional, not an accident as they were fumbling with stockings. He leaned back, then tossed his stocking away and wrapped his arms around Edwin, pulling him close, letting his hands wander over Edwin’s skin. Edwin was thin, too thin. He’d have him stay for dinner, have him stay always if he could. Always. Edwin with him always. That was a wonderful thought.

Edwin pulled away from Allen and lay back on the bed, letting his legs fall open and letting Allen admire everything about him. Allen looked his fill, then wanted the feel of Edwin’s skin against his again and crawled closer. He slid his hand up Edwin’s thigh, along his hip and waist, then over his chest, sliding over the hard planes and lightly pinching the pink nipples. Edwin gasped at that, so Allen followed the path of his hand with his mouth, then ran his tongue over Edwin’s nipples while Edwin tangled his fingers in Allen’s hair. 

Allen wanted to feel more of Edwin’s skin against him. He stopped playing with his nipples and kissed his way along Edwin’s chest, his neck, and finally pressed his lips to Edwin’s, pulling him close so they were pressed together from chest to thighs. Any small movement made his chest rub against Edwin’s and his cock slide along Edwin’s thigh. Allen’s lips slipped away from Edwin’s as he moaned at the wonderful friction. 

Edwin slid his hand down Allen’s chest and hip then wrapped around their cocks, holding them together. Allen gasped at the intimate contact. Edwin slid his thumb over the tips, gathering the fluid and using it to let his hand slide over their lengths as he held them together. Allen closed his eyes to enjoy the feeling of the calloused hand gently working his cock, then opened them almost at once so he could see Edwin. He slid his hands over Edwin’s chest, then wrapped his arms around Edwin’s waist, holding their bodies close as they rubbed against each other. “Dearest, dearest Edwin,” he whispered over and over as his world narrowed to nothing more than the man beside him and the feeling of rubbing his body against him. Allen felt his body tense as the sensation became close to overwhelming, and then he heard Edwin moan and felt the warm wetness of his climax spill across them. That was all Allen needed and spent as well, mixing his scent with Edwin’s. Edwin’s hand fell away and came to rest on Allen’s thigh. Allen pulled Edwin close, nestling Edwin against his chest and stroking his back.

They lay there panting for a few minutes, then Allen slid from the bed and went to the washstand to bring back a damp cloth. He sat on the edge of the bed and gently wiped the remains of their passion from Edwin’s skin. Edwin seemed ready to protest, but Allen ignored him and took his time sliding the cloth over Edwin’s body until he felt Edwin relax under him. How long had it been since someone had taken care of Edwin, or even been kind to him? He would see to it that Edwin became used to kindness, even began to take it for granted. Allen leaned over and gently kissed Edwin, then went back to the washstand to clean himself up. 

When Allen climbed back into bed, Edwin nestled against him and sleepily draped and arm over Allen’s waist. Allen pulled him close and drifted to sleep with his head resting against Edwin’s.

 

 


Chapter 9

 

EDWIN WOKE EARLY, WHEN the sun was just starting to come through the window. The servants would be up. He knew he shouldn’t have stayed. He should have gone to the blue room at once. No, he should have gone home last night. But Allen had said he was lonely. He couldn’t leave him when he was lonely. That was all this had been, a lonely man wanting some company, no different from the times he’d gone to Moorefields to make a few coins rubbing off the men who came looking for a bit of rough. Then Allen shifted against him, nestling against his chest, and he knew he was lying to himself. Allen was nothing like them. He may have been lonely and wanted the nearest willing warm body, but he’d been so kind, and he’d called him “dearest”, not once, but over and over. And they’d kissed, and it had been tender and rough and needy all at once. 

And if he was there when the servants came in, it would not go well for Allen. Edwin pressed a quick kiss to Allen’s forehead, then crawled out of bed and gathered up his clothes. He opened the door to Allen’s dressing room and was already halfway across the small room when he remembered the connecting door to the blue room had been blocked by a table, although if the door pulled into the dressing room, he might be able to shift it without alerting anyone. Otherwise, he’d have to dress and sneak through the hall and hope no one saw anything. 

The door opened out into the blue room as he’d feared. Perhaps, if he was very careful, he could still open it enough to slip in without making noise moving the table. He tried to open the door gently, only to meet no resistance at all. The table had been moved a few feet to the left. Edwin didn’t question his luck. He draped his clothes over the nearest chair and crawled into bed. The curtains had been changed, he noticed. Now they were the blue silk that had almost been lost to Mrs. Rollins. Edwin smiled and stretched out in the soft sheets, hoping to get a little more sleep

But Edwin didn’t sleep. He lay very still in the bed after he’d left Allen. If only he were really Edwin Martin. Then he could stay here, with Allen. No one would notice Edwin Martin if they came to the office or the warehouse; he’d just be another clerk, anonymous and unimportant. With Edwin Martin, Allen could have everything he wanted. But Edwin Gilford, the traitor’s son, couldn’t go unnoticed anywhere. And if Allen was seen with him, all of his chances for the life he wanted would go up like candle smoke. Edwin sighed. It would be so nice to be able to see Allen in the morning and sink into his embrace and feel those gentle arms wrap around him, maybe try to get him to fall in love. And that would be a disaster for them both. 

 

Allen rolled over in the bed and tried to figure out what was wrong. He was alone. That was it. There was noise in the room. Had Edwin woken already and... and what? What would he be doing in the room?

“Sorry, sir. Didn’t mean to wake you.”

Sophie. It was Sophie. So where was Edwin? Allen’s sleep-muddled mind couldn’t keep up. “S’all right.”

“As you’re awake, did Mr. Martin stay the night?”

That woke him. How had she known? Had they left clothing somewhere they shouldn’t have? Had they made more noise than he’d thought? “What?”

“It’s just I saw his hat and coat in the front hall when I went to light the fire in the office, so I thought maybe he’d spent the night.”

No evidence then. Merely a coat and bright maid. “Oh, yes, yes he did.”

“I’ll bring hot water to the blue room then, and tell Mrs. Armstrong to send up extra at breakfast.”

“I hope it isn’t a problem.”

“Not at all, sir. It’s good for you to have a gentleman friend to talk to. Someone other than Mr. Humphries, if you don’t mind my saying.”

“He might. What’s wrong with Humphries?”

“Not a thing, sir, but he’s not your sort. If you don’t need me, I’ll see to the other rooms. Oh, and I hope you don’t mind, but I moved the table in the blue room. It was so hard to dust behind it without hitting against the doorknob. I can move it back if you’d like, though.” Sophie curtsied and left before he could process everything she’d said.

Allen dragged himself out of bed. Everything was all right. Edwin had woken sometime in the night and realized he shouldn’t be found by the servants in his bed so had gone to the blue room. He hadn’t run. And Allen wasn’t going to let him. He grabbed clothes at random from the wardrobe and dressed hurriedly, staying close to the door so he would hear any noise from the hallway.

 

Allen stayed by his door until he heard the door to the blue room open and then hurried out into the hallway. Edwin paused just outside his door, but he couldn’t pretend he’d forgotten something in the room; Allen knew there was nothing to forget. And he would have to pass Allen to get to the stairs, so Allen waited.

Edwin kept his head down as he started towards the staircase. He didn’t speak. Was he regretting what they’d done? Would he leave now? Did he want to avoid Allen? Hadn’t he believed him when Allen said he would never expect an employee to bed him as part of the position? And then Allen remembered him saying nothing good lasted for him. He probably thought he’d ruined something here. Allen reached out and touched Edwin’s shoulder lightly.

Edwin turned, and for a moment Allen saw a look of such sadness in his eyes all he could think of was making it go away. He smiled at Edwin, not wanting to make him uncomfortable or push him away. Edwin hesitated, then his arms were around Allen’s chest and his head was on Allen’s shoulder. Allen wrapped his arms around Edwin and held him tight, wanting to be certain the man knew he belonged right where he was. He rubbed small circles on Edwin’s back, hoping to relax him. Edwin clutched at him, starved for affection, Allen realized, for someone to touch him kindly. He was warm and soft now, all the hard edges gone.

Then just as suddenly, Edwin stepped back. Allen kept his hand on Edwin’s arm. He wasn’t going to let the man run away now that he knew he was needed, wanted. “Breakfast?” he murmured.

Edwin smiled a little. “Yes.”

 

Edwin couldn’t take his eyes off Allen as they went to the breakfast room. He’d been so kind, so gentle, so wonderful the night before. If only he were really Edwin Martin. Then this would be the beginning of something wonderful. But Edwin Gilford, the traitor’s son, knew that this would only last until the Season started at best. But Edwin Martin could still enjoy this moment, with Allen smiling at him and looking so handsome as they entered the breakfast room.

Allen kept smiling as Edwin went to the sideboard, as if he were glad Edwin was there, beside him, filling his plate and sitting at his table. Perhaps he was. Perhaps he knew how many meals he’d done without and was glad to provide some. Edwin took an extra helping of Mrs. Armstrong’s excellent ham and was rewarded with another smile from Allen.

Edwin didn’t know what to say to Allen as they ate, and as Allen didn’t start any conversation, they ate in silence. But they did slide their chairs closer than normal so their legs touched accidentally. Every time they did, Edwin lowered his gaze and felt ready to blush, although he kept his legs where Allen could reach them. As they were sipping the last of their coffee, Edwin let his hand slide across the table to rest next to Allen’s. He almost drew back at once when he saw the contrast between Allen’s smooth hand, as soft and beautiful as his had been once, and his own cracked and calloused with dirt that never seemed to wash out of the seams. But Allen put his hand over Edwin’s at once, tenderly stroking it with his fingertips as he had the night before. Edwin smiled and leaned over so their shoulders brushed. Allen glanced at the door, then bent over and quickly brushed his lips against Edwin’s. “Shall we move to the office?”

Edwin nodded and followed Allen out of the room.

 

{---*---}

 

If Mr. Humphries noticed anything had changed when they arrived at the warehouse, he kept the observation to himself. Not that there was time for much more than stolen glances at each other as they sorted and packaged the items to be delivered to the shops at once and prepared the catalogs of new items to tempt the shops for more orders. But they were able to sit near each other in the little office, and pass papers back and forth and talk about the orders. If only he really were Edwin Martin, this would have been a perfect morning. The start of a new life perhaps. At least the start of a very happy interlude.

Then there was a new thought. What if Father hadn’t been a traitor? Might Allen have decided he needed a translator and written to Oxford for a suitable candidate? His tutors would certainly have mentioned the position to him, as a chance for practical study if nothing else. And he would have seriously considered taking it for the chance to see what sort of things were delivered. Then he would have met Allen without the Season looming over them. He would have been in a position to help him get everything he wanted. And perhaps, just perhaps, friendship with the younger son of a duke would have been enough for him. Perhaps he wouldn’t have wanted a titled wife if he could have a titled friend. Edwin glanced up and saw Allen was watching him. Allen seemed to watch him as much as Edwin watched Allen. He looked back at his paper with what he was certain was a silly smile on his face, although he’d caught a glimpse of the same look on Allen’s.

 

The day passed in a happy blur of translations and looking at pretty things and talking to Allen about all of it, but all too soon Mr. Humphries came to the office to get the money to pay the men for the day. Edwin stood and straightened his desk.

“Will you come back with me?” Allen asked as he gathered his hat and coat.

Edwin wanted to very badly, but he knew he still only had until the Season started, and if he started to think of Allen’s home as his, it would be that much harder to return to his little room. “I shouldn’t. It would be safer not to. Not every night.”

Allen frowned a little but nodded. “All right. Perhaps I could come there?”

Allen, beautiful Allen, in his miserable little room? Sitting on the fifthly chair with uneven legs? Sleeping on the thin mattress with the threadbare blankets? Seeing the bare cupboards with the tracks of rodents? That couldn’t happen. “No, no. It’s best not. I’ll see you at the office in the morning.”

“If you prefer.” Allen stepped closer to him and very lightly rested his hand on Edwin’s shoulder. 

Edwin leaned against him and tilted his head so his cheek could brush against Allen’s hand. “It’s for the best.” 

Allen’s hand tightened for a moment, then his lips brushed Edwin’s neck and he stepped back. Edwin brushed his hand against Allen’s and left the office.

 

Allen tried to convince himself that Edwin was right to return home. It wouldn’t be prudent to spend every night together. But still, the evening seemed to stretch out before him now, empty. It didn’t help at all when Sophie opened the door to him and said, “You mean Mr. Martin didn’t come back with you?” sounding almost as disappointed as he felt.

“Not tonight. We didn’t have any business to work on.”

“Seems a clever person could come up with some. I’ll tell Mrs. Armstrong not to expect him.”

So everyone had been hoping Edwin would come back with him. Perhaps Edwin was right and it was too dangerous to spend too much time together if the servants had already noticed something. But Sophie had moved the table away from the door to the blue room. He’d been half-asleep when she’d said that, so it hadn’t properly registered in his brain. She’d already known why Edwin was staying. Perhaps he didn’t need to worry. He wandered towards the office, hoping for a distraction to pass the time before dinner. He turned back before he was fully through the door. Any work he did now would be less of an excuse to keep Edwin late tomorrow. No, it was much better to read the papers upstairs and save all of the work for when it could serve as an excuse. Sophie was right, a clever person ought to be able to come up with plenty of reasons to keep Edwin there.

 

{---*---}

 

The next morning, Allen didn’t even pretend to be doing anything other than waiting for Edwin to arrive. He barely noticed what he took for breakfast, although he did note that Mrs. Armstrong hadn’t sent up any of the ham Edwin had liked, and barely touched what he did take, instead checking his watch every few minutes as the time for Edwin to arrive crept closer while pretending to read the paper between glances at his watch. The only thing he did notice besides the time was when Sophie asked, “Would you like Mrs. Armstrong to send up a tray to the office?”

“That would be very nice. Thank you.” Then Edwin could have something to eat as well.

Forty-five minutes before Edwin normally arrived, Allen gave up pretending he was doing anything other than waiting and went to the office with his newspaper, which he didn’t bother to pretend to read, even when Sophie came up with a tray of tea and toast and butter and some of the ham Edwin liked. “I’ll bring up some fresh when Mr. Martin gets in.”

Ten minutes later, Allen heard the front door. Why did someone have to call now? He’d have to get rid of them quickly. He didn’t want anyone poking around when he was greeting Edwin. Perhaps the post was early. That would be good. The post could be ignored. Whoever it was, he would tell Sophie to say he was out. It would be an obvious lie, but he didn’t particularly care. 

And then he heard the footsteps in the hall and recognized them. He was on his feet at once. A moment later, Sophie opened the door and announced, “Mr. Martin, sir. I’ll bring the tea in ten minutes,” and left before he could thank her, closing the door quite firmly behind her.

Edwin smiled a bit sheepishly. “I’m a little early.”

Allen grinned. “Good. I was missing you terribly.” 

That made Edwin smile properly. Allen crossed the room and drew Edwin into an embrace. Edwin seemed to melt into his arms, then tipped his head back for a kiss, which Allen gladly gave. They stayed wrapped in each other’s arms until they could hear Sophie in the hall, making more noise with the tea tray than Allen could ever remember hearing. It gave them plenty of time to step apart before she came in, cheerfully saying, “I brought some fresh toast as well.”

“Very good. We’ll ring when we’re ready for you to take it away.”

“Yes, sir.” Sophie curtsied to them both and left.

“Go on, take something,” Allen encouraged, and they were soon both sitting near each other on the edge of the desk, enjoying the tea and toast, not really talking, just sitting close and smiling a truly foolish amount while letting their hands brush and their feet bump against each other. They stayed like that until they heard the front door again. “The post. I suppose we should begin the day.”

“Of course,” Edwin said, but Allen was very glad to see he took some of the ham and toast with him to his desk. Allen did the same so Edwin wouldn’t feel out of place.

When Sophie came in with the post, they were the very model of proper businessmen Allen thought, except for the glances he kept stealing in Edwin’s direction. If Sophie noticed, she didn’t say anything, even when she leaned over to pour the last of the tea into their cups before taking the tray away. Allen stole a grin at Edwin then began flipping through the morning post. He immediately spotted handwriting he recognized. He quickly broke the seal and read the note.

 

“Mr. Brideson, 

The peach silk was most becoming. I have decided to purchase the blue we looked at. Please send six yards to Madame du Clarke at your earliest convenience. 

Mrs. Rollins”

 

Another order, and she was pleased with the first. Then he realized she was asking for the blue silk which was hanging over the bed in the guest room. He glanced up and saw Edwin was looking at the ledger but had a dreamy sort of smile on his face. Hopefully that was for him and not the ledger. He took the note over to Edwin’s desk and stood behind him so he could lean over and brush against Edwin’s shoulder as he put the note down. “What do you think?”

He was very pleased when Edwin leaned back against him as he read it. “You want her to take the waterlily one, right?”

“Mmm,” Allen murmured against Edwin’s ear. He was rewarded with another smile.

“Then tell her you’d be delighted but need to know which of the two she looked at she wanted: the cranes at some ridiculous price per yard or the waterlilies at something reasonable.” Edwin bent his head back to look up at Allen. “Tell her when you know the answer, you’ll see if it’s still in stock and get to it straightaway. That lets you out if she doesn’t choose correctly.”

“Brilliant.” Allen brushed his lips against Edwin’s forehead and went to compose the letter.

 

Knowing leaving Allen the night before had been the right thing to do hadn’t stopped Edwin from missing him, or from leaving as early as decently possibly for his house the next morning. The only thing that had stopped him from running all the way there had been the thought that he didn’t want to arrive out of breath and sweating. But Allen had seemed just as eager to see him, practically running across the room to embrace him when he arrived, and even Sophie had seemed happy to see him and Mrs. Armstrong had sent up the ham that she must have realized he liked. He actually felt wanted at Allen’s house, and that was a completely new feeling. 

And not one he should be getting used to, not if Mrs. Rollins was already ordering more fabric from Allen. She wasn’t the most fashionable by far, but she was friends with many of them, or had been when he’d known Freddie Rollins at school, and Allen’s things were so fine, it was only a matter of time before he was selling to the lot of them. And then Edwin would have to leave.

Besides, Allen could have his pick of men. It was only his focus on business that had led him to Edwin. If he had been less focused on going places where he could meet people like Mrs. Rollins and more on his own interests, he would have found plenty of willing partners. As it was, Edwin was merely close and convenient, and he would do well to remember that, even if it was difficult when Allen was smiling at him as he was now, soft and kind and as if he saw nothing but Edwin. Edwin smiled back before looking down at the papers in front of him. There was no reason he couldn’t enjoy it all while it lasted, as long as he remembered it wouldn’t last.

 

The morning seemed to pass faster than any Allen remembered. Edwin smiled whenever Allen caught his eye, a happy, gentle smile that made Allen feel warm and protective at once. And if there were moments when he thought Allen wasn’t looking when he seemed melancholy, well, Allen couldn’t expect him to be used to being cared about all at once. He would simply have to keep letting him know he was wanted here until Edwin started to believe it. He’d have Sophie get some bergamot soap for the blue room; that was something small but it would show Edwin that Allen considered it his room now. That was what he needed, small signs that he was welcome here, that Allen wanted him here, that this could be his home. It would simply take a little time. 

It certainly helped that the staff seemed to want him here as well. Sophie had certainly shown her preference for him, and Mrs. Armstrong sent up roasted chicken for lunch, and Charlie was sitting in the hall cleaning Edwin’s shoes along with Allen’s. Everyone seemed to think he belonged there; it was only a matter of time before Edwin started to believe it. And perhaps it would be sooner rather than later. Edwin certainly seemed happy as they ate lunch, although his mood seemed to dim when he picked up the post from the hall table on the way back to the office. Allen flipped through the letters, hoping to spot what had bothered him. He didn’t see anything particularly disturbing, but there was one that was clearly from Mrs. Rollins. A quick response. He took that as a good sign.

 

“Mr. Brideson, 

I was referring to the lovely waterlily fabric, not the gaudier cranes. Please deliver it as quickly as you can so Madame du Clarke can begin on the dress. 

Mrs. Rollins.”

 

Allen grinned. “It worked, Edwin. She took the waterlilies.” It was so nice to share the excitement of the sale with Edwin.

Edwin smiled back. “Money usually does.”

Allen chuckled. “I’m going to go down to the warehouse and get the cloth and take it directly to her. Do you want to come?”

“Do you need me, or can I finish these?”

Allen had wanted Edwin along, but he didn’t need him. “You’ll be here when I get back?”

“If you’d like.”

As long as he’d see Edwin again. He was acting like a lovestruck boy not wanting to leave Edwin’s side. “All right. Do you think it would prudent to bring her something to match the silk as a thank-you for the gallery showing?”

Edwin sighed. Allen wondered if it was his imagination or if Edwin always seemed a bit distant when discussing invitations. “Since this is really all about getting invitations and not business, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. Nothing too dear, though; you’ll be doing it every time she invites you somewhere.”

Allen nodded. “There’s the plain silver silk.”

“That should do. Send about as much as she ordered of the contrast silk last time. Maybe a hair more in case the pattern is different.”

Allen nodded. It made perfect sense when Edwin said it. “You’ll be here when I get back?”

Edwin smiled down at his translations. “Yes, Allen, I’ll be here.”

Allen left grinning. He loved hearing his name from Edwin’s lips.

 

{---*---}

 

Allen was in an excellent mood as he walked home from delivering the cloth. He had just completed his second sale to the quality. He hadn’t been paid, but it was still a sale. And Mrs. Rollins had not been at the shop, so he had delivered the cloth directly to the modiste and gotten a receipt from her, making it a much easier transaction than the last time. Edwin would be at home when he got there, and he was certain he could persuade him to stay the night. Everything seemed perfect. He glanced in the shop windows as he walked. This wasn’t quite the neighborhood he wanted for his own shop, but close enough to get ideas.

He was passing a jewelry shop when he spotted a pocket watch. It was gold and had one of the Japanese characters Edwin could read on it. He smiled. Edwin deserved something nice. It seemed he never had anything but bad surprises, and he deserved better. Hopefully Allen could give it in such a way that Edwin wouldn’t feel obligated to reciprocate, but he’d worry about that when it happened. He went in.

The man behind the counter looked up. “Good afternoon, sir. Can I help you or would you rather look around first?”

Allen made a note of that phrasing since it seemed less mercenary than many. “There’s a watch in the window I’d like to see.”

“Of course. I’ll get it out.”

Allen waited by the counter as the window was unlocked and the watch removed. “Quite an unusual piece. Never seen another like it.”

“Do you know anything about it?” Allen wound it a little and found the gears were sound.

“Before my time, I’m afraid. I inherited the shop from my father two years ago, and it was part of the stock. I do think it’s an unclaimed pawn as there’s no order slip for it, and probably a custom-made piece as I really have never seen another like it, although the inner workings look like they came from Rundell.”

“Do you know what the symbol means?”

“Good fortune. It was written on a bit of paper attached to the chain, but it’s fallen off.”

Good fortune. Surely if anyone needed good fortune it was Edwin. “I’ll take it.”

“Very good, sir. Did you wish to start an account?”

“I can pay now, if that suits.”

“That suits, sir. I could even give you a bit off for that.”

Somehow it seemed wrong to get a discount on Edwin’s gift. “That’s all right.”

“Suit yourself, sir. I’ll get you a nice box for it, though.”

“Thank you, that would be very nice.”

 

Allen spent the walk home trying to decide how to give Edwin his present. He hadn’t decided by the time he got to his door, but he had narrowed it down. He’d try to gauge Edwin’s mood and, if he seemed relaxed, give it at once. Otherwise, he’d present it to him in the evening, after dinner, when they were sitting together in the study or the library. He’d have to remember to be certain Edwin knew he could borrow as many books as he wanted, and take them with him if he’d like. Perhaps Edwin’s evenings apart were as lonely as his own. He understood it was practical for them to be cautious, but he didn’t like it. But they didn’t need to be alone during the day. He hurried up his front steps and had the door unlocked before any of the servants could answer. He hung up his overcoat and concealed the watch box in his inner pocket. Hopefully, Edwin wouldn’t feel it when they embraced. Allen hurried to the office door. He hoped Edwin was feeling comfortable. He wanted to give him his present at once.

Edwin wasn’t in the office. Allen stared at the empty desk, almost willing himself to be wrong, then went back into the hall and checked the coatrack. Edwin’s coat and hat were gone. Allen stared at the empty space. He’d been looking forward to seeing Edwin. He’d been looking forward to it the whole way home. And Edwin had said he’d be there. Had he scared him away?

Sophie came down the hallway. “I didn’t hear you come in, sir.”

“Sophie, have you seen Mr. Martin?”

“Yes, sir. And he asked me to tell you that Mr. Humphries heard one of the Donovan ships had come into port, so he went to the warehouse to help.”

So he hadn’t scared him away. Nothing more than business. “Is he coming back?”

“He didn’t say, sir. I suppose it depends how much of the afternoon is left when he’s finished.”

“I suppose it does. Thank you, Sophie.” No point snapping at her when it wasn’t her fault something had come up while he’d been away. And of course Edwin would go to help Humphries; the pair of them had been as excited as schoolboys to come up with their system of pointing and taps to show what was worth buying. He was certain neither one could wait to try it out.

Sophie curtsied and left quickly. Allen went back into the office. He sat at his desk and started to go over the accounts he’d left. But as the afternoon wore on, he found it harder and harder to concentrate on any of the work in front of him. It would be foolish for Edwin to come all the way back to the house from the warehouse at this hour. It would almost be time for them to quit working. It would be obvious he’d come to have dinner and spend the evening with Allen. No, at this hour he was quite certain Edwin would not return. It would not be practical or prudent. He shouldn’t expect it, even if he had been looking forward to giving Edwin his gift. Allen pulled the watch out and looked at it.

It was a very nice watch. Perhaps it had been a gift to a student for passing his exams. The inside of the case was blank. Just the sort of spot for engraving. Pity he couldn’t really get it engraved, not with the kinds of things he wanted to say to Edwin. But perhaps... He looked through his desk until he found a sharp stylus. It could work. Pressing as hard as he could, he managed to scrape a small heart on the inside of the case. It looked good, so he added a small curving bit of scroll-work behind it. He was concentrating so intently on making a pleasing design, he didn’t hear the front door and didn’t realize anyone had arrived until he heard the door to the office open. He pulled his hand back quickly so he wouldn’t unintentionally scratch the watch. “Yes, Sophie?”

“It’s not Sophie.”

Allen looked up. “Edwin, you came back.” He couldn’t believe how relieved he was. He sprang to his feet. “I thought, since it was late and you were at the docks, that you’d leave for the night.”

“I said I’d stay, and I...” Edwin fiddled with his cuffs, picking at the tear that was still there. “And I wanted to.”

He sounded so shy and uncertain. Allen hurried around the desk and stood very close to Edwin to whisper, “I wanted you here so badly. I was looking forward to it all the way home.”

Edwin smiled and leaned against him. “Then I’m glad I came.” He nodded to the desk. “Was there some work we needed to finish?”

“No, nothing that won’t wait until tomorrow.” It seemed the right time. “But would you close the door?”

Edwin took care of the door while Allen went back to the desk and arranged the watch as nicely as he could manage in the box, wrapping the chain neatly and making certain the symbol on the front was right side up. He heard Edwin cross the room and held the box out to him. “I saw this on my way home, and I thought it looked like something that should belong to you.”

Edwin stared at it as if he’d never seen a watch like it before and couldn’t quite believe he was seeing it now.

“The man in the shop said he thought the symbol means good fortune. There had been a tag on it that said as much, but it was lost.”

“It does mean good fortune.” Edwin ran a finger along the case, then drew his hand back as he did so often. Allen wondered what that habit was, but didn’t ask. He suspected it had to do with his rough hands and reminded himself to have Sophie get some lotion while she was buying the soap. Or perhaps he’d go himself.

“I thought if anyone deserved a bit of good fortune, it was you.”

“I met you. That’s all the good fortune I could want.”

Allen knew he was smiling like a fool but he didn’t care. He wrapped his arm around Edwin and pulled him close to his side, resting his head against Edwin’s shoulder. “Go on and look at it.”

Edwin took the watch from the box and opened the case. He slid his finger over the heart Allen had carved into it and smiled. “That’s what you were doing when I came in.”

Allen nodded. “I would have gotten it engraved, but I didn’t know how to word it, so that will have to do.”

“It’s perfect.” He slipped the watch into his pocket then wrapped his arms around Allen.

Allen stroked Edwin’s back as he held him close. Edwin had accepted the gift. It felt like he was accepting them. “I love you so much, Edwin,” he whispered against the dark hair brushing his cheek.

Edwin’s arms closed more tightly around him. “And I love you, Allen.”

 

 


Chapter 10

 

ALLEN FELT THINGS WERE SETTLING nicely as the summer progressed. Edwin seemed more confident in his employment, in the idea that everything wouldn’t suddenly be taken from him At least he seemed to have stopped taking extra jobs, and he no longer came to the house Monday with hands that were red and raw. Allen couldn’t get him to stay at the townhouse for two nights in a row and there seemed to be no question of Allen accompanying him to his own lodgings, but he did stay some nights, and when they were alone, Edwin was sweet and thoughtful and seemed happy to just be near him and talk. Whenever he did stay, the blue room was his, and he would slip through to Allen’s as soon as the staff had finished walking about upstairs, which was surprisingly early on nights when Edwin was staying.

 

As the weather started to get chilly, Allen noticed that Edwin showed no signs of moving to better lodgings. He assumed the reason Edwin would bristle at the suggestion Allen visit him at his home was that his lodgings were poor at best, and that made Allen worry as the weather turned. Would he have a fire? A warm bed? Could he perhaps be convinced to live full time at the townhouse? They’d have to come up with something to tell the servants, but none of them ever seemed to find it odd when Edwin spent the night. Perhaps they would merely think he was eccentric or working too hard and ignore it. And he knew they all liked Edwin. They all tried to make him comfortable when he was there, and Sophie ignored anything in the mornings that might have been a clue to the actual reason he stayed over, and Mrs. Armstrong served him roasted chicken at least once a week, and ham all the mornings he stayed over.

They were in the warehouse office one particularly blustery day with wind rattling the windows when Allen began to wonder if Edwin would accept the gift of an overcoat. He would look very handsome in a dark grey, the color of the yak-down felt that was still in the safe. The sort with capes over the sleeves, which would be warm. And if it was cold in his lodgings, he could put it over the bed as an extra blanket. That thought startled Allen. When had he started thinking of things like that? He was relieved to hear footsteps on the stairs. It would be a distraction.

Edwin looked up as well when Humphries came in. “Lad brought the mail from the house. And here’s the list of what we’ve got from the boat so far.”

Allen took both from Humphries. “The manifest said six crates from Shanghai.”

“And I only saw two. I double-checked.”

Edwin got to his feet. “Would you like me to see if they were mislabeled?”

“Please.” Allen passed the manifest and the log back to Humphries and flipped through the letters. He recognized one set of handwriting at once and broke the seal immediately.

 

“Mr. Brideson, 

We have a small dilemma here I was hoping you would aid us with. My nephew is unable to escort his sister to Lady Gorworth’s ball this evening. As it is her first ball, we certainly cannot allow her to be a wallflower. If you are not otherwise engaged, we would greatly appreciate it if you fill in for him. 

Mrs. Rollins.”

 

A proper ball. Mrs. Rollins had continued to order fabric from him and had been pleased with the screen although she seemed to forget about it almost as soon as she received it, but this was the first invitation to a proper ball he’d received. He’d have to dress and fix his cravat and have Simon bring out the carriage he’d finally gotten around to buying. It wouldn’t do to arrive in a hack. But he’d send Simon home from the Rollins house if he was going with them to the ball. No point making him wait when Allen would be home in the small hours of the morning, probably when Simon and the other servants were waking up. “I’ll be leaving soon.”

Humphries looked up from the notes he was showing Edwin. “Not bad news, I hope.”

“Not at all. I’ve been invited to Lady Gorworth’s ball this evening.”

Humphries snorted. Edwin took the papers from him and started for the stairs to the warehouse. Humphries watched him leave. “A ball, hmm? It seems awfully short notice.”

“I’m filling in as an escort for Mrs. Rollins’s niece.”

“So this is the Season already then? Or the little season? Whatever that is. Is this what we’ll be expecting the whole time?”

“It isn’t either; the girl’s simply practicing for the real thing. I’ll have more notice during the Season. And if I impress Lady Gorworth, I’ve as good as got my vouchers. And you know I trust you and Edwin to take care of anything that happens in my absence. I would never second-guess your decisions.”

“Martin. There’s something you haven’t thought of.”

“He wouldn’t want to come anyway.”

Humphries snorted again and stormed out of the office.

Allen stared after Humphries at a complete loss as he put the letters in the proper drawer. Humphries would calm down. He always did. And Allen understood his worries. They had developed a friendship over the years. Humphries could tell him he was being a fool and not worry about getting sacked. He was worried about how things would be when Allen moved into the ton. Once he saw that society and business life were two different things, he’d be more amenable to it. And once Allen was married, he’d turn over more of the day-to-day running of the business to Humphries along with a nice rise in pay. No one else knew it as well. He and Edwin could manage anything that came up, leaving Allen free to find an estate for his new bride and... And he wasn’t sure what after that. He couldn’t picture what would happen next. He hadn’t really thought of children, but that would be expected. He closed the drawer firmly as if he thought something might try to jump out at him. One thing at a time. No point worrying about what came after the marriage until he’d met a few eligible debutantes.

“Mr. Brideson?”

Edwin’s tone surprised Allen, and he glanced around looking for a client. But how would a client have slipped unnoticed into his office? “We’re formal all of a sudden.” He rose to stand closer to Edwin, even if they couldn’t do more than that, but Edwin stood very still.

“It’s a business matter. I thought it was best. I was coming to ask for my pay. I asked Mr. Humphries, but he said I had to come see you.”

“Your pay? Of course. How much do you need?” He went to the safe and extracted the lockbox. What did Edwin need money for? All sorts of ideas pushed around in his head. Was he ill? Did he need a doctor? Or maybe it was something to be celebrated. Maybe he finally felt secure enough in his employment to look for lodgings somewhere a bit better than a cheap room in the warren of backstreets by the docks.

“All that I’m owed as of today, please.”

That stopped Allen. That wasn’t a request for some unexpected expense. That was... “What do you mean, Edwin?”

“I’m leaving. I’m sorry not to give more notice, but it’s best it be quick. I located the crates and marked them so Mr. Humphries can identify them properly.”

As if the crates mattered. Allen grabbed Edwin’s arm. “Have I done something? Are you unhappy? Would you rather we hadn’t... I mean I never meant for you to feel that you had to...”

Edwin didn’t move away from his touch, but he didn’t seem to react to it at all. If anything there was a slight stiffening of his arm. “No, no, it’s not that, not at all. I’ve been very happy here, and...and with you this summer. But you’re about to enter the ton, and find your bride, and get all the things you want, and it’s best for you if I’m not here when that happens.”

“If you would be more comfortable, you could stay here and share this office with Humphries if there’s a chance someone might come to the house.” He remembered what Edwin had looked like when he’d first seen him on the docks, exhausted and fifthly and probably half-starved. He stroked Edwin’s cheek, brushing a lock of hair out of the way. He couldn’t bear to think he was driving the man back there, back to that.

“No, no, it’s best I leave before you start seeing potential brides. You’ll want to show them your warehouse and your shop when you get it. But if you’re seen with me, it will be the ruin of you.”

Allen was confused. Edwin had never seemed unduly concerned about being found out, about scandal or a sodomy conviction. No more than a reasonable man would. They were cautious in public, and even in all but the most private of privacy. No one would suspect. “But they won’t know what we’ve done, not if we don’t tell them. And I know you won’t, and we both trust Humphries.” Then another thought struck him. A bride. That meant... “I mean I knew you would not want to continue that part of our relationship once I was betrothed. Neither of us is that sort of man.” Why hadn’t it occurred to him before that his engagement would be the end of his—what did he even call it, it was so much more than an affair—with Edwin? And yet it had to be. He knew he had to be a good husband to whoever he ended up with. He would no more cheat on a wife than on a client. And Edwin was one of the most honorable men he’d ever met. And yet it had never really occurred to him that it would have to end. He’d never really imagined what his life would look like after the Season he’d been working so hard for. “Still, it’s no reason for you to leave your position.”

“I’m decided, Mr. Brideson. I don’t want to hurt you. You’ve done too much for me, and not only the position. I can’t repay you by ruining your chances. Can I have my money?”

“At least think about it for a day or two.”

Edwin went quiet, too quiet. He wasn’t getting angry or yelling, simply quietly watching. “I’ve thought about nothing else for far longer than that. If you don’t want to give it to me, I’ll understand. I’m giving you no notice. It’s quite all right. I’ll leave without it.”

He meant it. Edwin would really leave with no money. Allen pulled the strong box open and grabbed a handful of coins without bothering to count it. “Here. If you’re set on going, of course you should have your money.  And a reference. I’ll write you a good one.”

Edwin sorted through the money. Allen realized he was counting out what he was owed. Edwin put the rest back on the desk. “Thank you.” He tucked the money into his pocket. “Not for the money, for all the rest.” Edwin leaned across the desk and pressed his lips to Allen’s. Before Allen could respond, could twine his fingers in Edwin’s hair or even part his lips, Edwin had pulled back and gave him a gentle smile. “Now go find your titled lady and be happy.”

Allen wanted to say something, something brilliant that would bring Edwin back, but there wasn’t time. One instant Edwin was caressing his cheek, and the next, he had crossed the room and was gone.

Allen collapsed into his chair. What had happened? What had he done? He should have known something, and yet he hadn’t wanted to know it. And now he wanted to break something. It was a surprisingly calm reaction. He could pick up the vase on the end of the desk and fling it at the wall and it would make a noise and break and then he’d have something to be mad about because he was certain what had just happened was entirely his fault, but he had no idea why.

He was still staring at the vase, trying to get up the energy to grab it, when Humphries came into the room. “So he did it. I thought it was something he needed to say to you himself.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s between you and him.”

Allen roused himself enough to look at his friend. “Not that. Why did he leave?”

Humphries shrugged. “Maybe he really thinks he’s protecting you.”

“But he won’t let me protect him.”

“We don’t know what chased him down to the docks. Maybe it’s still after him.”

Allen put his head in his hands. He should have pushed harder, asked more questions. He’d been so happy to have Edwin near him, he hadn’t wanted to scare him away. Now he had no idea how to get him back.

Allen felt Humphries’s hand touch his shoulder. “Now you’ve got your ball to go to. If you miss that, he’ll have left for nothing.”

“Now I know the world is coming to an end. You’re in favor of me going to a ball.”

Humphries laughed.

“Go find him,” Allen whispered. “Tomorrow. Make sure he’s all right.”

“I will, and I’ll try to get him something better than he had. Now try to enjoy yourself. You’ve worked for this for too long.”

Allen smiled and tried to look like he intended to follow the advice. He hoped he’d fooled Humphries since he certainly hadn’t fooled himself.

 

Edwin walked straight home from the warehouse. He’d known this day was coming since he’d first gone back to the Brideson Warehouse to accept the guinea a week, and he’d known it would be right around this time of year. None of it was a surprise, not even the hollow feeling inside. It wasn’t that different than the feeling he’d had when he’d first landed on the docks, or when he’d seen everything being carried out of his father’s house. It was simply worse, emptier, leaving him wanting to do nothing but lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling, if he could get up the energy to make it to the bed. But he didn’t have the luxury of that now. Not if he wanted to eat this winter. And so he kept putting one foot in front of the other down the street.

In his room, he sat at the table and took stock. He had some money left from his salary at the Brideson Warehouse, plus what he’d just gotten, although not as much saved as he would have liked. He should have worked harder before his baths and given himself fewer luxuries. And worked all through the summer, earned money to save and to pay for his baths, not tried to keep himself clean for Allen. He’d known this was coming. 

He wouldn’t be able to go back to the docks. Mulgrave would find him jobs again, but he would also tell Humphries if the man asked, and Humphries would ask. So he’d have to look for work somewhere else, with no references since even that would get back to Humphries, if Allen sent him looking. 

Edwin looked down at his hands. They’d started to soften under Allen’s care. He’d have to toughen them up again, toughen himself again. He glanced at his cuff. He wouldn’t need fine clothes anymore. Those could go. He stripped them off and folded them neatly then pulled on his dock clothes. Those would do for him now. He took the cravat pin and placed it on top. There was no room for sentiment now. The pin would bring him money, and that was what he needed. He went through the pockets, making certain to get every coin. The watch was there too. The watch that had been his back when he’d been a student at Oxford, pawned so he could eat and recovered by Allen because he’d known him well enough to know it was something he would treasure. Allen had given it to him the afternoon he’d said he loved him. Edwin opened it and touched the heart Allen had carved inside. It was a mistake he knew, but perhaps it wasn’t sentiment if he kept it in reserve, to pawn if things got worse. A kind of savings account. He closed the watch and hid it under the floorboard by the bed. He took the new overcoat from the hook and added it to the stack, then left for the Rag Fair.

 

 


Chapter 11

 

ALLEN LEANED AGAINST THE WINDOWPANE and wondered when it would be over. His fourth ball as a member of the group just outside of the ton, and they were already all beginning to blur together. If he had to come up with another way to avoid giving someone half a shipment of silk, he’d probably scream. Or throw his wineglass at them, causing the wine to spill, making him feel obligated to offer them the cloth as a replacement. Humphries had been right; he should never have given the cloth to Mrs. Rollins in the first place. He glanced at his watch. He really ought to stay another hour at least.

As he slid the watch back into his pocket, he realized what he was saying. Allen MacBride was standing in the ballroom of Lord Longridge’s house, with people coming to speak to him not throw him out, and all he could think of was how soon he could leave. That was ridiculous. This was everything he had been working for, and he’d gotten it down to the last detail. A wife with a titled family was the last bit of the puzzle, and he was in the right place to find that. And what would he be doing if he weren’t here? Sitting by the fire at home, or in the office with Humphries teasing him a bit before he left him to his solitary dinner. It seemed so solitary since he’d gotten used to inviting Edwin to stay so he could be certain the man had a proper meal. 

But there would be no Edwin tonight. He’d left. It had been almost two months, and Allen still expected to find him in the office when he went down in the morning, or coming through the door every time Sophie let someone in. Humphries never commented on the disappointed looks he received when he arrived, but Allen was certain he noticed them. Humphries had tried his best; he’d gone to the hiring station where he’d first found Edwin every morning for weeks after Edwin left and offered the man in charge of it money for any information he had, but there had been no news of Edwin there.

Allen tugged at his waistcoat so the watch would hang properly. There were two young men coming towards him. As they got closer he recognized them. Fenning and Rollins. Neither one would be asking for cloth. That should put him in a better mood.

“Brideson, we were looking for you. You belong to White’s, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do.”

“You couldn’t get Fenny in, could you?”

They didn’t want cloth, but they did want something from him. Everyone seemed to. “You mean a membership? I haven’t been a member very long myself. I’m not sure I could be much help.” That had been Mr. Calwen’s doing. He’d been one of the ones to visit the warehouse after they’d developed a reputation for finding the best things in the receiver sales, due entirely to Humphries and Edwin, although he couldn’t tell anyone that.

Rollins poked Fenning in the ribs. “Told you, Fenny.”

“I just need to get a look at the betting book,” Fenning said.

The betting book. Of course. What else would it be? “I could invite you to dinner there as my guest if that would help.”

“It would, but it has to be by Thursday. I had Wilton put me down for sixty guineas on whether Miss Clement gets seduced at the Brooking house party, and I wanted to be certain he’d got it down right. I’m saying she will, even though she’s an old Apollo.”

That confused Allen enough to get his attention. “Apollo?”

“You know, wisdom and all that, but I think she’s ready for seduction.”

So he’d meant Athena. Allen considered correcting him, but it didn’t seem worth the trouble.

Rollins nodded. “Brooking’s parties are notorious for the seductions. It’s all the twisting hallways in the old wing. You can sneak about and no one the wiser. Have you been?”

“Not yet.”

“I’ll get him to invite you next time. Probably already booked up for the one. Last time, Fenny saw Miss Clement’s younger sister sneaking into Brooking’s valet’s room.”

“That was a scandal. Everyone heard about it. That’s why I’m saying her sister will. She won’t want to be left out. Do you remember when we sent the footman up to get him? And he came running out of the room with her stocking caught on his cuff?”

The names were vaguely familiar to Allen, but he didn’t particularly care who seduced whom. Let the whole lot of them have an orgy at Brooking’s and be done with it. This wasn’t helping him find Edwin. And that was what he ought to be doing he realized, finding Edwin, not standing around here offering to take young fops to his club so they could place bets that would have kept Edwin warm and fed for a year and listening to gossip just to convince their families that he was one of them. These people wouldn’t pay their accounts anyways. And he didn’t want a titled bride; he never had. He wanted Edwin.

“And have you heard the scandal about Brooking and Mrs. Cadwell?” Fenning asked.

“Oh, that’s such old news.” Rollins was looking through his pockets, no doubt for his flask, which was probably empty already.

“But old scandals can be such fun. You know how they all turned out.”

That reminded Allen of something Edwin had said when he’d taken him to the pub to celebrate his first pay packet. Could there be a clue in it? Something to help him figure out how to find him? “Just the other day someone mentioned the Martford scandal to me.”

Rollins shook his head chuckling. “Haven’t heard that name in years.”

Fenning laughed. “That’s an old scandal, all right. Three years old at least. But my God, what a seven days’ wonder that was.”

Rollins chuckled. “You know I saw Martford’s younger son—you remember Edwin, don’t you Fenny?—about a month after it happened down by the river. Filthy as a pig and stank to high heaven. Had to ask the driver what he was doing. Told me he was a pure collector. Edwin Gilford collecting dog turds for the tanneries. What do you think of that?” He howled with laughter.

Fenning joined in. “I’d pay to see that. Serves him right. But then Wilton always insisted he’d seen Gilford down in some alley cleaning out cesspools as part of a night-soil crew. ’Course he was foxed at the time.”

Allen swallowed. “Gilford?”

“No, Gilford never drank. Not enough to count anyway. Wilton. But he said he saw him clear as anything. Full moon, he thought. Didn’t want to get too close, though. Don’t know why I never get to see these things.”

“You wouldn’t have wanted to get too close either, believe me.” Rollins laughed. “Still it was fun to see.”

Allen didn’t know what to say. He’d wanted a clue, but he seemed to have gotten his answer, and it was worse than he’d imagined. “So you think he was part of the conspiracy?”

“Edwin Gilford? Too honest,” Rollins said at once.

Fenning nodded. “Wouldn’t even cheat on exams.”

But they still thought he deserved his disgrace. “Did you know him at school then?”

Fenning shrugged. “Well, everybody knows everybody in our set. But we weren’t friends. I was at university with him. We lived on the same floor. In fact, I saw him the day he found out they were seizing the property. No one told him; he had to read it in the newspaper. So I suppose I did see something. Never any fun, though. We stopped asking him in on our pranks. He studied something strange. Do you remember what it was?”

“Strange languages. Oriental. Never knew what he was going to do with that.”

“What did you study?” Allen asked.

“Classics, of course.”

“Of course.” The man hadn’t known the difference between Apollo and Athena, but he’d studied Classics. Edwin had been right about the books. “I’m going for another drink.”

“I could use one too.”

“So could I.”

He should have known that wasn’t the way to get rid of them. Allen wandered towards the drinks table with the two of them in tow, hoping for a way out. 

“Hey, is that Lady Jersey trying to catch your eye?” Rollins asked.

Allen turned. “I’d best see what she wants. If you’ll excuse me.”

Neither of the men thought it was odd he was hurrying across the room to speak to Lady Jersey, not that he particularly cared what they thought now. When he reached her chair, he made a proper bow. “You wished to see me, my lady?”

“Yes. I have spoken to Lady Longridge, and she has a young lady under her protection who she thinks you would suit. Fourth daughter of an earl, in need of a fortune. I will approve a stranger’s ticket for you through Mrs. Rollins so you may meet her at Almack’s. If it all goes well, I will see about arranging for you to receive vouchers for the next set of balls so you may continue the acquaintance.”

Almack’s was the least of his worries right now. He had to get home to think, to plan. “That is most kind of you.”

“I will tell her you are suitably grateful.”

“Thank you. I am indeed grateful,” he answered automatically. He had the feeling he was expected to say more, but those words were all he could manage. He bowed and backed away as quickly as he could. He had the feeling he looked like a fool, but maybe they would all think he was drunk and laugh. Or hopelessly gauche. It didn’t really matter. He made for the door and almost knocked over a silk-clad obstacle in his path.

“What’s wrong, Mr. Brideson? You look terribly pale, and Lady Jersey was trying to get your attention for almost ten minutes before you noticed.”

It was only Lady Clairmont. Allen was tempted to pull away, and Lady Clairmont would understand, but she might know something. “Do you remember the Martford scandal?”

She seemed confused by the abrupt change of topic but didn’t question it. “Of course. Why?”

“What happened to the younger son?”

“I have no idea. There were all sorts of awful rumors the first year of him doing absolutely dreadful things, but I never put much store in them.”

“Dreadful how? Criminal? Violent?”

“Edwin Gilford a criminal? Hardly. He was such a kind, gentle boy. No, just the dreadful sort of work you don’t like to think of people you know doing.”

“But you didn’t believe it?”

She shook her head. “He was always so quiet and studious. I don’t think he even played at boxing or hunting like the others. That’s why he was at school when the whole thing was planned. I don’t think I could imagine him hauling coal or any of the other things they said.”

Things were starting to add up in his mind like a set of figures in the ledger, and the totals were making him ill. “Do you think they could have recognized him?”

“What are you babbling about, Allen?”

He ignored her use of his first name, even though it meant she was truly worried about him. “If someone did see him somewhere, would they recognize him, even if they hadn’t met him?”

“There was a strong family resemblance between all three of them, the brothers and their father, so I suppose so.”

“Strong enough to make it hard for him to hide who he was if he were looking for work?”

“Allen, you’re starting to worry me.”

Reassuring her didn’t seem worth the time. “Was it?”

Lady Clairmont considered. “It’s been close to four years since I’ve seen any of them, but I suppose, with all the drawings that circulated in the newspapers when they were looking for the two that ran away, yes, I think it would have been obvious he was related, to someone following the story at least. Allen, would you like my sal volante?”

Allen almost said he would. He did feel light-headed. The whole story was making perfect sense now, and he was a fool. “Do you know where I could find any of those drawings?”

“I may have an old newspaper or two in Frank’s old things. I’ll check if you promise not to faint in my arms. It would give quite the wrong impression.”

“I have to leave.”

“I’ll make your excuses to Lady Longridge.”

He almost told her not to bother as he tried not to run for the door.

 

Once he was through the door, Allen kept walking, not bothering to look for a hack and rather glad he’d come with the Rollinses so he wouldn’t have to go looking for Simon and his carriage. The weather was cool but dry. He could walk part of the way home and think. It was too much of a coincidence, Edwin mentioning the Martford affair and Rollins and Wilton seeing the younger son in such dire straits near the docks. It fit too closely to what he knew of Edwin’s history. And how many men studied Eastern languages at university? His Edwin had to be Edwin Gilford, younger son of the Duke of Martford. Martford. Martin. The more he thought about it, the more sense it made. 

And that was why Edwin left. Not embarrassment. Not hiding what he was. When he said being seen with him by the ton would be the ruin of Allen, he’d meant it quite literally. Edwin was protecting him, protecting his chance to marry into the nobility. He should have known it was something like that the day Rollins brought his mother to the warehouse. No wonder Edwin had hidden; Rollins would have known him at once. He thought about what Fenning and Rollins had said, how they’d reacted to the story of Edwin’s poverty. No one would let him marry their daughter if they knew he was friends with the only innocent member of the Martford family. Not after the father and brother ran rather than face justice or do the honorable thing. He’d shoot them himself if he could. 

Allen reached the street corner, and the sweeper darted out and began clearing the road. Allen reached into his pocket automatically for some coins. At the corner, he dropped them into the man’s hand. “Thank you.”

“You’re the first what’s said that to me tonight.”

Allen turned. The man was older than he’d thought and was watching him with clever eyes. “I should say it more often.”

“Or others ought to learn their manners.”

“That lot won’t.”

The man grinned. “Pigs’ll fly first.”

Allen smiled a little. The man seemed intelligent. It was worth a try. “If you were looking for someone, where would you start?”

“Pub. Everyone I’d be looking for would be in the pub. Who’re you looking for?”

“A man.”

“And yer asking me because?”

“Because he used to live by the docks. I think he’s gone back there.”

“He in trouble?”

“Not at all.”

“Then why’s someone like you looking for someone who used to live near the docks?”

Because he was protecting me. Because I love him and can’t imagine being without him. But the street sweeper wouldn’t understand that. “He was wronged. I want to make it right, as much as I can.”

The sweeper nodded. “Pawn shops. I’d try the pawn shops.”

That surprised Allen. “But he didn’t steal from me.”

“But he took. Did you give him anything? New clothes? Shoes? A coat? A pen? Buttons? String? A piece of ribbon? Someone like you’d be amazed what you can sell if you need to. If you’d recognize anything you gave him, find the pawn shop where he sold it and bribe the owner.”

“What shops would you try?”

“Well, if he’s by the river...”

Allen pulled out his notebook and wrote down every name the old man gave him. When the man ran out of ideas, Allen put the notebook away and pulled out another coin. “I own a warehouse, if you’d be interested in steady work.”

“You think these old bones could work in a warehouse? But thank ’ee for this.” He pocketed the second coin. 

Allen turned towards home.

“If you was serious about the warehouse, I’ve a fine strong son, but I don’t want to get his hopes up to be dashed down.”

Allen pulled his notebook out again and turned to a blank page. “Give your son this note, and tell him to bring it to Mr. Humphries at the Brideson Warehouse. Mr. Humphries will find him something suitable.”

The man tucked the note in his pocket. “Why?”

“Because I might not be able to find my friend, and if I do, I might not be able to make it right.”

The sweeper smiled. “Good on you for trying. And good luck.”

“Thank you.” Allen turned and hurried down the street. He hailed the first hack he found and gave the driver his address.

 

The next morning, Allen scribbled a quick note to Humphries to let him know he would be out most of the day, stayed home long enough to break his fast and see that there was nothing of great urgency in the morning post, and at the moment the only things that would have qualified were a note from Edwin or news that the warehouse had burned to the ground, then hailed a hack and set out for the pawnshops on his list. 

He was surprised at first to find that the shops he was sent to were in a slightly better neighborhood than he’d been imagining Edwin living in, further away from the docks and filled with people who looked to able to afford three meals a day. When he realized he was watching low-level clerks leaving for work, he understood. This wasn’t Edwin’s neighborhood. It was where he might have moved had he been more confident in his employment, had he really been Edwin Martin, not Gilford. Selling it here was simple economics. Dockworkers would have no use for cravat pins, but a low-level clerk might, so he’d be likely to get more for it here than by the docks. 

Really, he should have paid Edwin more. Not because he loved him, but for his specialist language skills. Had Allen written to the universities asking for someone with knowledge of languages rather than hiring him off the docks, he would have offered double at least, then given Humphries a rise in pay as well to avoid any hard feelings. 

The hack stopped outside of the next pawnshop on his list, and Allen got out. He’d mention it to Humphries when he saw him next. He could certainly afford to pay him more anyway, even if he didn’t find Edwin. He froze. That wasn’t going to happen. He would find Edwin. Edwin would come home. It would all be fine. It had to be. 

 

The sixth pawn shop was the same as the others he’d visited. The man behind the desk looked up when he entered and became very polite when he sensed money. Allen wandered around the shop, pretending not to be interested in anything much. The owner went back to his ledger, but Allen could feel him watching and ignored him as he tried to find where the cravat pins would be kept. 

Allen was about to ask about cravat pins directly when he recognized the coat hanging behind the counter. Edwin’s coat. The one he wore every day. The only one he probably had. And his shirt and his trousers. The whole outfit he’d worn to the office every day. That meant he didn’t think he’d be getting work that needed something better than the rags he’d worn when they first met. Allen stared at his hands until he could speak without betraying any emotion then turned to the clerk. “How much for those?”

“What would a fine gentleman like yourself want with those?”

What indeed? It was a very good question. All he could think was that he wanted something of Edwin’s, but he certainly couldn’t say that. He tried to think what Rollins and Fenning would say. “A bet. I need them for a bet.”

“Twelve shillings.”

Allen pressed his nails into his palm. He knew the man was gouging him, but if that was his inflated price, how little had Edwin been paid for them? “Seems high.”

“I suppose I could go to ten shillings then. How much is the bet for?”

Allen couldn’t bring himself to say any of the amounts he knew Rollins bet. “A lady’s favor.” 

“Now isn’t that worth half a bar?”

Allen wanted to be done with it. “I suppose.” He went to the counter. “Do you have any pins or the like?”

“For the lady?”

“For the cravat.”

The man pulled out a box and showed it to him. Allen pawed through under the watchful eye of the clerk until he spotted what he’d been looking for. Edwin’s jade pin. “That’ll do.”

“I can let you have it for a crown.”

“I’ll give you four shillings.”

“Done.”

He’d accepted the deal too quickly.  So that price had been inflated as well. How much was Edwin living on? “What about watches?”

The man brought another box, and Allen looked through them all twice but didn’t see Edwin’s watch. “I’m looking for something unusual. I’d get double points if there’s foreign writing on it.”

“Like French? I think there’s...”

“No, something no one can read.”

“Can’t help you there.”

Allen sighed. “Do you know of anyone who would have something like that?”

He shook his head. “I haven’t seen anything around. Did you need to find anything else?”

Allen shook his head. “No, only the watch left. Would you wrap those for me?”

While man wrapped the clothes in not very clean brown paper, Allen counted out the money. Now was the tricky bit. He needed to get a proper answer without seeming too interested, although at least now he had an idea of how to do it. “What can you tell me about the man who brought those in?”

“Not much.” 

“Anything. We’re supposed to have a story, see. But a real one. For the bet. Before the winner can collect, we have to go and see where the former owner of the clothes is.” It was ridiculous, but no more ridiculous than some of the bets he’d heard.

“It was just some laborer. Don’t know how he got them. He was going over to the dust yard to look for work.”

“Which one?”

“Down by the bridge. Not sure you want to take the lady there, though.”

“Oh, no, but the fellows. They’ll go. Can you describe him?”

“They all look the same once they get the first layer of dirt on ’em.”

Allen didn’t think he could ask more without seeming too interested. “Right. Well, thank you.” He took his parcel and left. 

The driver was not particularly enthusiastic about going to the dust yard until Allen offered him double the fare for the route. The dust yard proved to be a dead end, but the workers found the idea hilarious and offered suggestions for other places he might look, none of them helpful, until some of the women heard the commotion and told them to shut up. They gave Allen a list of other dust yards to try, in the order someone looking for work would try them. They also pointed out it was almost dark and he should go back where he belonged before the serious thieves came out.

 

Allen tried to be pleased with his progress as he returned to the townhouse. He’d found Edwin’s clothes, that was something. And he knew the dust yards were a place to start. That was something. But he hadn’t found Edwin yet.

“Mr. Brideson, we were getting worried.” Sophie hurried forward to take his coat. “And what have you done to your boots?”

Allen glanced down and noticed he was more than a bit worse for the visit to the dust yard. “I had some business...”

“Nevermind. Charlie will have them sorted out in no time.” She shook his coat out and hung it on the rack.

Allen pushed his boots in the back the way Edwin always did. “Tell him not to bother. I’ll be going out again tomorrow.”

Sophie looked at him sideways but only said, “If that’s what you wish, sir. Would you like me to unwrap your parcel and put it away?”

He stared down at the grubby bundle. “I’ll open it myself. I suppose supper’s been waiting for me.”

“Mrs. Armstrong said there’s nothing that wouldn’t keep. I’ll let her know you’re ready for it and send Simon up with some hot water for you.”

“Thank you.” He hesitated as he looked at his boots. “Sophie, who is Charlie?”

Sophie stopped on her way to the stairs and smiled a little. “I’ve been wondering when you’d think to ask that. He was a sweep’s boy. Mrs. Armstrong sent the sweep away because she won’t hire anyone who doesn’t use the new brooms with the long handles. When Charlie ran away a few weeks later, he remembered and came here, and we sort of took him in.”

“Without telling me?” He was more amused than annoyed.

“Well, we figured you’d say it was all right, so we thought it wouldn’t hurt.”

“And you wouldn’t have to risk me saying no?” 

Sophie didn’t answer but did shrug a little. 

“But how is he paid?”

“We all put a bit in for him. He doesn’t know it’s us.”

Allen sighed. “Tell Mrs. Armstrong to add him to the payroll and to pay the lot of you his back pay.”

“That’s very kind, but you don’t need to.”

“Tell her anyway.” 

“Then thank you, sir.” Sophie hesitated then asked, “Will we be seeing Mr. Martin?”

“No, not tonight,” Allen whispered. He was going to try for a more hopeful answer, but Sophie leaned over and patted his arm then hurried away. Allen brought the bundle of clothes up to his room and unwrapped them. They were definitely Edwin’s. He fingered the little tear on the sleeve Edwin had fretted at when he was nervous. If only he’d known, but Edwin must have thought he’d be thrown out if Allen found out who he really was. It wasn’t unreasonable considering how he’d been treated. Hadn’t Allen figured out there was some hurt place inside he’d been protecting? He simply hadn’t imagined the cause to be betrayal and abandonment by everyone he’d known. Allen brought the sleeve to his lips and gently kissed the tear.

The doorknob turned, and Allen shoved the clothes under his pillow. Simon came in with the pitcher of hot water. “Mrs. Armstrong said to tell you dinner would be ready in a trice. I think that means soon.”

“Thank you. Tell her I’ll be down as soon as I wash up.”

“Yes, sir. And Mr. Humphries is in the office.” 

“Humphries?” What would bring Humphries to his house in the middle of the evening? “Is something wrong at the warehouse?” He couldn’t think of anything Humphries couldn’t deal with short of a finding a dead body, and even that would most likely only need him to deal with the magistrate or the runners. Unless there was something about Edwin.

“I don’t think there’s any trouble, sir. I think he was worried about you.”

“About me? All right. I’ll be down in a moment. Has he been offered a drink? Then tell Mrs. Armstrong he’ll probably be staying for dinner.”

“Very good, sir.” Simon left the water and went to deliver the message.

 

Allen washed up quickly, then folded Edwin’s clothes neatly and put them away in the nightstand before hurrying down to the office. Humphries was leaning against the fireplace with an untouched glass of Scotch in his hand. Allen closed the door behind him then realized he’d gotten into that habit when Edwin had been there, so he wouldn’t have to worry about someone passing by in the hallway seeing if he touched Edwin for too long or wanted to steal a kiss. He forced his mind to the conversation at hand. “Hello, Humphries. Is something wrong?”

“That’s what I came to ask you.”

“I told you I’d be out today.”

“From your trousers, I can tell it wasn’t about Almack’s.”

Allen glanced down and saw evidence of his visit to the dust yard was obvious. He tried to come up with an answer, but Humphries went on in a kinder voice. “Did you find him?”

“I found the trail.” Then he realized Humphries didn’t know any of it. The ball seemed like ages ago, but it had only been the night before. One day he’d known who Edwin was, that was all. 

Humphries shoved the untouched glass of Scotch into Allen’s hand. “That’s something then. Go on.”

Allen drank half in one swallow. “At the ball, I found out who he is.”

“That’s a lot to go on then. At the ball, though? How did that happen? I never figured him for a servant. Schoolmaster I always thought. Maybe a tutor in a good household, or the son of one, I suppose. Got caught with one of the grooms or the footmen and tossed out. Am I close?”

Allen shook his head. “Edwin Gilford, younger son of the Duke of Martford.”

Humphries stared. His jaw actually dropped, and he gawped at Allen. Allen went to the cabinet and got him a replacement Scotch.

“If that don’t beat all,” Humphries whispered as he took the glass. “The traitor’s innocent son. But it does explain everything, doesn’t it?” Humphries drained the glass in one swallow. “But if someone at the ball put you on the trail, he must have had somewhere to go. But then why was he at the docks to begin with?”

“The trail wasn’t at the ball, only his identity.”

“You’ve been busy.”

“Come and eat before Mrs. Armstrong comes looking for us, and I’ll tell you the lot.”

When they were settled in the dining room, Allen sent the servants away then told Humphries everything that had happened from the time he figured out who Edwin was, to the street sweeper’s help, to finding the clothes and pin, to visiting the dust yard and getting another list, although he did leave out the part where he kept the clothes near his bed where he could look at them. 

When he’d finished, Humphries glared at him. “You shouldn’t be going places like that on your own.”

“How else am I supposed to find him?”

“You send me to do the asking.”

It had never occurred to him to ask Humphries, not that he didn’t trust him, but it didn’t seem to be his problem to fix. “You’d do that?”

“’Course I would. He’s a good man no matter what his family did, and he makes you happy. Give me your list, and I’ll go tomorrow and start asking at the dust yards. They’ll be more likely to talk to me anyway.”

“All right. But don’t talk to him. Let me.”

Humphries nodded. “There’s a good chance he’ll run when we find him, and I don’t want to be blamed for it. Now, do you want me to ring for Simon to come and get the plates and bring the pudding?”

Allen nodded. He knew he could trust the search to Humphries, but he was the one who had driven Edwin away; he should be the one to go looking for him.

 

{---*---}

 

The next morning, Lady Clairmont sent over a footman with part of an almost four-year-old newspaper and a note telling Allen he could keep it. The article he wanted was on the second page. He remembered enough of the details of the scandal that the article was of little use, but the picture drew his interest at once. It was an engraving that had clearly been done with some skill. Allen assumed that the Crown had wanted the fugitive lords caught badly enough to have provided the likeness. It was a likeness of the duke, Edwin’s father. The resemblance was obvious. No one who looked at the picture would think Edwin’s name a mere coincidence. The structure of the face was the same, as was the hair. Edwin was handsomer, of course, and younger, with slightly larger eyes and finer features, but clearly the two were related. He sighed and dropped the newspaper into the top drawer and took out the list of orders that were expected on the next ship.

Allen had finished most of the list when Sophie opened the door. He had to fight down the little bubble of hope that Edwin would follow her in. “Mr. Harcliff, sir.”

He would be a distraction at least. “Thank you; show him in please.”

Mr. Harcliff smiled as Allen rose to greet him. “I was in the neighborhood so I thought I’d bring you a few new possibilities. None are ideally suited to your needs, but I do think we are slowly closing in on what you want.”

Allen took the papers he was offered and flipped through them. None of them were quite right, although they were in the right area of London. “I’ll look through these carefully and let you know if I decide on anything.” They would be another distraction at least.

“Very good, Mr. Brideson. As always, anytime I can be of assistance.”

Allen thanked him and continued to flip through the papers. He noticed the Cheapside property was there again. Mr. Harcliff was still championing it apparently. He looked at the drawing that covered the top sheet. “Your daughter is a bit of an artist, isn’t she?”

“I like to think so.”

“I believe I’ve seen her architectural drawings.”

“You have, yes.”

“What about portraiture?”

“She can draw a fine likeness. Did you wish a portrait drawn?”

“I did. Based off of this.” He took the newspaper out of the drawer and tore out the picture of Lord Martford, being careful that no bit of the text came away with it. “But with larger eyes, and hair that goes sort of like this.” He made a rough sketch in a blank part of the page. “And younger by a good twenty years.”

Mr. Harcliff leaned over the page. “In other words, you want it to look like your clerk that was always around.” Allen searched the comment for anything to take offense at, but Mr. Harcliff seemed more curious than condescending.

“That’s right. I’d pay her for her time. I’m sure she’d like some pin money for new pencils or paints or something.”

“I think it can be managed. I’ll take this and—wait, that’s a picture of Martford, the traitor lord that’s been on the run.”

Allen closed his eyes. “It’s important, please.”

Mr. Harcliff looked up at him. “Is he in trouble? Your clerk, I mean. I don’t want Eliza mixed up in any sort of trouble.”

“No trouble. There was a misunderstanding. He left, and I’m trying to find him. Two copies would be best.” One for searching and one to keep by his bed, but he wasn’t about to say that.

Mr. Harcliff considered for a moment, then nodded. “I’ll ask Eliza this evening, and if she agrees, I’ll bring it by as soon as it’s done.”

“Thank you.”

 

 


Chapter 12

 

HUMPHRIES SPENT THREE DAYS GOING through the list of dust yards with Miss Harcliff’s drawing, three days during which Allen was no use at all in the office. He made himself sort through the letters in case there was something that required his attention and was very surprised by how little of it seemed important. Only the imminent arrival of the Drake’s Progress seemed worthy of his attention, and then he began to miss Edwin all over again, this time because he would have laughed at the name and then been such a help checking the manifest. At least it kept his mind occupied, and he needed to have a thriving business in place for when Edwin came back. How else could he give him money without bruising his dignity? At least it gave him something to fill his mind. Humphries came by every evening at dinner to report on his lack of progress. 

On the third day of searching, Humphries seemed nervous, nervous enough that Allen began to wonder if Humphries felt he was reacting badly to the lack of success. He knew it wasn’t Humphries’s fault, and he was trying not to seem overly disappointed, but perhaps he was failing in that. His mind was certainly not on anything but Edwin. In fact, when he’d gone out to purchase some shaving soap for himself, he’d spotted a jar of bergamot-scented salve and had spent most of the walk home thinking how he would enjoy working it into Edwin’s hands, massaging them and taking care of him. Once he was back, there would be no reason to worry about leaving the callouses to protect him. The images had been so appealing, he’d stopped on the way home from the warehouse and purchased a jar, which had gone in the drawer by his bed with the clothes.

“Are you all right, sir?”

“What? Oh, yes, sorry Humphries. I’ve been distracted.”

“I wonder with what.” But Humphries smiled when he said it.

“I was thinking we ought to go into the study and have some brandy.” It would be good to do something friendly. Then Humphries might realize he wasn’t being blamed for their failure to find Edwin.

“That’s what you were thinking, hmm? But I won’t say no to your brandy.”

But when they were settled in the study with their drinks, Humphries didn’t seem any calmer. Allen tried to think of something to say that would ease the tension, but he kept getting distracted by his thoughts. It was chilly outside, did Edwin have a fire? Had he eaten? Was he somewhere safe?

It was Humphries who finally broke the silence. “You know the Drake’s Progress is coming day after tomorrow.”

So that was the trouble. Of course Humphries would be worrying about that. “You’re saying you don’t really have time to continue the search.”

“Only for the next few days. I should hire men, see the warehouse is in order...”

“And when it comes, you’ll have to supervise them. You’re right, of course.”

“I’ll start again as soon as the ship is sorted out.”

“I know. And I know you’re behind on your work because of me. You should go to the warehouse tomorrow and get everything sorted out. Hire whoever you need.” That reminded him of the street sweeper. “There was a man. I offered his son a job.”

“I already took care of it. Told him things were a bit strange at the moment but he was to come the day the Drake’s Progress came into port and there’d be work with the possibility of a permanent position if he worked out. I’ll find him something steady to do. Maybe delivering the goods to the shops.”

“That’s a good idea. I should have asked you before I offered.”

“I may have offered a job or two myself these last few days. You did say we were close to taking on regular staff.”

Allen smiled. “All right. Can I see what you’ve accomplished so far?”

Humphries handed over the list. “I’ve been taking a few detours if they seemed promising.”

Allen scanned the notes Humphries had made. Along with the dust yards, he’d tried several livery stables, two shipping offices, and the job broker Edwin had used. “They sound promising, but I take it they weren’t.”

Humphries shook his head.

Allen tucked the list into his trouser pocket. “Then go to the warehouse and get the ship settled. We’ll talk again when that’s done.”

“And you’re keeping the list.”

Allen shrugged and offered Humphries more brandy.

Humphries held out his glass. “Be careful. It’s not always safe for someone like you in some of the places he frequents.”

“Thank you for not telling me not to do it.”

“Would you listen? Just send me a note on where you’re going so I know where to start looking for the body if you don’t come back.”

“Thank you for your optimism then.”

Humphries merely chuckled and sipped his brandy.

 

Edwin dragged himself back to the dust yard. At least it was money, he told himself. It had taken him longer than he’d expected to find work even though he was willing to take any job. He hadn’t fully appreciated how much simpler it had been when he could simply go to Mulgrave’s table and get a job if there was one. Going from place to place to ask meant that, if he started in the wrong place, everything was taken before he got there. In the heat of the summer, there had been jobs in stifling barns no one wanted, but the cooler weather seemed to make those palatable to more. The dust yard paid a pittance, but it was steady. But Edwin hated the job. His hands had softened up at the warehouse offices and were still aching from using the shovel all day, along with every muscle in his body. He blamed that for his discontent, although he knew that wasn’t the reason at all. He tried blaming Allen for giving him a taste of a full belly and clean hands, but that wasn’t it either. 

“You’re in sorting today, Martin.”

Edwin nodded without saying anything. He knew he ought to be glad of the change. Sorting meant shoveling the contents of the dustcarts into buckets to be taken away and sorted through the meshes. It should have been a welcome change from his normal task of spreading out the contents of the night-soil carts and shoveling up what had dried to be mixed into fertilizer, but he couldn’t work up any interest. He made his way to the carts and grabbed a shovel. The next runner dropped the bucket in front of him, and he started to fill it. At least in the night-soil yard, the smell was bad enough to keep all other thoughts out of his mind. Here he could think, despite the dirt and the damp that would turn into cold rain any day now. He couldn’t help it. And he missed Allen. Missed talking to him. Missed the rare times he laughed. Missed the warehouse with its stacks of mysterious boxes from places he’d only read about. Even if he had never gone to bed with Allen, he’d have missed him now. He was kind, and gentle, and clever. When they’d talked about the ships and the things they brought and the places they’d been, he’d been so interested and curious, they had been the best conversations Edwin had had since he’d left school. 

He’d done the right thing, though. Father and Alfred had ruined his life with their plot, but he’d be damned if he let them ruin Allen’s as well.

 

Allen spent breakfast trying to attack the list logically. It was possible Edwin had moved, but as Allen had never been to his lodgings and only knew its location as “by the docks,” it was quite possible he was still there, which meant he would be working somewhere near the docks as well. Besides, there was no way Humphries could object to him walking around the docks; his own warehouse was there, after all. It was a start, and if it didn’t work, he could pretend he’d been on his way to the warehouse all along.

When Allen arrived at the docks, he realized finding Edwin’s home would be more difficult than he’d thought. The area around the docks away from the warehouses, the area he never went to, was a warren of small lodging houses and places that rented single rooms. And he didn’t need to ask to know the landlords would not be inclined to be helpful. So he’d need a different approach. 

Edwin had to eat. Perhaps he had regular haunts. He hadn’t seemed to know the pub they’d been to, in fact, he’d actively resisted going there the first time Allen had proposed it, so the street vendors were more likely. Allen began a methodical questioning of every one he found. It was mid-afternoon when he found a man selling truly vile-looking meat pies cheaper than most he’d seen who recognized the drawing of Edwin as someone who bought from him some evenings. A little questioning told him the direction the man in question came from and gave him the name of some likely places he might be coming from.

The third place Allen tried was a large dust yard by the river. The man in the small shed that seemed to be both the office and guardhouse came out as soon as Allen approached and looked him over, clearly wondering what he was doing there.

Allen didn’t give him a chance to throw him out or question his arrival. “Are you in charge here?”

“My name on the sign.” The man pointed to the sign above the entrance, which was peeling and unreadable.

“Then perhaps you can help me. I’m looking for a Mr. Ed Martin. He wouldn’t have been employed here for very long. This is a fair likeness.” He held out his copy of Miss Harcliff’s drawing.

The man ignored the drawing. “And why’re you lookin’?”

“I want to discuss something with him.”

“You a solicitor or something?”

“Something like that.”

The man glanced down at the picture. “All right, it could be him, but he don’t get off work for a while.”

Allen wasn’t about to let the chance to find Edwin get away from him. “Then I’ll arrange a meeting with him while he works.”

“Come on then.”

Allen followed the man into the yard. The further they walked, the worse the smell became, and Allen had to remind himself not to look down whenever he took a step. There probably wasn’t anyplace there he’d normally consider putting his boot anyway. He tried to focus on the man in front of him, the man who might be leading him to Edwin. He realized he ought to get the man on his side, if no other reason than to avoid getting Edwin in trouble. He tried for a suitably impressed tone as he said, “Quite a large place you have here.”

The man seemed pleased by the compliment. “Aye, and profitable. Amazing what you can sell with a little work.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“There’s the dust sorting. Over there’s for spreading the night-soil, dries it afor it’s sold to farmers. Thought we had him working there. Hey! Henry! That Martin bloke not show up?”

The man standing in the middle of the mess waved back. “He did. Cooper never came and Ted showed up too drunk to stand, so I sent him to sorting.”

“Right. Looks like you get to save your boots. Come along.”

Allen thought his boots were already beyond salvaging, but he followed his guide away from the worst areas of the yard and towards an area of carts being unloaded. “You’ll find him over there with the shovelers.”

“May I ask what he does?”

“Shovels.” 

Allen hesitated, but the man chuckled as if that had been a great joke so he managed a smile. 

“Carts drop off the dust. He’ll either be emptying a cart into those big piles or filling buckets from the piles to be delivered to the screens where they start sorting it.”

“But only today?”

“Aye, but it’s the same thing really, only not dust he’s shoveling. One of the men’ll tell you the way out. I ought to warn you, he’s not the friendliest one here.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you.” Allen slipped the man a couple of coins, which did more than anything else to make him friendly, then set off in the direction he’d indicated.

As soon as the shovelers came into view, Allen recognized Edwin. His head was down, apparently completely focused on the bucket he was filling, so he didn’t see Allen. Allen stayed quiet, watching until the urge to run forward and fling his arms around Edwin passed and he could approach with something like calm. When he was close enough to be heard, he called out, “Martin?”

The other shovelers looked up, but Edwin kept his head down. Allen suspected Edwin had recognized his voice. He waited until he was close enough that he couldn’t be ignored before he tried again. “Martin, I need to talk you.”

“I’m working.” Between the harsh accent and the gruffness, Allen almost didn’t recognize Edwin’s voice.

He reminded himself that he was supposed to be a solicitor looking for him. “I can see that. When would be convenient?”

Edwin moved the bucket he’d been filling to the side and pulled another one over, making as much noise as possible.

Allen went on. “We could have the conversation here, but I think you’d prefer a bit of privacy.”

Edwin became very interested in filling the bucket in front of him.

“If you’d prefer we talk here, all right.”

“Not here.”

At least he’d gotten Edwin to say something. “I passed a tavern on the corner. We could meet there when you’ve finished for the day.”

“Won’t be finished for hours. I gets off at eight.”

Allen hadn’t heard the coarse accent Edwin was using before; even at the warehouse, he’d softened it. “Then I’ll go to the tavern and wait for you.” Eight at night, and what time had he started in the morning? Allen knew better than to ask here, but he wondered if he could ask someone on his way out. 

“And then you’ll leave me alone?”

“If you want me to.” But please don’t want me to, he thought.

“All right. I’ll find you there, the Red Crow. But you don’t have to wait if you change your mind.”

“I’ll wait.” Allen turned and made his way back to the entrance of the dust yard then crossed to the tavern he’d seen. The sign said “The Scarlet Feather” with a painting of a black bird with one red feather. Allen assumed the illiterate of the area had made up their own name for it and Edwin was trying to fit in. He went inside and ordered a glass of ale.

 

Edwin kept his head down until he thought Allen was gone, then kept it down until he schooled his features into some expression that wasn’t the one he was sure was there when he realized Allen was gone. He didn’t look up until Rockbrook next to him asked, “You in some kind of trouble?”

“No, no trouble.”

“So not a thief-catcher then?”

“Not a thief-catcher.”

“Solicitor?” one of the other men whose name Edwin hadn’t heard asked. “He talked like a solicitor.”

“Something like that.” It was a good story, and Allen would pass for a solicitor around here.

“You coming into money?” Rockbrook asked.

“Not likely.”

“Oh.” Now that it had been determined that he was not a criminal and able to be turned in for a reward or an heir and able to be hit up for money, they went back to ignoring him, which was how Edwin liked it.

The first question was how Allen had found him. Edwin had been careful never to mention anything that could connect him to any particular place other than the docks in the most general way. It would have taken a great deal of searching for Allen to stumble upon him here. How long had he been looking?

At least he’d been in the dust side of the yard and not the night-soil today. Or maybe he shouldn’t be glad; let Allen see him for what he was now. Or perhaps it didn’t matter. He hadn’t bought himself a bath since he’d left Allen’s, so he was still filthy, still smelled like he belonged there. Even the other shovelers had moved away when he’d arrived. And it hadn’t scared Allen away. Nothing so easy for him. If he wanted to protect Allen, he’d have to send him away himself. Or hope he got bored and left.

Allen Brideson sitting at a table in the Scarlet Feather. What would Rollins and Fenny think of that? Considering what he knew of those two, they probably would have laughed it off as a bet or asked him if there were any good games or women there. But Mrs. Rollins, that would be another story. Or Lady Jersey. No, Fenny might have been able to weather a rumor like that; he had a title in the family. Even Rollins, whose money was several generations from the shop and whose uncle had a minor title, could still find a wife, but Allen had to watch everything he did if he wanted to prove he fit into the crowd he wanted to join. If he were caught in a pub frequented by dustmen, pickpockets, and procurers, Lady Jersey and the other patronesses would never let him into their circle, even if their own men did worse. At least no one from that circle would see him there. And maybe he’d get bored and leave.

Edwin rubbed at his neck. Allen would wait for him, and the longer did, the greater his chance of being robbed. He finally put down his shovel. “I got to go see somebody.”

The other shovelers glared at him but no one tried to stop him.

The foreman didn’t look up when Edwin told him he was going out. “Shift’s not done.”

“Can’t be helped.”

“You lose the job.”

“Then I suppose that can’t be helped either. Do I get paid for what I did?”

The foreman snorted.

Edwin sighed. He’d known the answer, but he’d had to try.

 

Allen stayed at the table where he could see the door and continued to order ale so they wouldn’t ask him to leave. One look at the glass told him he wouldn’t be drinking any, but he made several friends by offering the untouched glasses to nearby tables whenever the barman’s glare told him it was time to order another. It gave him time to think. At least he’d found Edwin. That was something. And Edwin had looked all right. He was filthy, but Allen had expected that. He was thinner than he’d been, but not as bad as when he’d first come to the warehouse. Allen wasn’t sure what to make of that. Was he eating better than he had been back then, or hadn’t he had time to lose the weight he’d managed to gain from Mrs. Armstrong’s ham and roasted chicken?

Thinking of Edwin eating reminded Allen that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. He’d been too determined to find Edwin to bother stopping earlier, but now that he was sitting with nothing to think of for he didn’t know how many hours, he was starting to notice. He was debating whether to order some food—it all looked disgusting but it was what his Edwin was eating now—when Edwin came through the door. Allen hadn’t been expecting him for hours, but perhaps he had been given time for dinner or something. Allen raised a hand in greeting. Edwin strode over to his table, irritation in every movement.

“I’m here.” The accent was still there, Allen noticed.

“I’m glad. Please sit. Would you like to order something?”

Edwin sat and glared. “What did you want to say to me?”

Allen studied Edwin’s face. He wasn’t angry so much as defensive, Allen decided. Probably never thought I’d find him, Allen thought. “I wanted to know that you’re all right. And I wanted to ask you to come back.”

“You don’t want me. I’d drag you down. Look at me. I work in a dust yard, and I’ve done worse and will again. I’m not what you need. Not to get your vouchers and...” Edwin trailed off then turned to stare at a faded picture of a hunting scene on the wall behind the bar as if it were the most interesting thing he’d ever seen.

Allen wanted to reach across the table and take his hand, but he didn’t think Edwin would let him. He had to settle for saying, “I don’t care that you worked on the docks or in a dust yard.”

Edwin gave him a mocking sort of look. “Why? Because no one has to know?”

“Well, they don’t.”

“Just because I was hauling cargo and mucking out ships when you met me doesn’t mean that’s what I always was.”

“I know, I didn’t mean...”

Edwin leaned in until Allen could see the trails of sweat through the dirt on his face and what looked like the bite of a flea on his neck and hissed, “My name is Lord Edwin Gilford. That’s right, Lord Martford’s son. The son of a man who tried to kill the king. And that’s not something that can be hidden from people like Rollins and Fenning.”

Allen froze. His first thought was to reach across the table and gather Edwin in his arms and tell him none of it mattered if only he’d come home, but of course he couldn’t do that in the middle of a pub, in the middle of anyplace except perhaps their bedroom at home. His second thought was that he’d guessed right. It had made perfect sense when he’d deduced it from the bits and pieces Rollins and Fenning had said, and when he and Humphries had discussed it, but to hear it confirmed from Edwin’s own lips was something else altogether. Almost from the day he’d met him, Allen had known Edwin had fallen far to land on the docks, and he’d admired him for working back from whatever had thrown him there in the first place. But to know his dear Edwin had been used to wealth and privilege beyond anything Allen could dream of, and then had been thrown into the gutter through no fault of his own to make his way as he could all alone, it was beyond what Allen could imagine. How frightened he must have been when he had nothing, when he realized he couldn’t use any of the skills he’d been taught to earn his bread and rent but would have to learn to scrape by. That was the hurt place in his heart Allen had caught glimpses of, the place he’d wanted to protect. Allen wanted to wrap his arms around Edwin and tell him it would be fine now. But he couldn’t do that here, in a pub. Couldn’t even take his hand for comfort.

Edwin nodded. “I thought so. Goodbye, sir. Thank you for the break from what my life is now.”

Allen sat frozen as Edwin stood and left the pub.

 

{---*---}

 

Edwin left the pub and kept walking. He’d done it. He’d pushed Allen away. He hadn’t known if he’d be able to do it, but he’d thought about how much the truth about him would hurt Allen’s chances, how it would keep him from what he wanted, and he’d managed it. Now Allen would be free of him, free to pursue whatever future he wanted. Edwin kept reminding himself of that as he walked home. Allen would be able to have everything he wanted.

Edwin closed the door to his tiny rented room and shoved the bolt in place. It seemed smaller and shabbier after seeing Allen, but he knew that was an illusion. It was the same as it had been that morning. The same as it had been for the last four years. At least he had his own room, with only a few mice for roommates. Then he could cry if he needed to; the mice didn’t mind. The rat might glare, but he wouldn’t tell. 

He’d known Allen wouldn’t understand. There was no way he could hide who he was among the ton. They would recognize him, no matter how shabby he’d become. Son of a traitor. Being seen with him would ruin any hope Allen had of finding his titled bride. Edwin rubbed a hand across his eyes and went to the cupboard to see what there was to eat. He should have ordered something at the pub. Allen would have paid. Edwin took out the bread he’d saved from breakfast. The mice had found it. He cut off a slice and ignored the teeth-marks. He learned early on at the docks not to waste a crumb of food, especially now that he no longer had the job at the dust yard. Edwin slammed the loaf down on the table in frustration. 

Maybe he shouldn’t have thanked Allen for the respite. It had made it harder to come back. He’d have to look for work again, and after the trouble he’d had finding the place at the dust yard, he’d most likely be looking at a place on a night-soil crew, although that wasn’t so different from his work now, and he’d done it before, the first winter, when there’d been nothing at the docks. Maybe there would be something else, but it would be similar. He couldn’t try at the docks; everyone there knew he’d been friendly with Mr. Humphries, and they wouldn’t hire him without telling Mr. Humphries if he asked. He didn’t have enough money to get out of town, out to the country where he could try to work in stables of an inn or at the docks in some coastal town. He rubbed at his face again. 

He should have lied, should have told Allen some story about why he couldn’t go out in public with him. But if Allen got the life he wanted, there’d be members of the quality at his house, maybe at his office; where could he have hidden? And if that had happened, if he had lied, it would only have been a matter of time before someone saw him and recognized him and thought Allen was somehow knowingly connected to the traitor’s son. No matter how much they both denied it, the rumors would spread. Allen would be disgraced. He’d lose everything he’d worked for, all the status and the influential friends.

Perhaps he should have told him at once, let Allen throw him out of the warehouse that first day. Not that Allen would have done that, he’d have been polite and kind and sent Humphries to move him along.  Edwin ate a bit of the bread, but his appetite had left him.

He’d spent more of his savings than he’d wanted to while he’d been looking for a position, and now he’d have to spend more while he looked for another, and he had no idea how long that would take. 

There was a pounding on the door. Edwin ignored it.

Perhaps it would be worth the risk to see if someone would pay him to bend over for them. Maybe down under the docks. There wouldn’t be anyone willing to report sodomy there. Or one of the parks, he’d done that the first winter too, when he’d been too hungry to care, although no one in the parks would want a dustman who hadn’t bathed.

The pounding started again. His landlord must have already heard he’d lost his job. News traveled fast by the docks, and he’d be worried about his rent. Edwin had been very careful that no one knew about the money he’d saved up while he’d been working for Allen. “The rent’s not due for two days,” he called out. 

The pounding started again. He threw down the bread and stormed to the door, jerking it open. “I’ll get your rent if I have to let them fuck me under the docks, just leave me be tonight.” Edwin froze.

Allen was on the other side, his hand up ready to pound again. He stared at Edwin, searching his face. “It’s not about the rent, although I’ll gladly give you what you need. Please don’t sell yourself. Whatever else happens, please don’t, not at the docks.”

“I’ve done it before. What would you rather I do? Crawl in the sewers looking for something to sell? Go back to being a pure gatherer and clean up after dogs and sell it to the tanners? I can get six shillings a bucket. That’s how poor I’ve been, Allen, I know the price of dog shit.”

Allen ignored him. “May I come in?”

Allen in his depressing room with the mouse-eaten bread and dirty chairs?

Allen took his silence for permission and slipped around him, brushing against Edwin’s shirt as he did. “I went back to the yard to ask for you, but they said you’d been sacked for leaving early, for coming to see me. I didn’t mean for that to happen. I’m sorry.” He looked around the room. His gaze fell on the bread with human and rodent bite-marks, then the chair that was filthy from the times Edwin had sat on it after returning from work, to the narrow bed with the ragged blanket. 

Edwin closed the door and rested his head against it. Why had Allen come? To see his disgrace? To explain how it could work when he knew he’d never be able to hide his identity?

He felt a hand rest gently on his back. “I think you misunderstood my silence. Let me explain. I knew from the start you had fallen on hard times, but I’ll admit I thought you were a missionary’s son or perhaps a schoolteacher. Until the other night when someone described the scandal to me, I had no idea you had fallen so far.”

Edwin held himself very still. If he didn’t move at all, didn’t breathe, maybe he wouldn’t start to cry. Allen thought he was a disgrace.

“I’m not saying it well, I’m afraid. You had to be so brave to survive after what your father did to you, what everyone did to you. I don’t think I could find myself penniless and alone and hunt for any work I could find. I don’t have that kind of courage.”

“You would if that was the only way you’d eat.” 

“I’m doing this all wrong. What I’m trying to say is that I admire you all the more knowing who you really are, and more than that, I want you to know I love you, and I want you to come back with me and work with me and do all the things I said before. Because I love you, and I don’t want to be without you.”

Edwin held very still, not allowing himself to lean into Allen’s sympathetic touch. “And what happens when you enter society and the quality start coming to your house and your office? I can’t hide in some storeroom whenever somebody comes. And they all know my face, or they will if I scrub off the muck.”

“Hang the quality. I don’t care if they don’t come to the house, as long as you’re there. And if they would make you unhappy or uncomfortable, then I don’t want them at all. If you come home, I’ll stop trying to cultivate their business and their patronage. I have more than enough without them, and even if I didn’t, even if I needed them, I’d still say hang them all if I could have you.”

Allen was so kind. It was so hard to be near him and not melt into those gentle arms and rest against his chest. “You say that now when you feel sorry for me, and I know you mean it now. But what happens in a week or a year? When I’m not some pathetic wreck you can help but the one thing standing between you and acceptance by Society? Don’t you see, I got used to this life I have now once. If I thought I could have one with you, and then lost it, I couldn’t get used to being here again.”

Allen kept rubbing his back, slow gentle circles against the sweat-soaked cloth. “I already said I wanted to hire you to work in the business, that always meant a salary of your own. I’ll write you references under your new name if you like. I’ll put money in an account in your name. You wouldn’t ever have to go back to being a dustman or night-soil man or anything like that again.”

Edwin felt the tears start and nothing seemed to stop them, although he thought he was hiding them from Allen. How could Allen not understand? He could face the work, the poverty, the hunger; he’d faced all that before. It was thinking he could have Allen, seeing him go from loving to resentful when he realized the world of the quality was forever out of his reach, and it would all be Edwin’s fault. He couldn’t watch that happen.

Allen slipped under Edwin’s arm so he could look up at his face. He saw the tears and reached up to wipe them away. “Why do you think I’m here? I can’t get used to being without you, my love.”

Edwin stared at him. It would be so easy to kiss him and say yes and go home with him. He closed his eyes. Edwin leaned in just a bit, and Allen tipped up his head, clearly waiting for a kiss. Edwin leaned forward, trying very hard not to brush against Allen’s fine suit with his mucky clothes as he pressed his lips to Allen’s. Clearly, Allen was not concerned about his clothes at all. He twined his arms around Edwin and crushed himself against Edwin’s chest, wanting to be as close as possible. It would be so easy to surrender, but then Allen would lose everything he’d worked for.  Maybe not everything; he’d still have the warehouse and the shop he was buying, but all the status he’d been working towards would evaporate in a moment. Allen might not see it, but he hadn’t been in that world as long as Edwin had, and he hadn’t seen someone fall there.

Allen felt warm and comfortable against him. He’d missed being touched so gently, so kindly, being treated like he mattered. 

But Allen deserved better. He deserved everything he’d wanted. Even if he couldn’t see it, Edwin could. And he could only think of one way to be certain Allen left. The fact that he would get a little comfort from it would have to last him through the long months that followed. He let Allen brush his lips, then slid down to his knees and reached for the fall of Allen’s trousers.

“Edwin, you don’t...”

He ignored Allen’s protests just as he had on their first night together and unbuttoned him, pushing the fabric aside until he could run his tongue down Allen’s length. Allen made a soft sound of pleasure as Edwin flicked his tongue along the tip of his cock. He knew what Allen liked now. He’d paid attention every time they’d done this and knew just where to slide his tongue, how hard to suck, where to stroke. And Allen tasted wonderful, clean and familiar and precious. His Allen. If only he’d really been Edwin Martin, disgraced schoolmaster, this would all have been so easy. 

Allen tangled his fingers in Edwin’s hair, rubbing his scalp and clutching at him when Edwin toyed with the spot on the underside of his cock, just below the head, that always made him moan so prettily. He slid all the way down, until his nose was brushing the curly hair on Allen’s belly and filled with the scent of Allen’s passion. This would be the last time he touched his lover; he had to remember every moment to replay in his cold bed. 

Edwin heard Allen gasp out his name as his mouth filled with Allen’s spend. He tried to hold it on his tongue for a moment, to remember the taste of it, then swallowed so Allen wouldn’t know and pulled away. And now for the hard part, the part that would drive Allen away from him and to the life he’d worked so hard for. Edwin pushed himself to his feet and crossed the room to the table. Better to have something between them for this. “You have to go now.”

Allen pushed himself away from the door and started doing up his trousers. “Pack up what you want to take and...”

“No, Allen. I’m staying, you have to go.”

“But I...” The crushed look on Allen’s face almost broke Edwin’s heart, if there had been any bit of it left unbroken.

He had to say something to make the man leave while he still had the strength to make him. “You got what you came here for. I’m not an employee anymore, you don’t have to worry about taking advantage. Do up your trousers and leave me in peace. Unless you think I’m one of those chits you’ll meet at the balls willing to trade my title for your fortune. I haven’t a title to trade anymore, and I certainly can’t get you into Almack’s or even White’s, not now.”

“I don’t want...”

“Goodbye, Allen.” Edwin started for the door. If Allen wasn’t going, he’d have to. If he stayed, it would be too easy to give in, and then, when it all fell apart, it would be his fault.

“Where are you...”

“There’s work at the docks at night. I lost my job at the dust yard. I need what I can get.”

Allen reached into his pocket. Money. Like he was some common whore. But wasn’t that what he’d wanted Allen to think? So he could push him away? He should get used to it. Hadn’t he just thought of selling himself under the docks? 

But Allen didn’t take money from his pocket. He placed something else on the table. “Your cravat pin. I found it in a pawnshop and bought it back. You can pawn it again and get your rent money. If you go to Humphries, he’ll give you a proper reference under this new name, or any name you like. You can get a better job than whatever you were going to do. I couldn’t find the watch. I’m sorry.” He looked ready to say something else but made a sniffing sort of sound instead then hurried out the door.

Edwin stared at the doorway for longer than he should have, but Allen wasn’t coming back. That was for the best. That was what Edwin wanted. Allen could go back to his life, find himself a nice bride with a titled family. He was rich and handsome; it wouldn’t be easy but it would certainly be possible. And then in a few months, when he was going to balls at Almack’s and spending summers at the country estate, if he thought of Edwin at all, it would be as a nice interlude and a near escape. Edwin sighed and closed the door then went to stare at the pin. Allen had gone looking for it. A gentleman like him didn’t go to the kind of pawnshop he’d left it at by accident. 

He couldn’t keep it.  That was obvious. It was admitting he needed the help. But if he returned it, Allen was likely to come bring it back, and they’d have the same argument all over again, and Edwin wasn’t certain he’d have the strength to push him away again. So he would have to move. He’d find another part of town with jobs for him and move there. It wouldn’t be that hard. Maybe down by the tanneries. That was different. He didn’t know much about it beyond the brief visits when he’d collected dung for them, but surely there was heavy work he could do. And that was why he couldn’t go to Mr. Humphries for the reference; if an employer checked its validity, Mr. Humphries would tell Allen. 

Edwin rubbed his neck. His rent was paid through the end of the week. He shouldn’t waste that. And it made sense. He’d find someplace else, and on Friday, he could drop the pin off at Lady Longridge’s. She always had balls or receptions on Fridays during the little season to introduce whichever girls she was trying to marry off to suitors, or she had when he’d known her, and they were just the sort Allen was looking for, and as she was a close friend of Lady Gorworth, Allen would be there, or the staff could hold it until he came, as he surely would. A clean break, at least for Allen. 

Edwin pushed away from the door and put his boots back on. He needed money for the new lodgings. He’d go back to the tip and humbly apologize and beg them to give him any kind of day labor, or night labor at this hour. He’d let a little of his old accent creep into his voice and then wait while they laughed and enjoyed the thought of ordering someone who had once been their better around. It would be the worst jobs they could find for him, but it would be money and it would be away from Allen. Allen would be safe from him.

 

 


Chapter 13

 

WHEN ALLEN RAN FROM EDWIN’S TINY ROOM, all he could think of was how much Edwin’s words had hurt him. How could Edwin think he’d sought him out for nothing more than a quick fuck? He’d wanted him back, wanted him to come home—he thought of the townhouse as Edwin’s home now—and Edwin had said the most hurtful thing he could imagine. If he’d planned to hurt Allen, he couldn’t have come up with a better way to do it if he’d thought about what to say for days. 

When Allen got to the familiar streets around the warehouse and turned his steps in the direction of a main road where he knew he could find a hack, he began to think clearly again. Of course Edwin had planned it. He’d wanted to get rid of Allen, to drive him away, and once he realized simply leaving wasn’t enough, hurting him had been the most effective way to do it. But why? That was the question.

He knew Edwin loved him. No matter what Edwin had said or done, he loved him. That had been obvious when they’d been together. So why had he said the most hurtful thing he could think of? It couldn’t have been merely a desire to cause him pain. He had to know it would hurt, but Edwin wasn’t cruel. Allen got into the first hack he found and gave his address. He’d been so certain Edwin would be here with him tonight, warm and safe in his arms.

Safe. It was the same as it ever was. Edwin was trying to keep him safe, safe from the association with the Martford family, safe from the scandal. He’d said over and over he didn’t care, and Edwin didn’t believe him. No, he’d said he believed he meant it now, but he didn’t trust that it would last, that he wouldn’t begin to resent Edwin once he realized that the world of the ton was forever closed to him. Good things never lasted for him.

And Allen knew that was his fault. He’d spent so much time thinking about getting his vouchers, getting into society, of course Edwin would think that was all that mattered. How was he to know that, the moment he left, everything had seemed wrong? Everything was wrong if Edwin wasn’t there. Even before he left, when Allen had realized he couldn’t have both his relationship with Edwin and the bride-from-Almack’s story he’d always thought he wanted, he’d known he couldn’t live without Edwin, but instead of telling him that he didn’t want a bride anymore, he’d started making plans for how to keep Edwin close while ending the physical part of their relationship, so he could have some part of both dreams. What was Edwin supposed to think? And how was Edwin supposed to trust him now? It was entirely his fault that Edwin was still in that little garret, still cold and alone. Allen leaned against the seat of the hack and tried to puzzle out what to do next, but he had no idea how to fix what he’d broken.

 

{---*---}

 

Allen was in no better of a mood the next morning. He forced himself to eat breakfast as it seemed a pity to waste the food when Edwin seemed to have nothing more than mouse-eaten bread, then went downstairs to the office before any of the staff came to clear up. He didn’t want to feign cheerfulness, and Sophie would know at once what was wrong. As his mind was definitely not on his work, he attempted several small tasks that could be done by rote, but nothing held his interest for more than a minute or two. Edwin’s desk was still where it had been. He hadn’t bothered to clear away the pens and paper that had been left there, ready for him to return. 

That would have been something productive; maybe not having to see the desk every morning would make him not forget, but able to ignore the idea that Edwin ought to be there. He went to the desk and fingered Edwin’s pen then went back to his own desk, grabbed the stack of morning post, and left for the warehouse.

 

Allen had hoped the change of scene would help his concentration. After all, Humphries often used Edwin’s desk at the warehouse as it had originally been put in the office for his use. Allen left the letters he’d brought on his desk and went to look at Edwin’s desk. Humphries’s desk. The surface was clear of anything personal. Both men were careful to put away anything they’d been working on so as not to disturb the other. It meant there was nothing there that should be distracting to Allen, and there was no reason for him to be disappointed in that. He went back to his own desk.

There was no business at the warehouse that needed him, but he’d known that when he’d left the house. If anything had occurred since he’d been there last, Humphries would have sent word. With nothing else to distract him, Allen sat at his desk and stared at the stack of letters. Edwin didn’t want him. Did anything else really matter?

Of course it did. He pulled the stack to him and started looking. A note from Lady Longridge asking why he had neglected to attend the ball. He’d been so busy looking for Edwin that he’d completely forgotten he was supposed to meet some girl at Almack’s that would have him for his fortune. Another from Lady Jersey saying she expected him at the reception on Friday to meet the girl and her father.  So they could begin negotiations, no doubt. He put the letter aside. Then there was one from Mr. Harcliff telling him about a shop in Mayfair that was the closest he’d seen to what Allen wanted and outlining the terms he’d reached for its rent. He put that one on top of Lady Jersey’s. 

The other letters were mainly invitations to places he didn’t intend to go and a few inquiries about ordering items from him. He put the inquiries aside until he could check the requests against available stock and dealt with the invitations quickly, but his gaze kept drifting to the two letters on the end of his desk. Once he’d answered those, he’d set his course. He trimmed his pen and pulled out a fresh sheet of paper.

 

Humphries came into the office as he was finishing. “I have another one, sir. Just wanted to check.”

Allen took the grubby slip of paper from him. “Yes, that’s one of mine.” One of the ones he’d given out the day before, when he’d been trying to find where Edwin lived. A man standing on a street corner in a ragged army uniform who’d told him about the food vendors in the area. “He seem all right?”

“Sober, walks with a limp, but says he can follow orders. I think he’ll do fine in the warehouse.”

“Very good.”

“Best be careful or you’ll have every lad looking for work following you down the street.”

“Hmm.”

“How many more should I expect?”

“I gave out three altogether yesterday. There won’t be more.”

“You found him then?” Humphries’s voice was filled with sympathy.

Allen looked up. “I did.”

“Why isn’t he here?”

“He doesn’t trust me.”

“Can’t blame him, sir. Not because of you, but a man like that doing the work he did when we found him, he must have been hurt badly, and not only by his family, and that was bad enough.”

Allen sighed. “And then I got him sacked from the dust yard where he was working.” He’d tried so hard to avoid having that happen, but it seemed he’d been nothing but bad luck for Edwin. “He hasn’t asked you for a reference, has he?”

“No.”

“Oh. I told him to.”

“I’d give him one, of course, but...”

“I won’t ask where you send one, I promise you that. I only want to know he’s all right. If he hasn’t come to you for a reference, then he’s...” Allen shook his head.

“Mucking barges or sweeping streets,” Humphries said. “I’ll keep an eye out.”

“Thank you.” He held up the two letters he’d just finished. “I’m going to post these. I’ll go home after, unless you need me.”

“I’ll send word if we do. And I’ll ask around again if anyone’s seen him looking for work. Maybe some of the men we’ve hired will have spotted him around.”

Allen nodded his thanks and hurried out the side door.

 

Allen intended to spend Friday working in the office; in fact, he had gone downstairs directly after breakfast to begin. He’d had the idea in the night that, if Edwin went to the warehouse for a reference and saw him there, he might turn and leave without seeing Humphries. So it was best for Allen to avoid the warehouse for a few days.

But the office still had Edwin’s desk in it, and that was still a distraction. Twice he got up to clear away some of the things left behind on the desk—he couldn’t think of it as clearing away Edwin’s things and expect himself to actually do it—and twice he simply stood there, touching the pen Edwin had cut, the paper he’d scribbled a note on, the seal he had handled. The third time he started for the desk, he turned and went into the hallway for his coat instead. If Humphries saw Edwin coming, he’d be sure Edwin was kept away from Allen.

 

When he got to the warehouse, Humphries was in the office logging the names of the day’s workers. Allen muttered something about orders as he sat at his desk. Humphries merely nodded in greeting and went down to the main floor. Allen was grateful. Normally, he and Edwin would sort out the orders in the office first, using the inventory lists to reply to requests for pricing and availability and double-checking that the items ordered were in stock before bringing them to the warehouse to be pulled and filled. But there was no reason he couldn’t do the same here at the warehouse. The change of scene did seem to help. At least Allen made it through whole letters without looking at the place Edwin should have been. 

Humphries stayed out of the office for most of the morning. When he did come up after sending the men off for a tea break, Allen was staring at the page in front of him, not writing anything but not putting it aside.

“Were you getting something to eat?”

Allen considered, but he wasn’t hungry at all. “No, you go ahead. I’ll keep an eye on things here.”

Humphries hesitated and Allen was worried that he was going to insist, but all he said was, “All right. I won’t be long.”

Allen read the order in front of him for the fourth time and finally pulled the inventory lists to him and began marking what would be pulled to fill the order. At least he was making progress. That was something to be pleased about. And there had been whole minutes when he’d been too busy looking at the lists to think about Edwin.

When Humphries returned, Allen had gotten five orders checked and ready to be pulled, which was more than he’d managed the entire morning, so he felt he’d accomplished something. 

Humphries put a pasty in front of him. “You need to eat, so no arguing. You can add the cost to my pay.”

Allen still wasn’t hungry, but he felt he owed Humphries something for not saying anything to make him feel worse, so he meekly accepted the food.

“Are those orders ready? I need to give our new hires something to do when they get back.”

Allen remembered that Humphries had been almost as anxious to find Edwin as he’d been. “Yes, they’re ready to be pulled and delivered. And now that we have some permanent workers, you should be promoted. We can discuss wages when you’re free.”

“I’m not fool enough to say no to that, but you know you don’t need to, not to get my help.”

“I know, but you are going to be doing more work here supervising, so it makes sense.”

“Then thank you, and I’ll see to the orders.”

Allen pulled the next order towards him and started checking it against the inventory lists. Maybe there would be enough orders to make him forget.

 

{---*---}

 

Edwin was already tired when he finished the walk to Mayfair. He’d spent the day tromping around St. John’s Street looking for new lodgings and not finding anything cheap enough to suit. It had been the same the day before in Cowcross Lane and the day before that near Tooley. He still felt a twinge of panic every day he didn’t work and had to dip into the money he’d saved from his salary at the warehouse. But he had returned to the dust yard and by using his old trick of begging and letting his proper accent creep into his voice had gotten hired to work on the night-soil crew for the past two nights, once when Ted was too drunk and once when Sivering’s joints were too bad from the rain that had been threatening for days. So it had only been the one day he’d been dipping into the savings. As he’d told the landlord he’d be leaving in the morning, he would have no choice but to find someplace he could afford or take something slightly above his means and make up the difference with Allen’s money while he searched for something cheaper. And that might not be until the spring when the people who couldn’t afford the miserable rooms he could moved back to the streets. He hated the idea of spending that much of Allen’s money. He knew there would be no more savings, nothing extra except the sale of the pocket watch he foolishly didn’t want to part with. He fingered the cravat pin in his pocket. He had to return it. There could be no connection between him and Allen. He had to sever it as completely as possible.

 

Lady Longridge’s townhouse looked exactly as Edwin remembered it, all lit up for the ball with carriages arriving at their appointed times. Allen would look very distinguished getting out of his carriage in his evening clothes. Would it be Simon or Fred who drove him tonight? Most likely Simon, but Fred had been learning when he left as Simon wasn’t particularly fond of the task. 

Edwin didn’t recognize any of the carriages lined up at the door. He wasn’t certain whether to be relieved or disappointed that Allen had not been in the last group invited. He made his way along the side of the house and down the kitchen stairs. The kitchen staff wouldn’t be happy to be disturbed in the midst of a ball, and certainly not by the likes of him, but he couldn’t go to the front door. He followed the path around the foundations of the house until he found the kitchen door and knocked. The servant who answered glared at him, waiting. Edwin didn’t blame him; he wouldn’t have wanted the likes of him near the kitchen either. “Was asked to deliver this to Mr. Brideson. He should be here.” He held out the note with the cravat pin inside. He’d managed a passable facsimile of a wax seal using a bit of candle he’d found and pocketed while he’d been with the night-soil crew, and the paper he’d used was something he’d had in his coat pocket from the warehouse. The back had been blank and suitable for addressing. Allen would recognize the notes on the Juliana inside, but that didn’t matter.

“Wait for a reply?”

“No, the toff what gave it to me’ll pay.”

“Very good.”

Edwin nodded and started back down the street. There it was, his final break from Allen. In the morning, he would leave the docks and find some room down by Jacob’s Island outside of town even if he had to pay a bit more than he wanted, and then see what jobs there were at the nearby tanneries. And Allen wouldn’t be able to find him, not without a lot of searching, and once he’d been around the tanneries he’d give up quickly.

There were footsteps running behind him. Edwin groaned. Allen had gotten the note already and sent someone to fetch him. He sped up, but whoever was chasing him was quick and sped up too.

“Wait!” The voice was young, probably the boot boy or someone from the kitchen. Edwin didn’t stop.

It didn’t matter. The kitchen boy was young and fast and caught up to him at the corner. “Mr. Jenkins says to come back. He can’t deliver it.”

“Why not?”

“Said the gentleman’s not here. Said I was to bring you back. You don’t want me in trouble with Mr. Jenkins, do you?”

Edwin sighed and shook his head. He let the boy lead him back. If this was some trick of Allen’s...

But when he got to the door, it was only the footman holding out the folded page. “Sorry, lad, but this man’s not here.”

“Can you hold it until he comes? I’m sure he’ll be at another ball.”

“I’m sure he won’t. Quite a scandal really.” 

The man seemed eager to talk to a new audience, and Edwin was certainly eager to hear anything of Allen, although a scandal, he didn’t want his Allen involved in a scandal. “What sort of scandal?”

“Well, the gentleman in question is looking for a wife, everyone knows that. Wants to marry into the quality. Her ladyship is close friends with Lady Jersey, one of the patronesses of Almack’s, and Lady Jersey took a liking to him and found him a willing bride from her ladyship’s protegées. He’s rich, she’s the fourth daughter of an earl who needs money and is willing to marry into trade to get it. It was arranged for them to meet at Almack’s on a stranger’s ticket, and the fool doesn’t arrive at all.”

Edwin stared. It was what Allen wanted. His vouchers to Almack’s, his titled bride, his entry into the quality. How had he missed that? “What was his excuse?”

“He didn’t give one. Not even when she asked directly.”

Edwin was almost afraid to ask, “And when was this?”

“Wednesday last.”

The day he’d come to find him. Allen had missed the most important night of his life to come and find him at the dust yard. He was responsible for destroying all of Allen’s hopes. How was he supposed to live with that? He deserved to work in the sewers or under the docks, or...

“And then she sends him a note personally to tell him to come to tonight’s reception and meet the girl, and he writes back to say he’s busy. No explanation. Not even an attempt at a graceful lie. If he’d said his mother was ill or something, perhaps he would have been forgiven, but to simply brush off a personal request by a patroness, well his vouchers were revoked before they were even given.”

Allen had declined a second time. Even he could see the second time wasn’t his fault. A second time when he thought Edwin was gone for good. That made no sense at all. Edwin knew a response was expected. “Shocking. Thank you for telling me.”

“I’m sure the gentleman will understand when you tell him.”

“What? Oh, the letter. Yes. I’ll try Mr. Brideson’s shop in Mayfair in the morning. I can leave it with someone there.” Mr. Harcliff had been close to finding him something when Edwin had left. Perhaps there would be a street sweeper or someone he could ask to point him in the right direction. If he went now, he could slip it under the door or through the slot for the post and be done with it.

“Cheapside.”

“What?”

“Mr. Brideson’s new shop is on Cheapside, not in Mayfair.”

The Cheapside property? Why on earth would Allen have decided to take the Cheapside property? “Gentleman must have been confused. Thank you.” Edwin stared at the letter in his hand as he walked away, so lost in thought he barely noticed when it started to pour rain.

 

{---*---}

 

Allen stayed at the warehouse after Humphries had dismissed the workers, and even after Humphries himself had left. Working kept his mind on something besides Edwin, and he knew every empty room of the house would remind him of how much happier he had been when Edwin had been there. He stayed until he had finished confirming every new order. He considered staying to go over the price inquiries, but it was already late and raining, and he wanted to be certain he could get a hack, so he stacked the finished orders on Edwin’s—no Humphries’s desk where he would find them when he arrived and left.

Allen managed to find a hack two streets over despite the rain that was already threatening to become a downpour. By the time he got out of the hack in front of his house, the rain had gotten worse. His first thought was of Edwin, as it always seemed to be now that he was gone. Where was he in this weather? Was he able to dry out somewhere? The dust yard would be a bog of mud if he was working there. Anyplace he’d said he worked would be, though. And there hadn’t been any place for a fire in his little room. Allen considered sending someone to check on him and rejected the idea again. If he did, Edwin would run, and he wouldn’t know where to find him. Perhaps Humphries could go looking for the pin; then at least he’d know Edwin had a little money. He handed the driver the fare and a bit extra. “Get something to warm you up with that.”

“Thank ’ee, sir.” The driver drove slowly away, looking for another fare, Allen assumed. The hack disappeared into the rain before he’d finished the thought.

Allen walked slowly towards his door. He told himself it was to avoid hitting anything in the rain, certainly not to punish himself because Edwin was probably out in the wet and cold. He was so lost in his own thoughts, he didn’t realize there was a shape lurking near the front steps until it was too late to pretend he was going elsewhere. Maybe Humphries had been right and he would attract every vagrant in town looking for a job. He couldn’t turn a man away on a night like this, though. He’d give him some coins and send him to a pub. At least he’d be warm. Unless he wasn’t waiting for him at all. Or what if he was a thief? Best to go to the steps and see what he did. Allen could jangle the bell if need be and summon help from inside, although how much help Sophie would be he wasn’t sure. But she was clever; if he made enough noise with the bell, she’d know to bring Fred and Simon along.

As Allen approached his front door, the man unfolded himself from the corner he’d been hiding in and hesitantly stepped towards him. It took all of a second for Allen to recognize that step. “Edwin. You’re here.” Everything would be all right now. Edwin was back. He’d come back. Allen would figure out how to keep him warm and safe, even if it was without him. But he hoped... No, best not to think of that. “Come inside. Let’s get you warmed up. And dinner. You should eat. I’m babbling. I’m sorry.” 

“I like it when you babble,” Edwin said so softly Allen barely heard it over the rain. He smiled. That had to be a good sign, didn’t it? Allen wrapped his arm around Edwin’s shoulders and steered him towards the door. Edwin didn’t pull away.

 

Edwin wasn’t sure what to say. He hadn’t known what he wanted when he’d come to Allen’s house, when he’d stood in the rain outside the door, but it was the only place he thought of going. And now he was shivering and dripping filthy water on his entryway floor. All he could do was stare at Allen, although Allen seemed to be doing a fair bit of staring himself. And grinning. He’d never seen Allen grin so much.

Allen reached out his hand and stroked Edwin’s cheek. “You’re here. You’re really here.”

Edwin wanted to lean forward and kiss Allen, tell him he loved him, but he stopped himself. Standing in the townhouse in his mucky clothes, he knew Allen deserved so much better.

“Are you staying? Let me get you something to eat. I’ll ring for Sophie. Just a moment. Then we’ll go into the office and get you warmed up. There’s a fire in there.” Allen hurried to the bell-pull.

“I...” He rested his hand over Allen’s before he could ring. “Why did you ignore Lady Jersey’s invitation?”

“I was looking for you.”

“And Lady Longridge’s?”

“How did you know about that?”

“I went to bring back the pin. I was going to leave it with a footman, but he said you’d offended one of the patronesses and wouldn’t be back. Why would you do that?”

“I don’t want them. That was what my father wanted, not what I wanted. I realized I was absolutely miserable doing all the things I needed to get into that set. I don’t want to have to be friends with Mrs. Rollins to get into places instead of Lady Clairmont who I find interesting. I don’t want to stand there and listen to them talk scandal about someone who wasn’t at fault or ramble on about bets that would keep the warehouse going for months if invested. And most of all, I don’t want to be anywhere without you. And you’re here. I didn’t think it would happen, but you’re here.” Allen reached up and stroked Edwin’s face again. “You’re here. I don’t want you to be nervous or feel like you have to hide. Please tell me how I can make you stay.”

“You’ll resent me.”

“No, no I won’t. It will never be your fault I’m not related to some title. It doesn’t matter. I don’t want that anymore; I never did, not when I really thought about it. I never thought about what it would be like once I had the titled bride and her family and the rest. When I did, I realized it would be more of the same that I did to get her, all the plotting and diplomacy, and if I didn’t like it then, and I certainly couldn’t face a lifetime of it. I didn’t even take the store in Mayfair. I took the one in Cheapside. I’ve decided to let Barrington and the others handle my sales to the ton. Then I don’t have to worry about their credit and their accounts and how to negotiate around their petty grievances and them asking me for free fabric. All of that’s over and done with. None of them will be coming here or to the warehouse or the shop.” 

Edwin stared at him. Allen was serious. Allen had been preparing for him to return when there had been no hope of it. He wanted him that badly. Edwin felt his eyes welling up again and tried to stare at some spot on the rug to get control of himself. It didn’t help. “I’m still the son of a traitor.”

Allen reached over and slid his thumbs along Edwin’s cheeks, wiping away his tears. “The son, not a traitor yourself. You didn’t do anything wrong. And you couldn’t have stopped it. It’s all right, sweetheart. You protected me; let me comfort you now.” He gently gathered Edwin in his arms and pressed Edwin’s head to his chest. Edwin was going to protest, to tell him he’d ruin his clothes and the servants would see, but it was so comfortable leaning on Allen he couldn’t bring himself to move. At least not until he looked up and saw the full pink lips gently murmuring nonsense to soothe him. He moved back just enough to let him slide up and cover Allen’s mouth with his. Allen’s lips parted against his at once. Edwin could feel Allen’s hand slide up his spine and tangle in his hair. Edwin would have been content to stay there all night, but they both heard footsteps coming from the direction of the servants’ stairs and pulled apart at the same time.

“Come on,” Allen said. “There’s a fire in the office.”

Edwin slipped off his shoes out of habit and followed Allen.

They were both standing by the fire, possibly a little too close together but not enough to cause comment, when Sophie came into the room, talking as she did. “You’re back, Mr. Brideson. We didn’t hear you. Mrs. Armstrong ordered you a bath; she thought it would warm you up on a wet night like this.”

“That was very kind of her, Sophie. Would you tell Simon and Fred to prepare one for Mr. Martin as well? We’ll put him in the blue room again.”

Sophie’s face lit up when she saw Edwin. “Mr. Martin, you’re back! I am glad. Sorry, sir.” Sophie smiled at Edwin then curtsied to Allen.

Allen stifled a grin at that. “Nothing to apologize for, Sophie. I’m glad you’re glad he’s here.”

Edwin smiled at Sophie’s greeting. “Hello, Sophie. The kitchen is fine for me, though.”

“The blue room, Sophie.”

“I’ll carry my own water then. I’m not too grand for that.”

“And tell them if they do it sharp and quick, there may be tickets to Vauxhall Gardens waiting on their next day off. Satisfied?” He looked at Edwin.

It was Sophie answered, “Yes, sir. I’ll tell them, sir.”

“And then put together a bit of something for us to eat out of whatever Mrs. Armstrong has down there. She makes enough to feed the armies on both sides. We’ll have it while we wait for the water to heat. Be quick about it and you might find a ticket waiting for you too.”

“I’ll be back before you know it, sir.”

“You know she has a sister in town,” Edwin said when Sophie had left.

“And Fred and Simon have sweethearts. At this rate, I’ll be sending Humphries to buy the place out.”

 Edwin chuckled.

“Worth it to see you smile, though.”

Edwin stared at the hole in his stocking to avoid looking at Allen. He felt Allen come closer and the brush his fingers against his own. Edwin sighed and let himself lean against Allen’s shoulder. He noticed the fine linen of Allen’s shirt and wondered if he should pull back, but then Allen’s arm was around his shoulders, stroking his arm and keeping him close. It was so comfortable beside Allen. He glanced up and saw that Allen was smiling, clearly pleased to stay just as they were.

Then they heard Sophie rattling the tray in the hallway as she navigated her way around the staircase, and pulled apart. Edwin smiled a little. “She’s doing that on purpose, you know.”

“I thought it always seemed noisier than usual when we were in here together.”

Sophie bustled in with her tray. “Cold ham and cheese and a bit of hot soup, and the bath will be ready in a trice.”

“Thank you, Sophie. That will be all for now,” Allen said.

Sophie curtsied and left the room.

Edwin was going to hang back and let Allen approach first, but then he remembered it was only Allen, and he had probably ordered the tray for Edwin more than himself, so Edwin crossed over to what looked like a feast to him and helped himself. 

 

Allen filled his plate from the tray Mrs. Armstrong sent up, but he spent most of his time watching Edwin enjoy his food. He’d come back. It had seemed impossible, but he had come back. Every time Edwin stole a look in his direction, it made Allen smile. He knew he was grinning ridiculously when Fred and Simon came to tell him the baths were ready, although both of them were too busy telling Edwin they were glad to see him to notice anything odd, even when Allen put an arm around his shoulders and led him to the blue room as if he’d never been there before.

Allen stayed in his bath long enough to warm himself, then climbed out and wrapped himself in a dressing gown and made for the connecting door. When he entered the blue room, Edwin was still in the tub by the fire, with his hair damp and curling like he’d just scrubbed it. He turned when Allen approached. “Should I...”

Allen knelt by the tub and ran his fingers along the edge. “Stay where you are. I got lonely.”

Edwin brushed his hand along Allen’s. “Perhaps I can help with that.”

Allen leaned over and took the soap out of Edwin’s hand, the bergamot soap he’d kept in the blue room just in case. He rubbed a nice bit of lather in his hand then began to rub it into Edwin’s back, massaging and washing at the same time.

“You don’t need...”

“Shh, I want to.” He took his time, touching every inch of skin he’d missed so terribly, exclaiming over new bruises, gently touching the spots he knew Edwin would find arousing, and stealing kisses every time he leaned over Edwin’s shoulder. His soap-slick hands glided over Edwin’s skin, remembering every contour and plane that only an hour before had seemed lost to him.

“I missed you,” Edwin whispered as Allen poured water over him to rinse away the soap. 

Allen blinked to stop the tears forming in the corners of his eyes. He wrapped his arms around his Edwin’s shoulders. “I’m so glad you came back. I will do everything I can to convince you to stay.”

Whatever Edwin was going to reply was cut off as they heard Simon and Fred coming up the stairs, obviously making as much noise as they could. Allen assumed Sophie had something to do with it. He handed Edwin a towel and went to the dressing room to find him a robe. He brought back his favorite banyan, made with silk from one of his first purchases. He’d have to ask Edwin about the pattern on the fabric. He could tell from the way Edwin stroked the sleeve that he appreciated it. 

“Just came for the water, sirs.”

“Thank you, Simon, Fred. We’ll wait in the dressing room and be out of your way.” He steered Edwin into the connecting room and closed both doors. When he turned away from the door to his room, Edwin was standing very close, and he barely needed to move a step to find himself in Edwin’s arms. This time it was Edwin who initiated the kiss, pressing his lips to Allen’s and relaxing into his arms. They tried to stay silent as Fred and Simon clattered around with the tubs, but it was difficult, particularly when Edwin found the tie holding Allen’s dressing gown closed and began to loosen it so the fabric fell open, letting Edwin’s calloused hands explore.

“Will you need us for anything else, sir?”

“No, Fred,” Allen called as Edwin stroked his chest through the opening in his robe. “We’re fine for the night. Tell the others they can go to bed whenever they’re ready.” He bit his lip as Edwin brushed his fingers against his nipples, pinched at them, then trailed his hands further down. When he heard the door to his bedroom close, Allen opened the connecting door and pulled Edwin through. Edwin slid the robe from Allen’s shoulders as they moved towards the bed, then tossed his borrowed banyan on the nearest chair. Allen paused to admire Edwin as he moved across the room then pulled him into his arms as soon as they were close enough. Edwin pressed against him, rubbing his chest against Allen’s and sliding his hands everywhere he could reach. Allen guided them to the bed and they tumbled onto it still holding each other. 

Allen rolled over until he had Edwin on his back and began to work his way down Edwin’s chest until his lips brushed against Edwin’s cock. Then Edwin tangled his fingers in Allen’s hair, holding him still.

“I’ve missed your taste,” he whispered.

Allen was going to protest, to say it was his turn to pleasure Edwin, but Edwin was looking at him with such tenderness and desire, he couldn’t form words. He twisted around on the bed until he was positioned so Edwin could reach his cock, then went back to teasing Edwin’s, lapping at the head, licking along the underside, sucking on his sack. Just as he was letting the length slide into his mouth, he felt Edwin’s lips wrap around him and his length slide into the warm wetness of Edwin’s mouth. Allen couldn’t imagine anything better than this, completely surrounded by his Edwin. He would do anything to make him feel safe, to let him know that this was where he belonged.

 

 


Chapter 14

 

ALLEN’S FIRST THOUGHT WHEN he woke was that the bed was empty. Edwin wasn’t there. He sat up abruptly. And then his mind began to clear, and he remembered a dreamy version of Edwin saying he was leaving before Sophie arrived. Edwin hadn’t left, he’d merely been practical. He was only on the other side of the dressing room, not down at the docks or wherever he’d gone before. There was no reason to miss him; he’d see him soon, and breakfast wasn’t so long to wait. Allen glanced at the fireplace and saw the fire was lit. Sophie had been in. There was no danger of discovery. He knew it was foolish to miss someone who was only in the next room. Edwin would probably think he was daft. 

Allen got out of bed and slipped through the dressing room and into the blue room. It was Edwin’s room now, had been for quite a while, really. He found Edwin asleep on the bed, one bare arm thrown over his head. He looked so peaceful. All the wariness gone from his face. Allen crossed the room and slid under the blankets. Edwin stirred. 

“Quiet, dearest. It’s only your Allen. Go back to sleep.”

Edwin stilled at once. He turned towards Allen’s voice and his arm dropped until it was around Allen’s waist. Allen nestled into Edwin’s arms and watched him sleep. Edwin was back, that was all he could think about. Edwin was back and seemed content to stay. 

 

Edwin slept for another half hour while Allen nestled against him. When Edwin stirred, Allen held still, not wanting to wake him, but it seemed Edwin had slept enough. He turned somewhat blearily towards Allen and smiled then pressed a kiss to Allen’s forehead. “Morning, dearest.”

Edwin had called him “dearest.” It sent a little thrill through Allen as he leaned up so he could kiss Edwin properly. “Morning, my love.”

“I meant to leave before Sophie came up.” Edwin sat up, then looked confused when he realized he was in the blue room.

“I followed after she lit the fires. I missed you.” Allen thought it sounded terribly maudlin, but he couldn’t help it.

Edwin didn’t seem to mind. He smiled as if the idea Allen had missed him in so short a time was the finest thing he’d ever heard and drew Allen back into his arms.

After a bit more kissing, Edwin glanced at his bare arm. “I’ll have to find something to wear before I go to breakfast.” Allen saw his gaze go ruefully to the rags he’d worn the night before. 

“I rather like you like this.” Allen pressed a kiss to the hollow of Edwin’s throat then licked his way down the valley at the center of his chest. “But I suppose we shouldn’t shock Sophie too much. Wait here.” Allen got out of bed and went back to his room. He could feel Edwin’s gaze follow him. There was something wonderfully safe and intimate about walking naked through their rooms while his lover watched him. 

When he returned, Edwin was sitting up in bed with the blankets pushed aside, revealing most of his body to Allen’s gaze. Allen took advantage of the view, letting his eyes roam over his lover. Then he sat on the bed and let his hand follow the same path until Edwin caught it and drew the palm to his lips. Allen leaned against Edwin and patted the clothes he’d brought. “I’m taking you to my tailor soon and getting everything sorted out, but these will do for now.”

Edwin ran a finger along the sleeve. “How did you get these?”

“When I bought back your cravat pin.”

“But why would you?”

Allen shrugged. He wasn’t sure how to explain it. “They were yours.” He turned his head and pressed a kiss to Edwin’s shoulder. “I’m glad I did now.” He brushed a lock of hair back from Edwin’s forehead. “I wasn’t able to find the watch, though.” He wondered if he could ask Edwin where he’d pawned it. He’d been so happy when Edwin had accepted it that day, the day Edwin had said he loved him.

“It’s on the nightstand there. I told myself I was holding it in reserve, but really I couldn’t part with it. You gave it to me the day you said you loved me.”

Allen pulled Edwin close and held him tight against his chest. “I do love you, my darling,” he whispered, “and that was the day you said you loved me too.”

“And I do. Did you know that was my watch? Before, I mean. I pawned it four years ago. I’d had it made when no one else was impressed that I’d gotten a first on my exams.”

Allen stroked Edwin’s hair. How long had his Edwin been alone? Longer than the four years he knew about it seemed. “I thought it seemed like just the sort of thing you’d like. Now I know why.”

 

Allen couldn’t find an excuse to stay with Edwin while they dressed, but he did leave the doors between their rooms open as he returned to his. It made it seem that Edwin was still nearby. When they went down to breakfast, it was obvious Mrs. Armstrong was just as happy as everyone else about Edwin’s return. The sideboard was filled with all of Edwin’s favorites. Edwin filled his plate without needing encouragement, which Allen took as another good sign, and settled down to enjoy his food. Allen enjoyed watching his obvious pleasure, so it was a silent meal, but by far the best Allen had enjoyed in months.

It was Edwin who finally broke the silence. “I’ll have to go back to my lodgings this morning.”

Allen gripped his fork, trying not to say anything that would make Edwin uncomfortable. He settled for, “I’d hoped you’d at least look at the rooms over the shop in Cheapside if you didn’t want to stay here.”

“I wanted to get my things. I was going to move to Jacob’s Island, and I told the landlord I’d be leaving today. I want to get there before he decides I’ve gone and everything left is his to keep.”

Allen began cutting his ham with more vigor. Edwin wasn’t leaving at all. “Then we’d best go there early. I have some orders to deal with at the warehouse; I thought you might come and help. I ought to tell you, I told Humphries when I found out who you really were.”

“How did he respond?” Edwin asked with a transparent effort not to sound worried.

“He’s your friend, he responded as a friend would. Outraged on your behalf, a little surprised. He thought you were a schoolteacher or a tutor who got caught with a footman. You don’t need to worry.”

Edwin sounded more relaxed when he asked, “What did you think I was?” 

“Schoolteacher was one theory, or the son of a missionary.”

Edwin smiled a bit. “Not a disgraced duke’s son then?”

“Never entered my mind, I must admit. We could stop at your old lodgings on the way to the warehouse, if you’d like. Is there a lot to bring, or could we get it to the warehouse ourselves?”

“Really just my savings.”

Allen nodded. He knew better than to offer to make up for the amount, even though he was sure he could have easily. “Then we should be able to take a hack to the docks, get your things, and walk over to the warehouse. Unless you’d rather I not go with you.”

Edwin kept his eyes on his plate. “You’ve already seen it, so I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

“If you’d rather I didn’t...”

“It’s all right.”

Allen didn’t know how to respond to that, so he returned to his food. When it seemed Edwin wouldn’t be taking anything else from the sideboard, he scraped the last of the eggs from his plate. “Take your time. I’m going to go to the office and get the post in order.”

 

Edwin watched Allen leave, then hurried to finish what was on his plate. He had thought Allen was eating slowly; now he understood it had been to let him have his fill. He couldn’t be irritated at the kindness, but he did wonder how long it would be before Allen really understood what inviting him back meant. He sighed and finished the food he’d taken. Perhaps, when it did all end, he would have come up with a way to survive it. Perhaps one of the suppliers in Japan would like a clerk who knew the business and could read the language. Maybe the stories of his family’s betrayal had been less reported there, less a constant source of speculation and gossip. 

Sophie came into the room, distracting him from his thoughts of the end. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to disturb you. I’ll come back.”

“No, no, I was woolgathering. I’ve finished. I was on my way to the office.”

“All right, sir.”

Edwin took the last bites of ham on his plate. Sophie ignored him and started gathering up Allen’s dishes. When she glanced towards the sideboard with the food spread out, he realized she was wondering if she should start clearing that away. He put his fork down and got to his feet. “Sorry to take so long. I’ll be out of your way now.” 

“You’re not in the way at all, sir, and I’m glad you’re back.”

Sophie had always been very kind to him, and always seemed glad to have him around. It was something that had always been a comfort now that he thought about it, knowing he could ask her things when he’d first started coming to the townhouse and not have to worry that she would find him hopelessly naive, although how he could have been naive after three years on the docks... “Thank you, Sophie.” Edwin hesitated at the door then asked, “But why?”

Sophie stacked the dishes and put the silverware on top. “Mr. Brideson’s much happier when you’re around, and a man like him deserves to be happy, and to have someone love him properly, not some society miss after his money. You know he hired my sister Sylvia on the spot when he heard she was being worried by her former employer?”

Edwin was pleased to hear Allen could be kind so easily. He wished it were up to him so he could offer Sophie a rise in pay, but it wasn’t, and he wasn’t sure he could ask Allen.

 

Allen sat at his desk and sorted through the morning post. There were far fewer invitations than he had received previously, but he found he didn’t mind at all. It was more time to spend with Edwin. There were two new orders and a notice about a lecturer who had traveled through Japan and would be presenting at the Royal Institution on the first of the month. He put that aside in case Edwin might be interested and glanced over the orders until he heard the door open and Edwin’s footsteps. He looked up and smiled as Edwin went to his desk and touched the various things he’d left there. He waited until Edwin glanced in his direction to say, “I’m almost ready. Just two new orders today. I have everything else at the warehouse. The Drake’s Progress came in a few days ago, with all the cloth we ordered for the Season. Still, we should be able to sell some of it.” He was trying to be optimistic so Edwin wouldn’t feel guilty about him severing ties with the ton. He didn’t care if the silk sat in the warehouse until the next coronation. 

Edwin looked at the copies of the original orders they’d sent on his desk. “Just because you offended one of the patronesses doesn’t mean it has to be the end of business with the ton.”

“What do you mean?” Allen wanted to tell him it didn’t matter, but he had the feeling it would make Edwin feel worse, as if he weren’t being taken seriously, and Allen very much wanted him to feel important to the business.

“It was Lady Jersey you offended? Send her something as an apology. Not fabric, she’ll be back for more. Do you have any of those vases left? The ones with the hideous dragons? Send her a pair and tell her they’re going to be the latest thing and apologize profusely. Say you don’t want to put her to any more trouble so she doesn’t think you’re asking for more vouchers, but simply wanted to express appreciation for all her kind attention. Flattering her a bit wouldn’t hurt.”

It sounded as if Edwin had an actual plan. “And this will accomplish?”

“First, stop her complaining about you to everyone, and second, if we’re lucky, start a fad for those vases. You might not be included in their balls, but you can sell to them. Maybe even visit them and advise them on their decor. I know it’s not the same as being one of them...”

“But I’ve got the best of the lot here.” He slipped an arm around Edwin’s shoulders. “You don’t mind?”

“Not if I don’t have to see them.”

“Then when we get to the warehouse, help me choose a vase. I’m keeping the shop in Cheapside, though. Do you realize not one account has been paid yet?”

Edwin smiled. “I could have guessed that.”

“And I bought out the building. There’s two sets of rooms above. I thought I’d offer one to Humphries if he wants it, and give the other to my partner in the business.”

Edwin had quite clearly heard the word partner. “Allen, I’m not letting you...”

“I need someone who understands all the pretty things I’m importing. Someone who can be certain I’m not selling lists of Hong Kong Ladies or mistranslated scrolls. I want you to be my partner in everything, including the business.”

“What will Mr. Humphries say?”

“I’ll put him in charge of the warehouse and give him a rise in pay. He’ll say thank you.”

Edwin smiled. “I’ll stay in the rooms for now, anyway, since mine will be gone soon.”

Allen wanted to celebrate even that small victory, but he settled for saying, “Good. But we’d best get to your old ones before your landlord does.”

Edwin nodded and followed him into the hall.

 

Outside, Allen summoned a hack and Edwin gave the address of a pub near the warehouse before Allen could say anything. Allen nodded when the driver looked at him and got inside. If Edwin didn’t want to have the driver stop outside of his lodgings, that was his business.

They spent the ride talking about unimportant things, or things that seemed unimportant to Allen. Mostly what had been happening at the warehouse while Edwin had been gone. He was vague about his reasons for hiring some workers on a permanent basis, but he couldn’t tell if he was so vague that Edwin figured out it was because of him or not. 

The trip to Edwin’s lodgings didn’t take long at all. Edwin had been quite literal when he said all he wanted was his savings, which had been hidden in more places than Allen thought possible. Allen could tell he’d been spending very little of it all along. His dearest love had thought he’d be thrown out on his ear the whole summer they’d been together, the whole time he’d been working for him. Allen wanted to wrap his arms around Edwin and hold him close, but he didn’t think Edwin wanted to stay in the room any longer than necessary.

 

As they approached the warehouse, Allen led the way to the main door. He wanted Humphries to know Edwin was back as soon as possible. Edwin seemed to think that was normal, and Allen realized he’d never gotten out of the habit of entering with the other workers rather than the private door to the office around back. Humphries was setting up for the arrival of the workers when they came in, getting his pens and the book ready to mark who arrived when. 

“We should get him a watch,” Allen murmured. “Commemorate his promotion.”

“No hearts inside, though,” Edwin whispered back.

Allen smiled and leaned so he brushed his shoulder against Edwin. Edwin let his fingers tangle in Allen’s for a moment, then pulled away as they approached the table.

Humphries looked up when he heard their footsteps. “Morning, Mr. Brideson,” he said automatically. Then with a bit more attention, “You’re looking well.”

Allen grabbed Edwin’s hand and pulled him forward. Humphries’s face broke into a grin. “Well, that explains it then. Hello, Martin. Or I suppose I should say...”

Edwin cut him off. “Martin is fine. It’s nice to see you, Mr. Humphries.”

Humphries came out from behind the desk and clapped Edwin on the shoulders, giving him a rough sort of hug. “It is good to see you back. Are you staying?”

Edwin nodded. When he didn’t qualify it, Allen felt a glow of triumph.

“Brilliant,” Humphries said with almost as much enthusiasm as Allen was feeling. “Donovan’s Immaculate is supposed to get into port this afternoon. Feel like going down to see what she’s brought?”

Edwin smiled. “I’d like that very much.”

The door opened, and the workers started filing in. Humphries went to the desk to begin logging their arrival. “We’ll let you get to work,” Allen said and led Edwin to the office.

 

{---*---}

 

Allen was surprised how easily Edwin accepted the offer of rooms above the shop in Cheapside. And he began spending a few nights a week at the townhouse, which pleased Allen even more. He’d worried about what to tell the staff at first, but that was quickly over one evening when he was going over housekeeping expenses with Mrs. Armstrong. It always left Mrs. Armstrong in a fine mood as the normal procedure was for her to list what she thought was needed and him to read the list and approve the entire thing at once. It was the biggest advantage of having an honest housekeeper/cook. The first week after Edwin’s return, she did not leave as soon as the list was approved. Allen waited to hear what was the trouble, hoping it wouldn’t involve firing someone on the staff. 

“One other thing, sir. As Mr. Martin is to be a partner in the business and around more often, should I tell the staff to call him Mr. Martin or Mr. Gilford?”

Allen had opened his mouth twice before she added, “Sophie told us.”

“I think he’s still using Martin.”

“Very good, sir. And the blue room is to be kept ready for him in anticipation of the two of you working late?”

“That’s right.”

“Very good, sir.” She didn’t seem the least bit surprised by the arrangement.

Allen had thought telling Edwin about it would calm him, but while he seemed pleased, Allen still had the feeling he was still waiting for the arrangement to fall apart. Whenever he heard the front door, he’d start to look around the office, as if he were hoping to find someplace to hide. And he frequently slipped out of the office when he heard Humphries bringing up a visitor, even when it was clearly someone from the shops and not the ton. 

If that had been all, Allen might have fooled himself into believing it was common sense and caution, but Edwin was if anything more reluctant to spend money than he had been before.  It had taken almost a week before he agreed that Sophie should dispose of the rags he’d arrived in, and he had only accepted the gift of an overcoat made from the yak-down wool from Allen’s tailor, nothing more, and that only because Humphries had wanted a scarf but wouldn’t take it unless Edwin got a proper commission on that first order. Allen knew he should be more concerned about profligate spending than careful saving, but he knew enough of how Edwin’s mind worked to recognize it, not as thrift, but as the certainty that this current happiness would not last. Allen spent most of the time he was alone at the townhouse trying to decide what to do about it. 

The cause was obvious to him; Edwin still didn’t trust that he wouldn’t decide he’d rather have the ton as friends than Edwin as his partner. So how to prove to him that that was simply not the case? He’d have to try to get Edwin out into the world. Let him see that Allen would always choose him, no matter what. So how to do that? In the end, the lecture at the Royal Institution seemed the best option. It was quite likely there would be some people Edwin had known there since the organizer was a friend of several of members of the ton. He suspected the Rollinses would be there at least. It would not be the most comfortable way to prove to Edwin how he felt, but it would be soon.

Allen couldn’t think of how to ask Edwin if he wanted to attend the lecture, so in the end, he left the flier for it on Edwin’s desk. He didn’t want to press, but he was hoping Edwin would find the subject interesting enough to want to attend. Allen sat at his desk and waited to hear Edwin arrive.

Edwin smiled when he came into the office and paused at Allen’s desk to kiss him quickly before going to his own. “Anything I should look at immediately?” Then he noticed the flier. He read it silently while Allen watched. “You don’t know the kinds of things they’ll say about me, Allen.”

Allen got up from the desk and went to stand by Edwin, uncertain what would be the best way to convince him of his good intentions. “I do, actually. When Fenning and Rollins were talking about old scandals, I remembered you mentioned the Martford affair, so I asked about it. That was how I figured out who you were.”

“What did they say?”

Allen bit his lip.

“I’d rather hear it from you than whispered behind my back.”

“Well, they don’t think you’re guilty. Fenning said he saw you working as a pure collector not long after.”

Edwin nodded, but he had told Allen as much before.

“And Rollins knew someone named Wilton who saw you on a night-soil crew.”

He nodded again. “I see.”

Allen wanted to say something more, but he wasn’t sure how to phrase it.

“You’re wondering if it was true? It could be. I did both those things during the first winter, and more of the same. No one would hire me for the warehouses when I was first at the docks, but I learned if I begged and used a bit of my proper accent, they’d find it amusing to hire me on and give me the worst of the jobs. I wanted to eat, so I did it.”

Allen reached out to touch Edwin’s shoulder. He felt the tense muscles and thought of letting him be, but Edwin had been so alone then. Allen couldn’t just let him remember alone. He moved closer and wrapped his arms around Edwin’s chest and rested his head against Edwin’s shoulder. “I love you, my darling. You know that, right?”

Edwin held himself tightly, then pulled away. Allen let him. If that was what Edwin wanted... But Edwin didn’t move far. He turned and rested his head against Allen’s chest. Allen wrapped his arms around him and held him close. “If you don’t want to go, we won’t.”

“No, it’s best to get it over with. You need to see... We need to see how it will be if I go out, if I see them. I can’t hide forever. And whatever you need to say, I won’t be offended, my darling. I don’t want my scandals to stick to you.”

“They’re not your scandals. They belong to your father and brother and shouldn’t be touching you at all. The worst that will happen is they’ll stop buying from me.” He felt Edwin tense so he went on quickly. “If that happens, I still have the shop in Cheapside and MacBride Building Supplies. I’ll simply take more of an interest in that and leave the pretty things to the blue room and the study. We can make plenty of money with that company. It’s where my fortune comes from after all. Nothing of any importance will be lost if those fools decide to be idiots.”

Edwin looked at the flier. “I suppose it would be interesting. I haven’t been to a lecture in ages.”

“Then let’s go and have a nice evening of it.”

Edwin nodded.

 

{---*---}

 

By the time the first of the month arrived, Edwin had gotten himself into a bit of a state and was trying to hide it from Allen, but Allen noticed. Allen had considered calling off the evening more than once. If he’d looked hard enough, he could have found an excuse, and Edwin was finally starting to feel comfortable again. He’d purchased five new shirts one morning on his way to the shop, and Allen had caught him admiring the neat stack the clean linen made in his wardrobe more than once. And just the other day he’d mentioned buying a particularly nice carpet from their inventory to put in his sitting room, and Allen had resisted the urge to gift it to him immediately and had merely set it aside with the one Humphries had wanted. If Edwin was beginning to feel confident enough in his finances to buy what were considered small luxuries, Allen didn’t want to do anything that might discourage it.

Edwin tugged at his gloves and smoothed his sleeves again. Not that it made any difference. Everything was still neat from the last time he’d made the same motions. At least the evening had meant Edwin had needed to purchase a fine new suit, which made him look even more handsome. Allen leaned over and covered Edwin’s hands with his own. 

“We don’t have to go. We can turn back right now and sit in front of the fire with the new catalogs.”

Edwin turned his hand so he could grasp Allen’s. “We do have to. We have to see what will happen when they see me again. We have to know. And Allen, dearest, if you need to say anything or do anything... I mean I’ll understand if you have to...”

Allen squeezed Edwin’s hand. “I won’t. Whatever happens, the worst outcome for us would be returning to my father’s business. And that’s not bad if we’re together.”

Edwin smiled. “I won’t hold it against you if you change your mind. Remember that.”

“All right, but I won’t.”

 

The lecture proved interesting, with a collection of colored prints showing the various areas that were described, including the docks where Haverson had his warehouse, although they couldn’t be certain if his was one of the ones pictured. When the lecture ended, they both rose to leave. Edwin glanced towards the refreshments room with a look that would not have been out of place on a highwayman looking at the gallows. Allen touched Edwin’s arm to steer him towards the street door. Proving he would choose Edwin didn’t seem so important now that he saw how his beloved was dreading seeing people who’d known him, but it was already too late. Allen heard Rollins’s voice through the crowd. “Brideson, it’s been a long time. Introduce me to your...”

Allen turned and saw that Rollins had recognized Edwin. That much was clear from the way his jaw dropped as he gawked.

“Hello, Rollins,” Edwin said softly.

“Brideson, do you know who this is?”

“Of course, my new business partner, Edwin Gilford.”

“Your partner? Was that why you asked about him? Well, Gilford, I suppose this is better than what Wilton saw you doing down in Spittlefields, eh?”

Allen could feel Edwin stiffen beside him, but Edwin’s voice was steady as he said, “I’m quite happy in my current employment. I am able to use the languages I studied.”

“Quite, quite. I’d best go find Mother.” Rollins backed away as if he didn’t want to turn his back on them.

“What was that about Gilford?” Mrs. Fenning asked loud enough to be heard across the room.

Allen saw the blush come to Edwin’s face. “Would you like to leave?”

“Better to face it out like we have nothing to hide.”

“Punch then?”

“Yes, the sort to drink, though, not what I’d like to do to Rollins right now.”

Mrs. Fenning’s voice rang out again. “Don’t discuss such things in mixed company. When was this?”

“Or deaf old Mrs. Fenning,” Allen whispered as he led the way to the refreshments table.

“Mr. Brideson, how nice to see you.”

A friendly face. “Lady Clairmont, always a pleasure. Have you met Mr. Gilford?”

“I have, although it’s been quite some time.” She extended her hand.

Edwin bowed over it. “A pleasure, my lady.”

“Did you enjoy the lecture?”

“Immensely.”

“And the afterwards?”

Allen snorted.

“Better than I expected,” Edwin murmured.

Lady Clairmont nodded. “Mr. Brideson is a bit of an idealist. Still, it could have been worse. You found the lecture to be accurate?”

“Yes, he seemed quite knowledgeable. Of course, I only know the language.”

Allen tried to understand the change in topic, then realized the groups around them had gone strangely silent. Clearly, Edwin and Lady Clairmont were more attuned to this sort of crowd than he was. He was beginning to think he would never have survived in it alone. “I thought it would be useful for us to hear considering the kinds of merchandise we sell.”

Lady Clairmont smiled. “Indeed. Perhaps I’ll have you find me one of those vases everyone’s talking about then. Lady Jersey has one.”

Edwin lowered his eyes to the floor and whispered. “You think you can, but there aren’t many in stock.”

Allen glanced at him out of the corner of his eye, then pitched his voice so it could be heard by those around them, who were clearly listening anyway. “I’ll try, of course. There aren’t very many in stock, but I should be able to manage something.”

Rollins forgot he was pretending not to listen. “Hey now, you promised my mother one of those things.”

“Weren’t sure she wanted it,” Edwin murmured.

“Yes, I do remember,” Allen said, trying to keep the edge of irritation out of his voice, “but I wasn’t sure that she was still interested.”

“I suppose I can see how you might think that as she hasn’t written back yet, but that wasn’t her intention.”

“Then I’ll be certain to select something she’ll like.”

“Good. Then have it delivered as soon as you get it.”

Allen noticed the difference in tone but ignored it. A few weeks earlier, he would have been asked to deliver it in person and take tea with them. But if it was a choice between tea with Mrs. Rollins or Edwin, the choice was easy.

Lady Clairmont leaned over. “Mr. Brideson, would you be so kind as to fetch me some punch. It’s quite warm in here.”

“Of course. I’ll be back in a moment.”

“Mr. Rollins, does your mother need something? I would hate for her to be faint.”

“I’ll check.” Rollins hurried away, although not in his mother’s direction. More gossip, Allen assumed. As he started for the refreshments table, he heard Edwin say,

“Allow me to find you someplace to sit, Lady Clairmont.”

As Allen gathered the punch and made his way back, he was asked twice about the vases, both by what he had thought of as the Almack’s set. He promised to fill their orders, but did not receive any invitations, which he realized he would have declined if they had been offered anyway. Edwin would have been too uncomfortable.

As Allen approached Edwin and Lady Clairmont, he heard Edwin say, “I was thinking of purchasing a new coat, but that’s really all.”

A new coat. Edwin was going to spend money on a new coat. Allen reminded himself not to offer to pay as he handed Lady Clairmont her punch. “Westin has some green wool that I think you’d like.” He tried to sound casual.

Edwin nodded. “Maybe we should go and have a look at it tomorrow, if we’re not busy.”

Allen could tell he was grinning like an idiot, but he didn’t care.

Lady Clairmont seemed to think he needed a distraction. “Thank you for the punch, Mr. Brideson, but you didn’t get yourself any?”

“We’re not staying long.”

Lady Clairmont smiled. “You can’t simply run out the door, not after stirring up gossip like this.”

“How long do we have to stay?”

“Allen Brideson wanting to get away from a gathering with this many connections to vouchers? I never thought I’d see the day. I suppose you’ve found more congenial company.”

Allen wondered how much Lady Clairmont had guessed, but he knew better than to ask.

“Just long enough so they don’t think they drove us out,” Edwin murmured. “Half an hour more should be fine.”

Lady Clairmont nodded. “Mr. Gilford tells me you have a ship arriving in the morning. You’ll want to be able to meet it at the docks.”

“Yes, and there’s quite a lot to be done before,” Edwin added. “We’ll be working quite late to get all of the manifests in order. I may have to ask to stay in the guest room if it goes too long.”

“I think it can be arranged.” With that promise as a reward, Allen realized the next half hour of nodding and agreeing seemed almost bearable.
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After being caught up in a raid on a molly house, Thomas Brook escapes on his way to the pillory.  Collapsing from exhaustion on the moors of Yorkshire, he’s rescued by the handsome Lord Elmsby and taken to Gorsewall Manor.  As he recovers, Lord Elmsby offers him a position cataloging the library.  It would be an ideal situation, isolated, with a handsome, solitary lord and servants who don’t ask many questions, except for the strange sounds in the corners of the library and the feeling he’s being watched.  And then a body is found on the moors, a body that could be the long missing fiancee of Lord Elmsby, and Thomas must find out the truth of what happened at Gorsewall Manor.
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Sir Lionel Westin is returning to his estate after learning his father left the entire family business to his brother.  At least he gets to share the mail coach with the intriguing Mr. Smith. Former prostitute Jim has finally left that life behind and is moving to the country when he meets Lionel on the mail coach.  He’d like nothing better to than to accept Lionel’s invitation to stay as a guest, but Jim knows Lionel deserves better than him, and when his former employer, the notorious Lord Dixon, moves into the area, Jim knows the best thing for Lionel is for him to leave.  
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