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Released

Lord Dixon’s Shadows book 1

By Adella J. Harris

--*--

 

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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Chapter 1

***

 

LIONEL WESTIN GAVE THE PAPERS ON HIS DESK one final read. He’d come up with every possibility, every eventuality. There was nothing else he could do to make the report clearer. Father was involved in several business ventures, but he’d always considered the tea company to be nothing more than a bit of filler, something to make the total number of companies sound more impressive. But Lionel had a feeling there was real potential there, and if he could make the company profitable, then surely Father would see both their worth. He tapped the papers into a neat stack and placed them in a new folder to protect them then went to the mirror to check his cravat. He hated that his father would judge everything by appearances, but perhaps he could make it work to his advantage this time. It worked for his brother, Randall, who was considered competent only because his valet could tie a proper mathematical every morning. Lionel took off the cravat he had worn to the office and took a freshly starched one from the drawer where he’d put it when he arrived. His valet had gone out to pick up a new coat, and Lionel didn’t want to ask his butler to act as one, so he settled for a carefully tied mail coach knot, with the tiepin that had belonged to his grandfather. Hopefully, it would bring him luck. 

His butler hurried to get his coat as Lionel left the office. “Going to the gallows?”

“Almost. Going to see my father.”

“Ah. Good luck with that, sir.”

Lionel wasn’t sure how to answer that, so he smiled and hoped that would give the right impression then went out to find a hack to bring him to Father’s office.  

{[,--*--

 

Jim flopped down on his bed and immediately regretted it. The mattress was barely enough to be granted that name, and the wood underneath had poked him sharply in the back. He was tired of this. Tired of this life. At least Madame Rosamond let him keep a small garden in the back, although the food it produced mostly went to feed the clients. 

There was a knock, and Fleur, one of the maids, although her real name was Fanny, opened the door without waiting for a reply. “Can you take one in the green suite?”

“Yes, give me a minute to clean up.” He knew better than to refuse over something as minor as a bad mood. It was money, at least. If he could get enough, maybe he could get away. If he could grow things in the back garden of a London brothel, surely he could do the same in the country, and with better results. He’d learned being a farm laborer wasn’t an option; no one wanted to hire a scrawny little thing like him as one. If he could just save enough to buy himself a cottage or even a life interest in a little place. That would be ideal.

“Hurry up,” Fleur hissed. “He was going up when I came for you.”

Jim went to the washbasin and ran a cold cloth over himself. “That do?”

Fleur looked him over. “Well enough.”

He threw on some clothes and followed her into the hallway. “So how does a man like me make a decent amount of money?”

“Inherit it,” she answered promptly.

“I was serious.”

“So was I. Gentlemen don’t put other gentlemen up the way they do with ladies, at least not that I know of. Except Lord Dixon, but who would do that?”

Lord Dixon. That was a possibility, if he were really desperate. The man owned three brothels in town catering to the most exotic and extreme pleasures, but he liked to keep one prostitute he called his concubine, always a man, at his country home at his beck and call. There were rumors about it, of course, each more humiliating than the last, although considering what went on in his brothels... All that was known for certain was that he paid well, but he expected complete obedience for that year. “Has anyone here ever done that?”

“Been his concubine out at the house? No. Well, there was one, John, although he had us say Jean like the French do. Madame Rosamond didn’t take him back afterwards. She said if he was willing to degrade himself as far as he’d had to there, he could find perfectly good work under the docks.”

If Madame Rosamond had thrown someone out to work at the docks, that seemed to confirm the worst of the rumors then. And judging by what he knew of the brothels Lord Dixon owned, the stories floating around below stairs here were likely not scandalous enough. He was going to ask for more details, but they’d reached the door to the green suite. He adjusted his shirt so it would come off quickly and went in to meet his client.

Jim glanced through the gap in the seconds before the door opened. Brisban. Great. The man was at least ten stone overweight, smelled like he bathed in brandy, and always hid the fact that he wanted men by saying he wanted something adventurous.  Jim plastered his best smile on his face and went in. “Good evening, my lord.”

“What? Hello, yes. Good evening. Thought I’d try something a little daring for a change.”

Jim tried to ignore the fact that the man was spilling brandy down his front as he waffled. He loosened the buttons on his trousers as he slunk across the room, hoping to distract Brisban from his drink. “I like a man who’s adventurous. What were you in the mood for tonight?”

 

--*--

 

After Lionel had been waiting for almost an hour, Father came out of his office with Randall. “Going to White’s, Sanders. See you in the morning.”

Lionel got to his feet quickly. “If you have a minute first, Father, I brought the proposal I told you about.”

“Leave it with Sanders. We’re late meeting Greensleigh as it is, Lionel.”

“But Greensleigh would be someone you could...”

“Lionel, I said leave it with Sanders. Come along, Randall. If we hurry, we can have dinner there first.”

Lionel watched his father and brother leave without extending him an invitation to join them. Not that he would have, but it would have been a nice gesture. He waited until they were gone, in case Father came back out of curiosity, although he knew that wouldn’t happen. When he heard the street door close, he brought the carefully organized folder to Sanders.

“I’ll see that he gets this in the morning.” Sanders took it from him and opened the cover. “You know he’s selling the tea business, right?”

Lionel stared at the secretary in disbelief. “He never said anything to me.”

Sanders held out the folder. “I don’t think it will be a popular offering. It’s what they’re going to talk to Greensleigh about, looking for someone interested in buying.”

And if he could buy it, and turn it around, Father would be forced to see he deserved more to do in the firm. He took the folder. “If he asks you for this, tell him I was going to give it to him at dinner.” There was no way Father would be home in time for dinner if he and Randall were going to White’s, and a decent chance they wouldn’t make it home for dinner the next night either.

“Very good, sir. If you will be looking to hire a secretary, I know of someone considering leaving their current position.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

As he walked home, Lionel ran through the possibilities. He had a small inheritance from his mother’s marriage portion. If the tea business was in as bad a shape as he thought, it might be enough to buy it. He’d need to find a solicitor to handle the transaction for him. Someone outside of Father’s firm so no one would know what he was doing. Sir Robert Farnsdale would know someone. Maybe he could use the same man he did. That would be easy enough. Lionel turned his steps from home and started for his club. Robert might be there, and they could share a drink and discuss the matter.

 

When Jim woke up, he was decided. Lord Dixon might be worse than working at Madame Rosamond’s, but it was only one year. One year of doing what he’d been doing for the past eight years, just more intensely, and then he would have money. Lots of it. Enough to get out of the profession entirely. And there was a real chance he could do that. Jim had seen the sort hired at Dixon’s brothels, knew he was the sort Dixon liked, young and slim but strong. He’d done farm work when he could before he had gone to London, and when he could find a job had worked longer and harder than the bigger men. If he could convince Dixon he was exactly what he was looking for, maybe he could negotiate a little, get something better than what some of the other concubines had managed. He suspected most of them hadn’t been able to make it in the brothels in town—otherwise, why would they have gone to Dixon at all? And that meant they probably didn’t know how to negotiate with him.

With that in mind, Jim got out of bed and dressed, choosing clothes that emphasized his body, making him look slim and desirable, with a thin shirt that would show off his chest if he sweated at all, under a tight coat, and tight breeches that displayed the bulge between his legs in such a way that it was clear he wasn’t padding it, with no drawers between his skin and the tight fabric. He threw an overcoat over the whole ensemble so he wouldn’t be stopped in the street and left by the back door. He wouldn’t tell anyone where he was going. If he got what he wanted from Lord Dixon, he would quietly resign his place at Madame Rosamond’s. If not, then he would still have a place to go.

 

Jim walked briskly to Lord Dixon’s so that when he arrived, he was sweating slightly, which made his shirt cling nicely. When he left his coat at the door, Jim wondered what to say to the butler, but the man took one look at the way he was dressed and grinned in a way that told Jim exactly what he would be doing with this man if he were hired. Jim was taken to the study and told to wait. 

It wasn’t more than a few minutes before he heard the door open. He turned at once, keeping his gaze lowered. Lord Dixon was a tall man, fit, with broad shoulders and strong hands, not handsome, not even what one would call interesting. Powerful was the word that came to mind. “I’m told you want to be my new concubine.”

“Yes, my lord.” Jim bowed his head. Best let the man know he’d follow orders.

“Let’s see what I’d be getting. Strip.”

Jim quickly pulled off his jacket and tossed it on the chair, followed by his shirt. He toed off his shoes, and then his breeches followed.

“You seem used to that.”

“I’ve been in the profession.”

“Hands behind your head, I want a good look.”

Jim folded his hands behind his head and stood still while Dixon walked slowly around him, examining every inch. On the second turn, he reached out to fondle and squeeze. Jim stayed still, letting him do as he pleased.  

When he’d finished his examination, Dixon returned to the desk. “What is it you want?”

“Four thousand pounds.”

“That is an impressive amount.”

It was a small fortune, really. “I’m an impressive investment.”

“It would take two years of full service to me to earn that kind of money.”

Jim swallowed. One year had seemed long enough, but two. Still, it would get him his freedom. And if he turned it down now, he wouldn’t get a second chance, so he said, “That is acceptable.”

“Then dress, and I’ll have the contract written up. You can come sign it on Friday. And you will report to my townhouse on the first of the month to begin your two years of service.” He ran his hand down Jim’s chest, pinching his nipples, then gave him two hard slaps on his arse. Jim knew the correct responses and yelped while pressing his arse back into Dixon’s hand. “You will be fun to play with. I’ll push you until you drop that act and writhe in earnest. I look forward to it.”

Jim bowed his head in acknowledgment. Dixon had seen through the act that worked at the brothel, although Jim should have known he would. He knew Dixon wouldn’t believe he was looking forward to it, and wouldn’t want him to. Reluctant agreement was more what he wanted anyway, and that was easy for Jim to give. He considered asking for his other conditions, but they were all minor, and he could sense that Lord Dixon liked his deference. He’d wait until Friday and discuss them then, when he had the document in front of him.

 

Mr. Pennington looked over the letter of introduction Lionel had obtained from Robert Farnsdale. “I’d be pleased to take you on as a client. I take it you don’t wish your father to know you are the purchaser. May I ask why?”

If Mr. Pennington was going to act as his solicitor, Lionel thought he should be able to trust him with the truth. “I’ve asked him to let me manage one of the companies for many years. He hasn’t seen fit to allow me to.”

“And so you are taking matters into your own hands. I quite understand. Here is a listing of my rates. If you wish to study them in private, I will not be offended.”

Lionel scanned the list the solicitor passed across the table. The rates were in keeping with what Robert had said he was charged, and seemed reasonable compared to what he’d seen Mr. Jacobs charged Father. “This is acceptable.”

“Wonderful. Then let’s begin discussing what you’re willing to spend. When Sir Robert informed me of your interest last night, I took the liberty of reading up on your father’s tea company. He’s asking far too much for it now, and from Greensleigh. I happen to know Greensleigh is selling off parts of his company, not buying new ones. It almost looks as if there are gambling debts to be paid, although I’ve heard everything from blackmail to a foiled smuggling scheme. In any case, I think if we give your father a chance to get desperate, he’d give you a very good price. Naturally, I won’t tell him the name of the gentleman I’m working for.”

Lionel nodded. “I thought you could put in a proposal now, then when he sees there won’t be a better offer coming, he might consider taking it.”

“Yes, let him see there is an option so he doesn’t decide not to sell when he sees how little interest there is. I think that would be a sensible approach. I have some figures here for you.”

Lionel leaned in and began reading the page in front of him, enjoying the novelty of having his opinions listened to even if he was paying the man to do the listening.

 

Jim reported to Lord Dixon’s townhouse early on Friday morning. He was met by the same butler, who showed him into the same study again. This time it was a skinny man with hard features and a neat suit seated behind the desk. “You’re Jim?”

Jim suspected this would be another of his masters even though he was clearly a servant, so he kept his tone deferential. “Yes, sir.” 

“Very good. I am Mr. Murdoc, Lord Dixon’s butler in the country, and in charge of his concubines when he is not around. You are here to sign the agreement?”

“Yes, sir.” Jim couldn’t think of another response.

Mr. Murdoc held the contract out to Jim. “Can you read?”

“Yes.” He was very glad to be able to say that. Lord Dixon had a reputation for honoring his word, but not deviating from it. Jim was very glad he could see for himself what the agreement was.

As he’d expected, two years, he agreed to anything Lord Dixon required of his body, including sexual favors, the right to choose his clothing or lack thereof, his food, his grooming. He would be given no time off. Two years as a prostitute for one of the most depraved men in England, and at the end, enough money to buy the modest place in the country he wanted. Jim had worked in the stews and then the higher-class brothels for years. He knew what he was being asked to do. And he knew how long he’d be working on his back to get the kind of money he was being offered now. He eyed the pen but hesitated. He’d have to ask at some point, if he wanted to be sure he could get back to London when this was over. “There are a few small matters I’d like to add.”

“And what makes you think you can?”

“He wants me. I’m exactly the type he likes, and I’m strong enough to put up with whatever he wants. You won’t have to train me up. I know what to expect. If he wants me naked, flogged, and taken by every man in the house on the first day, I’m ready.” He hesitated then added, “So he can push me to further depths than any of the fellows he’s had before.”

The last bit worked. “Let’s hear your demands. We can always say no.”

“It’s nothing outrageous now that the money’s settled. When my time is up, I want a set of respectable clothes, a bath ready for me, and transportation to London.”

Murdoc considered the matter. Jim knew that he would probably have been given at least part of that no matter what, but he wanted it all in writing. Eventually, the butler nodded. “I think that can be arranged, but you agree that there will be no reprieve during your two years. No two days off to run to London.”

Jim shrugged. “I’ve nothing here now.” 

“Very well.” Murdoc added a paragraph to the end of the contract and initialed it. “Satisfactory?”

“It is.” Jim took the pen and signed his name.

“Excellent. We will see you on the first of the month.” Mr. Murdoc folded away the contract. “I am looking forward to it.” 

Jim could feel the man’s eyes roaming over him. All he could think to answer was, “Yes, sir.”

 

 


Chapter 2

***

two years later

 

SIR LIONEL WESTIN ARRIVED IN LONDON in a black mood. He’d been halfway there when he’d gotten a note from his brother begging him to stop at White’s and settle a little matter with Farhill for him. A little matter with his brother could easily run into the hundreds of pounds. He was very glad to have the excuse of meeting with the family solicitor to put it off. It was the last chance for him to know Father had seen him, had understood all the quiet work he’d done behind the scenes over the years, even after he’d formally left the company, even when he’d bought the Lotus Tea Company from Father and turned it into a business successful enough to draw the notice of the royal family and bring him a knighthood. 

The Lotus Tea Company had seemed like such a good idea at the time. He’d had a feeling that with a little care and better management, it could become something profitable, and then he’d been so certain Father would see he was every bit as good at business as Randall. But Father had dismissed the whole thing, as if the company were of no importance at all once Lionel took it over. Perhaps it had been hiring Mr. Sanders away from Father, although the man had said he was already planning on leaving. That had felt like the right thing at the time too, and Mr. Sanders had certainly been helpful, so helpful Lionel had promoted him to manager last winter, and Mr. Sanders had the office running so well Lionel was free to devote time to the new property in Lincoln-on-Marsh with only occasional visits to town. Perhaps that had been what upset Father, thinking Lionel had stolen a good employee from him. Lionel sighed. Or perhaps Father had simply figured out why Lionel showed no interest in marrying and had washed his hands of him, unless Randall needed bailing out, of course, or there was some thorny business problem no else wanted to deal with.

 

Arriving at the office of his father’s solicitor did nothing to improve his mood. For years, Lionel had thought he simply hated solicitors; but approaching Mr. Pennington’s office never gave him the sort of sick feeling he got when he approached Mr. Jacobs’s place of business. Still, he was here about his father’s estate, and surely no one liked to discuss matters involving death, no matter how estranged you were from the person in question.

There were no clerks in the front office, not even a secretary. That was quite different from Mr. Pennington’s office, and for the first time, Lionel wondered if perhaps Mr. Jacobs wasn’t as prosperous as Father had thought. He let himself through to the private office at the back.

Mr. Jacobs looked up when he entered. “Mr. Westin, we were waiting for you.”

Lionel had never liked Mr. Jacobs, so he took guilty pleasure in saying, “It’s Sir Lionel, now, Mr. Jacobs. As of last Christmas.”

“I see, I see. A knighthood, though, not a title.”

Lionel suppressed a sigh. He couldn’t win against the man; he’d never been able to. The only man who seemed able to was his own solicitor, Mr. Pennington. Lionel changed the subject. “Where is Randall?”

“He should be here shortly.”

So Mr. Jacobs hadn’t been waiting for him, not really. He also did not offer Lionel a chair. Lionel wasn’t sure if he should ask for one and risk being given the chair that squeaked, or stand, which was uncomfortable but did let him stare down at Mr. Jacobs. Somehow Mr. Jacobs managed to make sitting look like the more powerful position. Lionel knew he wouldn’t manage that, so he opted to stand while they waited in silence.

It took half an hour for Randall to arrive. Mr. Jacobs was becoming uncomfortable in the silence, and Lionel was relishing the newly discovered chink in the solicitor’s impenetrable facade, particularly since silence never bothered him. Randall swept into the room and went straight to the desk. “Jacobs, old fellow, how have you been?”

“Mr. Westin, a pleasure as always.”

“As soon as we’re done with this, I have another little matter I want you to look into.”

“Of course. I’m always happy to help you, sir. But I suppose we should complete this sad business first. If you’d like to sit.”

Lionel took that as a sign for him to sit as well, but Randall got to the good chair before he could, so he opted to lean on the chest of drawers near the window. Mr. Jacobs stared at him, clearly waiting for him to sit. Lionel stayed still until Mr. Jacobs gave up and took the stack of paper from the desk in front of him. 

“I will skip the preamble and proceed directly to the meat of the matter. ‘As to the company known as Westin and Son, I leave it in full to my son Randall Westin.’”

Lionel wished he’d sat down when he’d had the chance. None of it had mattered. All of the work, all of the help, all of the worry, the times he’d rushed to save Randall from himself, to negotiate contracts when no one else could, none of it had mattered to Father. Randall got the lot of it.

 

--*--

 

Jim woke up with a start. There was no one in the room with him. No one ordering him to eat or stay still or open his mouth or present his arse. Silence. He sat up and noticed there was a small table with breakfast laid out: a bowl of porridge, a cup of coffee, and a spoon. There was a bath by the window and a pile of clothes on the chair. He’d done it. While he’d been asleep, his two years of service to Dixon had ended. He scrambled from his pallet on the floor and went to the bath. It was lukewarm at best, but that didn’t matter. He tried to remember the last time Dixon had let him have a bath. It had been before the business meeting, with the seven men he’d come to know well over the five days even if they barely noticed him, and that had been in the winter.  He sank down into the water and started to scrub himself clean, or as clean as he could. He knew it would take more than one bath to make him feel he’d washed Dixon’s service off of himself.

While he soaped his hair the best he could, he considered where he’d go. London to start; he knew the city and places where he could get cheap rooms for a day or two, but where to look for his cottage? He had thought he’d be able to think about it during his two years, but Dixon had kept him busy every second it seemed, getting his money’s worth, no doubt. Jim dunked his head under the water and rinsed the soap out. He’d just pick somewhere at random. The first name of a small village he heard was where he would go. And if there was nothing for him there, he could fan out and look at nearby towns. It was some kind of plan, and that was what he needed. He got out of the tub and grabbed the towel then went to look at the clothes he’d been promised.

The clothes felt uncomfortable once he got them on. They were the ones he’d worn when he’d arrived, but he seemed to have gained some muscle in Lord Dixon’s service. Not surprising, really. He’d spent two years doing hard physical labor of a kind. He shouldn’t be surprised that he’d gained muscle in his thighs and arms. And it had been months since he’d been allowed more than a bit of cloth or leather that covered nothing, not since winter when they’d thrown a coat over him to take him to the stables. But that was over now. Jim picked up the pouch of money that had been left on the table and counted it then went out to the stables. He’d asked for a ride to London—the stables seemed to be the logical place to find it.

 

Balford, the stable-master, was in the yard. He was the last person Jim wanted to see, but it seemed he was the one he’d have to ask about the ride. Balford noticed him at once. “They let you have clothes? Special occasion, it seems. Or is it just so I can pull them off?”

Jim could see the man was ready to do just that, and strong enough to do it, so he quickly said, “My term is over.”

Balford laughed in a way that told Jim he’d known that already. “Want to bend over one last time for a ride to town?” Balford leered at him and stroked the bulge in his trousers. Jim had had that thick, short cock in him more times than he could count over the past two years, up his arse and down his throat. Balford rarely bathed, smelled worse than his stables, and liked to smack him like one of the horses. 

“I’ve already arranged for transportation,” Jim said as haughtily as he could. He was very glad he’d made certain when he signed the contract he’d be able to get back to civilization.

“Afraid he has, or we could both enjoy him.” Murdoc was guiding the carriage down the drive. Another one whose cock he was thoroughly familiar with. At least Murdoc bathed, although he still managed to smell of old sweat most of the time. That was how Jim knew most of the people at Lord Dixon’s, by what they smelled like, what their cocks liked, or in some cases their asses, although not for him to use, of course, only to play with if they liked it. Murdoc and Balford both did.

Murdoc stopped the carriage at the end of the drive. “I’ll leave you at the inn. You can get a ride to London from there.”

“That’s acceptable.” It was more than acceptable, but Jim wasn’t going to say that. He knew Murdoc simply wished to be rid of him now that he couldn’t order him around, but Jim didn’t want to spend more time with the man who had been one of his masters than necessary. At least it wasn’t Balford. He’d have walked rather than spend more time with the stable-master.

“Do you need anything from the village?” Murdoc asked Balford as Jim climbed in. 

“What I want, you couldn’t bring back anyway. Unless you’re bringing him back.”

“Then I won’t be back. I’ll be on my way to Lincoln-on-Marsh. I’ll have the carriage brought back.”

Lincoln-on-Marsh, Jim repeated to himself. That was the first town he’d heard. He should have said the first town he heard away from Dixon’s, but he didn’t remember ever having been there as concubine, so perhaps it would be safe enough. And really, no one from the village would know him, only if there was some wealthy landowner who frequented Dixon’s parties. And while it may have seemed he’d had half the landowners at one time or another, really, it was a small, select group who probably didn’t play in their own backyard as it were.

 

--*--

 

When Lionel left Mr. Jacobs’s office, leaving Randall to sort out whatever other mess he had in private, he went to the office of the Lotus Tea Company to go over the books. Not that he thought there would be any reason to go over the books, but it was his company, and he thought he should stay informed on what happened there. He’d gotten away from Mr. Jacobs’s office as quickly as he could once the will was read. No one seemed to mind that he’d left. Randall appeared to be having a problem with a woman that he needed legal advice on. It had meant Lionel could get away to the safety of his office and think. 

The will hadn’t been as bad as it had first sounded. Father had left him one of the smaller estates and a bit of money, less than what he’d given Randall but enough to show he’d actually spared a thought for the amount and not randomly written in some figure. There had been no mention of what he’d done for the family; Lionel would have been happy with a phrase such as “in thanks for the assistance he has provided to Westin & Son.” It would have been something at least. 

At the Lotus Tea Company, Mr. Sanders greeted him with restrained pleasure, although Lionel quickly learned that was because he wanted to express his condolences with proper gravity. Lionel managed a weak smile and some words of thanks then closeted himself away with the books and the inventory lists.

It was quite lucky that Mr. Sanders ran the business so well, as Lionel got very little work done. There seemed to be an endless stream of employees coming to express their condolences, most of whom had never known his father so didn’t know about their chilly relationship or his all but abandonment of the company. After an hour, Lionel wanted nothing more than to escape, so he congratulated Mr. Sanders on the excellent job he was doing and retreated to his club.

 

The club started as an inspired idea. He wasn’t there very often, so he had not formed any close friendships with the set that whiled away their afternoons looking out of the windows or playing billiards, meaning none of them felt any obligation to express their sympathy with more than polite nods. He was able to ensconce himself in an armchair by the fire and peruse the morning’s newspapers in peace. At least, he was able to until he had the unwelcome surprise that Randall had joined the club while he’d been out of town without mentioning it.  Lionel learned of it when Randall flung himself into the chair across from him and started talking without so much as a hello.

“I always hate spending ages at that office. What am I paying Jacobs for if not to save me from that?”

Lionel didn’t know if he was supposed to answer that or not, so he changed the subject. “I didn’t know you were a member.”

“Just got in last week. Hardly know a soul. It’s relaxing not having to discuss—money with everyone you meet.”

That had to mean gambling debts. Randall was probably indebted to everyone he knew at his other clubs. “Well, you’ll have the business to keep you busy now, so you won’t have to worry about the clubs.”

Randall clapped him on the knee. “Rum luck that, but still, you have the most profitable bit of the business.”

Lionel was going to argue, but he supposed Randall was right. Perhaps that was how Father had seen it. 

“Wish we’d held onto the tea company. Who could have known it was going to burst out like that?”

Lionel was going to say that he had, and if they’d only listened to his proposal that day in the office, they would have been a part of the company’s transformation, but Randall sighed so morosely that Lionel paused and wondered if his brother was actually missing their father. They had been closer than Lionel had ever been.

“Now I have to go to White’s and see about seconds for a duel.”

So not their father at all.

“Unless you wouldn’t mind going down there and just making my excuses. I mean, I have spent the morning going over my inheritance.”

“So did I,” Lionel pointed out without much hope of it being acknowledged.

“But I was there for hours after you left. Being the heir and all.”

And having some kind of trouble with a woman, but Lionel sighed. Randall was his brother, and perhaps there had been more for him to do after Lionel left. “I suppose I could go and make your excuses.”

“And if they bring up the question of debts...”

“I’ll explain that you need more time to get the estate settled.” But he knew what was coming next.

“Yes, yes, that would be good, but you see, one of the creditors is the son of a client, so delaying on the repayment would also reflect badly on Westin and Son being able to pay, so...”

Lionel sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“You’re a saint, brother. I don’t know how we’d survive without you.”

Probably the truest thing his brother had ever said. “I’ll let you know how to repay me.” Not that it would happen.

“Add it to my account.” 

Lionel found himself wondering if Westin and Son would be paying their accounts on the same schedule that Randall was paying his. If so, many suppliers would be in for a long wait.

“There’s Hogart. I’d best go over and say hello.”

Lionel watched Randall leave the room then flopped back in his chair and took a long sip of his brandy. 

“That sort of day, hmm?”

Lionel looked up to see Sir Robert Farnsdale taking the seat vacated by Randall. Sir Robert was one of the few friends Lionel had in town that he actually liked spending time with, and he’d had his own problems with his father. “That sort of day, yes.”

“I was sorry to hear about your father.”

“Mmm, thank you.”

“Well, I had to acknowledge it somehow.”

It might have been a nice change for someone to congratulate him on losing the old coot, but Lionel nodded. “I know.” At least Robert wasn’t expecting more emotion than that.

“So are you in town on business?”

“Of a sort. The will was read. Randall got everything, more or less.”

“I’m sorry.” This time Robert sounded sincere.

“It’s only what I expected.”

“Will you be leaving then?”

“Soon, but Randall lost at White’s again, and I have to start making things right.”

“After the way you were treated, you shouldn’t even bother.”

“Coming from you of all people. And why are you in town? Is one of your companies choosing a new color stationary?” Robert was known for managing the smallest details of his small but profitable empire of companies. He was the last person to criticize Lionel for dedication to duty, even if the criticism might have had a small ring of truth to it.

“Of course not. They all use ecru number four from Turner and Son in Kent.”

Lionel couldn’t tell if Robert was joking or not. “Someone has to keep Randall out of duels.”

“It should be one of his friends, not you. Not when you don’t have any stake in the business anymore. Or is he dueling with all of them at the moment?” Robert finished off his drink. “But you’re in town now. What would you like to do? Try some fencing with that new master everyone’s talking about? Riding? Theater?”

“I’ll be leaving as soon as I get Randall sorted out.”

“How long have you been in town without telling me?”

“Not long. It’s just that Perkins asked me to fill in as magistrate for a few days, and I have to get back.”

Robert looked as if he wanted to argue, but he merely said, “Who are you trying to impress now?”

That comment didn’t make any sense to Lionel. He hadn’t even told most people he would be filling in for Perkins. Maybe Robert hadn’t been joking about the paper.

 

--*--

 

Jim was used to his plans not working out, so this time he’d made certain to plan for that too. Ideally, he’d planned to spend a couple days in London making certain he was all right, then start walking to whatever county he decided on, trying to get room and board in exchange for work when he could and sleeping rough when he couldn’t. He didn’t think scrubbing pots or mucking stalls could possibly be worse than leaning over a bench in Dixon’s kitchen or stables and waiting to see who would stick their cock in him. Then he could keep as much of his money intact as possible until he found the right cottage. Nothing would be worse than finding someplace he wanted to call home and discovering he was a few pounds away from independence. 

But it didn’t work out. When he’d woken up the first day, it had been to find his body stiff and sore in what seemed to be every muscle and bone. That hadn’t surprised him; he’d spent two years doing hard physical work, so he shouldn’t have been surprised he needed to recover from it. He hadn’t realized it would take his body time to get used to eating normally again. Food had been plentiful at Dixon’s to keep up his strength but mostly made up of porridge, bad soups, and worse stews. So he ended up spending two weeks in his small rented room. On the day he checked out, it started to rain, which he thought he really should have expected. And Lincoln-on-Marsh was not close, although he didn’t consider that a bad thing. Far from London meant prices would probably be better and less chance of running into anyone who had known him there. In the end, he bought a ticket for the mail coach that would take him about halfway to Lincoln-on-Marsh. Lodging would be cheaper, and he could start walking from there.

 

 


Chapter 3

***

 

LIONEL WANTED TO STRANGLE SOMEONE. As none of this was really anyone’s fault, strangling didn’t seem to be a good option, which was probably for the best as the doctor was now fashioning what appeared to be a sling, and as he was the only patient at the inn, obviously it was meant for him.

“Nothing broken, just a sprain.” The doctor was very cheerful about it, which did nothing for Lionel’s mood. “Plenty of rest for it, and you’ll be right as rain in no time.”

Considering how miserable the rain outside looked, Lionel wasn’t sure that was an improvement, but he thanked the doctor and paid him and went in search of his coachman.

Garrett was in the main dining room. “Axle’s broken, sir. I’m very sorry.”

“Not your fault.” He tried to keep the frustration out of his voice. It wasn’t the man’s fault that the road was wet and the horses had been scared by some fool hunter’s rifle. “How are the horses?” 

“Bit skittish still but not hurt.”

“That’s good.” He looked around the inn. The Four Bells wasn’t a bad little place, really, but he had to get back to Lincoln-on-Marsh and take over as magistrate as soon as possible. And with his arm, he couldn’t rent a horse and ride home. And Garrett needed to stay and see to the repairs to the coach and the care of the horses.

Garrett must have sensed his dilemma. “Landlord says there’s a mail coach heading towards Lincoln-on-Marsh arriving in half an hour. He said it’s never full this late.”

He could send a rider to Hensley House from Lincoln-on-Marsh to bring a carriage for him. Or Danvers at the White Hart could just drive him home; it wasn’t that far. “I’ll inquire about tickets. Thank you, Garrett. Did you wish to stay here, or should I arrange something else?”

“This’ll do for me, sir. Food’s good, and the stable is well run.”

“Then I’ll see everything is taken care of. Bring the coach back when it’s ready, but don’t push yourself or the horses. I won’t be needing it at least until my arm heals.”

Lionel gave Garrett a purse to cover unexpected expenses then arranged for room and board for him and the horses and waited on the front porch for the mail coach. There was only one other passenger when he got on, a shabbily dressed young man, who pulled himself into the corner when Lionel climbed in. 

“I could ride up top, if you’d rather, sir.”

Lionel was surprised and a little concerned that the man had thought he’d want to be rid of him. His own staff knew him well enough to not be intimidated. Did he really seem so cold to the outside world? “Not at all. It’s a bit of journey, and the weather’s miserable.”

“Thank you, sir.” But the man stayed in his corner.

Perhaps he merely wanted to be alone. Lionel glanced at him without turning his head, trying to determine what to do. An introduction was always someplace to start. At least he’d know what to call the man. “Sir Lionel Westin.” 

“Jim.”

It seemed overly familiar to call the man by his given name. When no surname was forthcoming, Lionel prodded a bit. “Mr. Jim...”

There was a pause, then the man said, “Smith.”

“Smith?” Lionel didn’t think he’d ever met anyone actually named Smith.

The man glared at him. “Yes, Smith.”

Lionel realized he’d offended the man. “I’m sorry. It’s a perfectly good name. Brings to mind ancestors who were blacksmiths or silversmiths or goldsmiths.” He was babbling. That would do nothing to improve the man’s opinion of him.

“Doubt any of my ancestors saw gold unless they stole it.”

“Do you have highwaymen in your family tree then? There’s a rumor that Great Uncle Claudius was, but never proved.”

Mr. Smith gave a bit of a snort and turned his head.

Lionel wasn’t certain what had come over him to make him actually joke, other than a need to stop his traveling companion from sulking and slinking away from him. He really should have known better than to try. “I truly didn’t mean any offense. Shall we begin again? I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr. Smith.” He made to offer his hand, but the sling prevented him.

Mr. Smith turned. “The pleasure is mine, Sir Lionel.” He gave an exaggerated, seated bow, but he was smiling when he straightened up. “Did you receive that injury in the course of a great robbery? Twenty men, armed to the teeth, guarding a shipment of rare gold coins?”

Perhaps it wasn’t the total disaster he thought it was. Lionel wasn’t used to being teased. He hoped he was responding correctly when he said, “Naturally. It had nothing to do with my coach slipping on the road and breaking an axle.”

“You’re lucky to be up and about.”

“I’m lucky to have a good driver. What brings you out?”

“I was looking to buy some property. And you?”

“Going home. Hensley House, near Lincoln-on-Marsh.”

“I bet it’s the family home. Large and filled with antiques and paintings going back ten generations.”

Lionel smiled. “Large, and there are antiques, but not the family home.”

“I suppose your parents must still live in the family place then.”

“They died. Mother when I was little, Father a few weeks ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t mean to bring up sad memories.” Mr. Smith did look contrite. “Is that why you were in London? To honor his memory somehow?”

Lionel snorted. 

Mr. Smith grinned. “That close, eh?”

“I may have made us sound closer than we were.”

“I see. What did he do to you, if you don’t mind me asking.”

Lionel shrugged. “It’s what he didn’t do. He left the business, all of it, every pen and inkstand, to my brother, Randall.”

“I’m sorry.”

Lionel realized he sounded mercenary, and that wasn’t why he was upset at all. But Mr. Smith was still looking at him with sympathy. Judging by the state of his clothes, Mr. Smith was far more knowledgeable about the power of money, or the lack of it, than Lionel would ever be. He felt the need to explain so the man would not think badly of him. “If there had been some acknowledgment. Even a line saying he knew how much I’d helped over the years, how many impossible contracts I negotiated for him, how often I’d cleaned up after my brother, how I’d managed to save a failing part of the business. Anything. But it’s as if he never noticed me, never noticed a thing that I did for the family.”

“Do you want me to get a bottle of Scotch and we could dance on his grave?”

Lionel looked up, startled. Robert had given the right sort of sympathy, but no one had been quite so completely irreverent about it.

“If you’d rather provide the Scotch, I could find us some cheap whores, and we could do other things there.”

Lionel started laughing in spite of himself. If Father had known what sort of a whore he’d have asked for...

“Feeling better?”

“A bit.”

“Is that why you were in London?”

“Yes. Well, not entirely. My brother got in trouble at the gaming tables, and I had to bail him out.”

“The one who inherited the business?”

“The same.”

“Oh, well that seems like an interesting choice then. What is the business?”

“Boat building, mainly.”

“Oh, then I won’t need to worry about doing business with them. I thought if it was tea or something, I’d avoid them.”

“No, the tea business is all mine.”

“Tea business? How many things is your family into?”

“Not that many. As I said, the tea business is mine. I thought, if I was able to make a go of it...”

“Your father would see you were the better choice? I take it old Randy is your older brother.”

“That’s right, on both counts.”

“Well, if old Randy runs it into the ground, that’s his problem now. Or into the sea, I suppose. Or would it be the coast? In any case, what’s it called so I can watch the newspaper for the scandal?”

“Westin and Son.”

“Not to be impertinent, but wasn’t the name a bit of a clue?”

Lionel grinned. “I kept hoping he’d add the ‘s.’ He said it upset the balance.”

“And did it?”

Mr. Smith was still grinning. Having an appreciative audience made Lionel want to try a bit of humor again. “Aesthetically, the sign can’t really claim any balance or any aesthetic at all. And physically, well, it is bolted to the outside of the warehouse. I hope one letter wouldn’t bring the whole thing down.”

“It might cause some people to doubt the balance of the boats. Hate to have one tip every time someone makes something plural when you’re at sea.”

“But I suppose that’s not my problem now.” Lionel leaned back in his seat. He felt better than he had in days. At least now he could laugh at the whole thing. He didn’t need the income from the business, not with his own doing so well. Of course, if something did go wrong, he’d have to rush back to London and bail Randall out, but for the moment, it was nice to pretend he wouldn’t have to.

Mr. Smith seemed to be relaxing as well. At least he continued the conversation. “Is that why you’re in such a hurry to get back? To get away from them? I noticed your arm, which I would bet you were told to rest rather than travel with.”

“No. I mean, I was told to rest, but Perkins, the local magistrate, had to leave town for a few days and asked me to fill in for him.”

“You don’t sound pleased.”

“It’s a difficult, terrible job.” It wasn’t quite so bad as he made it sound, but it was a thankless responsibility, and he knew Perkins only took it to raise his standing in the community. He didn’t want to Mr. Smith to misunderstand, so he added, “I have to talk to people and everything,” which really was a good bit of what he disliked about the role.

“Then why not say no?”

“It’s what a Westin is supposed to do.”

“Even after he’s been passed over?”

Lionel turned back towards the window. Was that what Robert had meant when he’d asked who he was trying to impress? Was he trying to impress someone? Who? It was too late for Father, and he wouldn’t have found the idea of being magistrate impressive, more foolish for not getting out of it. Randall would just think it was something Lionel did, like paying debts or negotiating an end to a duel. Maybe telling Perkins no wouldn’t have been the disaster he thought it was.

“I’m sorry,” Mr. Smith said softly, interrupting his thoughts. “I really didn’t mean anything by it. It’s been a long time since I could speak freely to someone, and I think I’ve forgotten how to do it properly.”

“Don’t apologize. What you said reminded me of something a friend said to me in town. If you’re both of the same opinion, perhaps I should listen to it.”

“If your friend is clever, then by all means, listen to him. But don’t mind me. I think I’ve missed the sound of my own voice.”

Lionel rather thought he was enjoying the sound of Mr. Smith’s voice.

“But it’s your turn anyway. I’d like to hear about old Great Uncle Claudius’s exploits or your daring escape from an overturned carriage.”

Lionel smiled. He didn’t think he could tell much of a story, and he’d probably put Mr. Smith to sleep. “Would you settle for hearing about Lincoln-on-Marsh?”

 

The journey in the mail coach was the most fun Lionel could remember having while traveling, and really the most fun anywhere in a long while. Mr. Smith was by turns amusing and serious, asking intelligent questions about the area around Lincoln-on-Marsh and the possibilities for purchasing a small cottage with some land. From his evasive and unspecific answers any time London was mentioned, Lionel concluded that his new friend had led a less than savory life there. Surely nothing violent; he couldn’t imagine the man seated across from him as a thug or assassin. All right, he didn’t want to imagine him as someone violent. Perhaps a thief. He was slim and supple despite the obvious strength in his shoulders. That would seem to be helpful for when a thief needed to escape quickly and blend into the crowd, not that Mr. Smith would blend in anywhere. Or a pickpocket perhaps, with his long, slim, clever fingers that seemed to always be fiddling with his clothes as if they didn’t quite feel right on him. Lionel had to stop himself from offering to remove them for him. 

When they pulled into the first coaching inn, Mr. Smith was watching the scenery outside the window, seeming fascinated by the small village. Lionel wondered if he’d ever been outside of London and altered the tale of a highwayman he’d been crafting in his mind to account for that.

“Not staying long, but long enough for you to get out.” The driver held the door for them then went to talk to the man who’d run out from the stables.

“Would you like to get some lunch?”

Lionel had been looking forward to having someone to sit with inside, but Mr. Smith shook his head. “I’d rather stretch my legs.”

Lionel wondered if that was true, or a polite way of saying he was looking for the privy, or if his new friend needed to be so careful of his money that he skipped meals. He would have offered to pay for his, but then Mr. Smith would probably have felt obliged to return the gesture, and this was the cheapest place they would encounter for quite a while. “I’ll see you in the coach then.” Perhaps the landlord would have some pasties or some other portable food for purchase. If he happened to buy more than he could eat, surely Mr. Smith would not feel obligated to repay his poor planning.

 

Jim wandered away from the coach and away from Sir Lionel Westin. He wasn’t going to miss this chance to have a nice conversation with a handsome, kind, intelligent man, but he needed to get himself under control again before he sat close enough for their knees to touch. Besides, he didn’t want Sir Lionel to know how careful he had to be with his money. He might wonder why he was traveling to the ends of England to buy a tiny piece of property, and he had no doubt Sir Lionel would take him up on the offer to ride outside if he knew about his time with Madame Rosamond—anyone would, let alone his time with Dixon. No, a few minutes walking would calm him, and then he could return to pretending that, if he bought a cottage near Hensley House, he could pay calls on Sir Lionel, maybe invite him for drinks, maybe invite him upstairs, maybe... And that line of thought was not helping matters at all.

And Sir Lionel was such a nice man. Although Jim hadn’t mentioned his true profession, it was obvious that he was of a completely different social sphere from Sir Lionel, and yet the man had treated him as an equal at once. Of course, that was most likely the close confines of the coach and the lack of any other company to make the time pass, but Jim liked to think at least a little of it had been Sir Lionel’s kindness. He’d enjoyed watching the man smile, watching him relax and even tease a little as they rode farther from London. 

When Jim wandered past the inn again, he glanced in the window, scanning the tables for a glimpse of Sir Lionel. He didn’t see him at any of the tables. He kept looking until he spotted him at the bar, talking to the man behind the counter. Sir Lionel seemed to be ordering a basket to bring with them. Jim imagined sitting next to Sir Lionel while the man ate, licking sauce from his fingers, offering Jim a taste of it. That undid everything the walk in the rain had done.

 

Jim finally walked as far as the stream behind the inn and filled his mind with thoughts of the cottage he would buy. Perhaps he could find a place with enough land for both a vegetable garden and one for flowers. That would be nice, to have fresh flowers growing outside his door. With those sorts of thoughts, he was able to gain control of himself and return to the mail coach. 

When he returned, he realized his dreams of more time alone with Lionel were just that, dreams. It was a public mail coach; of course they would pick up more passengers. The ones they’d found here appeared to be a married couple, firmly middle class, which meant they were ready to look down their noses at anyone without a title, although they didn’t have one, and would probably try to ingratiate themselves to Sir Lionel once they heard his. Jim sighed. It had been too good to be true. He approached the coach and nodded in response to the driver’s greeting. 

The new passengers stared at him as he came towards the door to the coach. The man leaned out and made a shooing motion. “We’ve nothing for you here. Go ply your trade inside.”

Jim felt the urge to pull out his ticket and show that he was meant to be there, but he resisted. He had as much right to be there as they did. He had bought a ticket. He was not going to apologize. “I’m traveling with the coach.”

The man stared at him. “You’re not traveling with us, are you?”

Jim opened his mouth to answer, but no sound came out.

“I will have words with the driver about this. How they could let the likes of you... And my poor wife here.”

His “poor wife” seemed very interested in the goings on. The man climbed out of the coach and grabbed Jim by the ear like a schoolboy. Not for the first time Jim wished he were larger and more intimidating. He had no choice but to let himself be marched to the front of the coach, where the driver was preparing to leave. 

“Can I help you, sir?”

“How could you allow a person like this on the coach with respectable people?”

“Sorry, sir?”

“This man is a prostitute from London. I will not have my wife subjected to his company.”

“And you’ve proof of this, sir?”

“You doubt my word? I will bring this matter up with the head of your company. I will have you know that I am personally acquainted...”

“Now sir, I was just asking if you were sure of your facts. No need to be upset.” The driver turned to Jim.

Jim sighed. “I don’t want to make trouble for you.” It wasn’t the coachman’s fault at all. The man didn’t deserve to get in trouble with his bosses over him. “If you could get my bag down.”

“I trust that settles things for you, sir. Now if you’d just go back to the coach, we’ll be underway soon.”

The man looked like he wanted to argue some more, but it started to rain again. Apparently, Jim wasn’t worth getting wet over.

The driver got Jim’s bag untangled from the luggage on top and passed it down to him. “Sorry, lad. I’ve got nothing against a man trying to make a new life for himself, but I’ve my job to think of, and they’ve got connections you don’t. I’ll give you the money for the part of the ticket you didn’t use, but I can’t take you.”

“I understand.” He did. Why would anyone want to ride in a coach with him?

The driver put the miserably small bag of his next to him and counted out the money for the fare. Jim pocketed the coins and thanked the driver. “Does the inn know?”

“I didn’t tell them, and I won’t. But I don’t know what he did.”

“Thanks.” Jim shoved the money into his pocket and went inside. Maybe he could trade work for room and board until the rain stopped or another mail coach arrived or something. He found the landlord behind the bar. “Any chance of work in trade for food and shelter? A place in the barn’ll do.”

“We don’t engage in that kind of work here.” From his tone, it was quite clear that the couple in the coach had spoken to him. 

“I meant honest work. Pots need scrubbing? Want someone to clean the yard? No one else’ll want to do it in this rain.”

“No work here. If I hired you, my wife and half the regulars would have a fit, and they wouldn’t be wrong.”

Jim tried to remember if he’d ever bent over for that man in the coach. He didn’t think so, and there was no other way for him to know just exactly what Jim had done at Madame Rosamond’s, although perhaps he’d guessed if he’d visited some of the women at Madame Rosamond’s establishment regularly and seen him there. “Not even if I was mucking stalls in the rain?”

“Not even then.”

Jim sighed. This was going to be harder than he’d thought. “Can I order some food at least?” He didn’t want to walk to the next town in the rain.

“I’ll give you something, but you eat on the back porch.”

“I can pay for it.”

“Still the back porch.”

Jim nodded. It was the best he was going to get, it seemed. The landlord brought him a bowl of stew that had probably been made from the leftovers of the last few days and pointed to the back door. Jim brought his food outside and sat on the step.

He barely noticed the food in front of him as he thought. He should have known it wouldn’t be so easy to leave his old life behind. How many more times would he be recognized? And was there any way to avoid it? So how had those people in the coach recognized him? The man had to be from Madame Rosamond’s. That was the only place. They had been too high class for most of the places he’d worked, and no one at Dixon’s ever looked at his face except to make certain they were putting their cock in the right place. Jim stabbed at a piece of unidentifiable meat in the stew. Maybe if the town he went to was remote enough, no one from London would go there. Pity he hadn’t thought to ask Sir Lionel how small Lincoln-on-Marsh was. At least he hadn’t known about Jim’s past. He’d been such a nice man, Jim would have hated to remember him with contempt in those gorgeous eyes. And he was quite sure there would be once the two in the coach told him whatever it was they knew.

 

 


Chapter 4

***

 

WHEN LIONEL MADE HIS WAY BACK to the mail coach, he found there was a new couple already inside, taking up most of the forward-facing seat. He knew he should have expected them to take on more passengers, but it didn’t stop him from being disappointed; he’d enjoyed talking to Mr. Smith and doubted they’d be able to continue their conversation with this new company there. They certainly couldn’t joke about his father, although really, they shouldn’t have with him not even cold.

“Last call for Leeds and points beyond!” the coachman called.

“Mr. Smith isn’t here yet,” Lionel said to the driver.

“He won’t be continuing on with us.”

Lionel stared. Had he said something to upset the man? Had he really been offended by the banter? Lionel wasn’t any good at joking. Maybe he really had said something unforgivable unintentionally. “Did he say why he wasn’t?”

The gentleman inside leaned over. “You mean you didn’t know? That man worked in a—” He glanced at the lady then leaned forward to whisper, “A brothel.”

“What?”

The man got out of the coach and led him around to the side. “Hard to believe, I suppose, finding one on a public conveyance like this, but he is a prostitute of the worst kind. Worked for a time at a place called Madame Rosamond’s, where the most shocking things are allowed.”

Lionel had the impression that the man was a little too intrigued by the shocking things he was talking about. And he highly doubted the man knew all of the shocking things that went on at Madame Rosamond’s, certainly not the ones Lionel had heard about from Robert. He wished Mr. Smith were there to take the man down a peg with his humor, but then Mr. Smith probably wouldn’t have been able to if the man had treated him as something inferior. Lionel would simply have to do the best he could on his own. “Then why haven’t you arrested him?”

“Arrested him? How could I...” The man looked sufficiently taken aback.

“I’m sorry, I assumed, since you were so knowledgeable about his crimes, you must have met him in a professional capacity. But if you are not a magistrate or a runner...”

“I’m in cloth.”

The man was clearly waiting for an introduction. Lionel wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction. “Well, I’m magistrate in my area, and I really must be getting back there.” He turned to the driver. “Would you take my things down? I think I’ll hire a private carriage to take me the rest of the way.”

“Right away, Sir Lionel.”

The title got the man’s attention, which was most likely the driver’s intent. Lionel ignored the merchant efforts to speak to him and went to stand by the inn door out of the rain. The merchant looked confused as he climbed back into the carriage. From the gestures he and his wife were making inside, they were either congratulating themselves on saving him from the notorious Mr. Smith or condemning him as the same sort.

The driver distracted him from the speculation. “I’ll stack them on the porch, sir, out of the rain.”

“Thank you. And Mr. Smith’s?”

“He didn’t have much. Has it with him.”

“Very well.”

The driver brought the rest of the bags in one trip. “There you are, sir. Shouldn’t have any trouble finding someone to take you. Sorry about the other fellow, but I didn’t see as I had much choice.”

“No, I don’t suppose you did. Those two would have warned everyone who got on at every stop.”

“Exactly. Pity there won’t be anyone to warn the new ones about them. Safe journey.”

“And to you.” He handed the man a few coins to show there were no hard feelings and waited until the driver got on his way, then went to find out about a carriage to take him home.

 

The innkeeper was very willing to accommodate his request for transportation. “The White Hart in Lincoln-on-Marsh? Certainly. We have a man who’ll take you that far.” They discussed price, and Lionel got the man to offer him something reasonable once he realized he wasn’t dealing with a fool.

Once the money was finalized and the driver sent for, Lionel asked, “There was another man who was not continuing on the mail coach. I thought I might offer him a ride.”

“Mr. Smith? I think he’s out back. He was looking for some work, but we didn’t have any, considering.”

The place probably had its own people to do what he was implying. “Of course. I’ll go look for him.”

Lionel could feel the innkeeper watching him as he walked outside, but he didn’t particularly care. Let the man think he wanted Mr. Smith for that sort of company if he wanted to, so long as he kept the idea to himself. Actually, he did want Mr. Smith for that sort of company, but he wasn’t about to act on it.

 

Lionel found Mr. Smith out in the back of the inn, eating a bowl of stew that looked unappetizing while trying to keep dry in the small shelter of the back step. “Hello.” Well, that was a brilliant beginning, he told himself.

Mr. Smith looked up. “You missed the coach.”

“Didn’t like the company. I’ve hired a man and a private carriage to bring me the rest of the way home. If you’re interested, there’s plenty of room.”

Mr. Smith began to stare at his food as if he had suddenly developed an interest in determining what sort of meat it was made from, which was probably not the best thing to consider if he was planning on eating any more of it. “What they said was true; I’m a whore from London.”

“That makes me wonder how they knew that bit of information, particularly as you’re not practicing at the moment.”

“And how do you know I didn’t proposition them behind the privy?” Mr. Smith didn’t look up, and Lionel realized it had been a serious question.

“I told you I’m acting magistrate. You’d have to be an idiot to admit to all that to an acting magistrate. And you’re not an idiot. Believe me, I’ve known some.” Lionel couldn’t remember the last time he’d made so many jokes, but it felt good, especially when Jim managed half a smile.

Mr. Smith glanced up. “My name isn’t Smith.”

“I think we already covered that in the coach.” Lionel leaned against the wall of the inn. “I really do need to be home to take up as magistrate. Lincoln-on-Marsh is only about an hour’s walk from my estate. The coach will cost me the same no matter what. You may as well ride inside with me. Unless you’ve already made other plans.”

Mr. Smith looked down at his bowl.

“Walking in what is threatening to be a downpour is not a plan.”

Mr. Smith smiled shakily. “If you really want me along.”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.”

“All right. But I can ride on top. I don’t mind.”

“Have I said something to offend you? I didn’t mean to if I did.”

“No, not at all. I just thought...”

“Then get your bag, and we’ll be off as soon as I finish making the arrangements.”

Lionel waited until Mr. Smith nodded, then hurried back inside to prepare before Mr. Smith could change his mind.

 

When Lionel told the proprietor he would indeed be traveling with another passenger, the man looked at him sideways. “If you say so.”

So he hadn’t been overreacting when he felt the man staring at him. He found he still didn’t mind what the innkeeper thought of him as long as he wasn’t running for the magistrate, but Lionel did worry that the man would say something to Mr. Smith, which might make Mr. Smith feel he couldn’t accept the invitation to accompany him. Then he remembered how the coach driver had silenced the other passengers. “If you need a name for your records, it’s Sir Lionel Westin of Hensley House, Lincoln-on-Marsh. Should you discover any reason to contact me.”

The man immediately became more polite. “Of course, sir. I’ll see that the carriage is ready as quickly as possible.”

Lionel looked at the rain outside. “With fresh travel blankets, of course.” 

“Naturally.” From the way he said it, Lionel suspected he would have gotten some flea-infested things if he hadn’t been specific, and made a note to check everything before he got into the carriage. He glanced around the room, trying to think of anything else useful. The food inside looked far better than what Jim had been eating outside. “And pack some of that chicken and that ham for us, with some bread and your best ale.”

“Yes, Sir Lionel.”

Good, the man remembered the title. Lionel glanced around and saw a woman had come out from the kitchen. So that was who the host was trying to impress. At least it would ensure the food was good.

 

When the carriage was being readied, Lionel paced anxiously on the porch. He’d told Mr. Smith they’d be leaving soon, so he’d expected to find the man waiting somewhere nearby, but he wasn’t. Lionel had checked the yard out back, but there was no sign of Mr. Smith there either. Lionel couldn’t help but worry that the host or one of the staff had said something to upset him, to make him decide walking in the rain was better than being in a carriage with Lionel. 

The driver finally came around to the porch. “Ready when you are, sir.”

The driver seemed nice enough. Perhaps the host hadn’t said anything to him yet. “There will be another passenger.”

“Where is he then? The horses don’t like waiting once they’re ready.”

Lionel swallowed. He could ask the host to send someone to look for Mr. Smith, but that would risk just the sort of comments he was trying to avoid. He hadn’t realized how much he was looking forward to spending time with his new friend until the possibility was taken away from him.

And then he spotted Mr. Smith walking up from the woods. Of course, the man had probably wanted to avoid the inn and the staff for just the sort of reasons Lionel had been worrying about. He raised his hand in greeting, and Mr. Smith waved back. Lionel didn’t want to shout across the yard, so he had to content himself with smiling as Mr. Smith approached.

The driver waited to take Mr. Smith’s bag and strapped it to the carriage. Lionel couldn’t stop smiling and realized he probably looked like a fool. Or worse—at least a fool would have said something. “Ready to go then?”

Mr. Smith watched his bag being put away. “Unless you’ve changed your mind. I quite understand if you think you’d make better time on your own.”

Offering him an honorable way to rescind the invitation if he wanted to. Lionel shook his head. “I wouldn’t have asked if I hadn’t meant it. Shall we get in?”

Lionel waited for Mr. Smith to climb into the carriage before he did, just in case the man decided to leave while he was distracted, then settled himself inside. The driver came to see they were ready then shut the door. Lionel could feel the sway of the carriage as the driver got underway, then he relaxed. He’d have Mr. Smith to himself for a little while at least. 

Mr. Smith pulled himself into the corner near the window and sat hunched away from him. Lionel tried to watch him without being obvious. Was it merely a pose to keep the innkeeper from thinking what he obviously had been, and they would return to their friendly conversation as soon as the inn was out of sight, or did Mr. Smith really think Lionel might not want to speak to him? Either way, there was no reason for him to be uncomfortable. Lionel took the two travel blankets from under the seat and held one out to Mr. Smith. When he didn’t take it, Lionel unfolded it and tossed it over Mr. Smith’s lap then tucked himself in under the other one. Mr. Smith was clearly chilled to the bone after sitting out in the rain. Lionel wished he’d thought to ask for some bricks to be warmed for them.

Mr. Smith continued to stare out of the window as they pulled away from the village. Now that he had him here, Lionel didn’t want to merely sit in silence. Unless that was what Mr. Smith wanted. Or did Mr. Smith think that was what he wanted? He ought to say something. “Do you have plans when you get to Lincoln-on-Marsh, Mr. Smith?” That was uninspired.

“I thought we covered that my name wasn’t Smith.”

So he didn’t want to talk. “I suppose we did.” 

Mr. Smith turned towards him slightly. “I meant you might as well call me Jim. That is my real name.”

“All right, Jim.” Lionel liked the way the name felt rolling over his lips. Short, but his lips pressed together as he said it. “And as we’re traveling companions, you must call me Lionel.”

Jim’s spine snapped straight. “I couldn’t, sir... I mean, it wouldn’t be proper...”

“And you’re concerned with propriety? You offered to get drunk and dance on my father’s grave.”

Jim laughed a little at that. “I suppose that does make it hard to refuse.” He paused then added, “Lionel.”

Lionel smiled too, although it was because his name sounded so good coming from Jim’s lips.

 

As the day wore on, the rocking motion of the coach made them both sleepy. Jim succumbed first, which made Lionel wonder how much of the journey he had completed before he met up with Lionel. As Lionel watched Jim sleep, curled up in his corner of the coach, he thought back to all the things Robert had told him about Madame Rosamond’s when he was trying to convince Lionel to visit with him. If Lionel had known there were men like Jim there, perhaps he would have gone more often. But no, he wouldn’t have wanted to meet Jim like that, as a client, someone he had to please because he’d been paid for it. Even if there had been any friendship between them, any affection even, he would never have known if it was real or feigned to make an extra coin or two. Of course, he had no way of knowing if this friendship were real or the practiced art of someone used to making people feel comfortable. He hoped it was real.

Jim stirred in his sleep, and Lionel went back to happier imagining. Robert had described the bullwhip and the paddle, both things Lionel knew Robert liked to wield, but they had never appealed to him. He wondered if Jim was aroused by either. Perhaps he could learn to like them if Jim wanted them. Robert would certainly teach him. Not that it would ever get to that. Really, he should not be thinking such things ever, certainly not with the man seated directly across from him. But his mind drifted to the other things Robert had described. Lionel had no trouble imagining Jim stretched out on the bed, his hands tied to the headboard, his feet to the posts, every inch of slim, strong, beautiful flesh spread out before him, waiting to be touched. Lionel wondered what it would feel like to run his hands along Jim’s limbs, the soft skin of his inner thighs, the hard planes of his chest. What it would taste like to run his tongue along those same places, to suck on his nipples, to take Jim’s cock into his mouth and lick and suck until the man came, all the while watching him helpless and bound beneath him. 

Lionel shifted in his seat and pulled the blanket so it draped more loosely over him. He had to be more careful. What if Jim had been awake and seen him looking at him like that? He might mistake it for plain lust, for a man wanting him to ply his former trade here in the coach. He might think Lionel saw him as nothing more than a prostitute, someone to be paid to fill a need. It would mean the end of the easy friendship between them. Lionel was certain of that. He shifted again and tried to fall asleep, which was very difficult with the object of his fantasies so close.

 

Jim woke to find his bed rocking. For a moment, he tried to figure out what new game Dixon had come up with, then he remembered that was over, and he wasn’t at Lord Dixon’s. He was in a travel coach hired and paid for by the very handsome Sir Lionel Westin. Jim opened his eyes and looked at his companion. Sir Lionel was sprawled on the seat across from him, asleep under the other travel rug, with a bit of hair falling over his face, his lips parted, snoring softly. There was something endearing about watching him sleep like that, vulnerable and clearly not at his best. For all the men he’d gone to bed with, Jim had never been beside someone when they slept, not like this. He didn’t think the times he’d shared a bed with four or five others in the small garrets he’d sometimes inhabited counted.

It had been a shock when Lionel had come looking for him at the inn even after Lionel knew he’d been a whore. He would never have thought a man of such obvious good breeding would have understood why someone like him might do something like that. Of course, Lionel was no doubt only imagining the sort of high-class places he’d visit, places like Madame Rosamond’s, where everyone and everything was clean and business was transacted in private rooms with money handled discreetly and professionally, not the sort of back-room back-alley places he’d spent most of his nights, and certainly not Lord Dixon’s, where he’d spent two years as little more than a warm place for Dixon and his household to stick their cocks. No, Lionel wouldn’t understand that at all. 

But Jim couldn’t regret it either. That time with Dixon was why he was able to be on his way to Lincoln-on-Marsh and why he’d be able to buy a cottage when he got there. And even without that in his past, there was no way someone like Sir Lionel Westin, a successful businessman from a fine, old family, would ever be interested in Jim Smith, poor until very recently, whose real family name had been lost somewhere along the way. No, this was the best he could hope for—a few days’ journey in Sir Lionel’s company and a hopefully friendly parting at their destination. Unless Lionel was hoping he’d offer to repay him for the journey with a turn in bed. Not that he’d mind that, not with someone as handsome as Lionel. He’d even thought of offering earlier, when they’d been getting into the carriage, but Lionel had been treating him as a friend, and even though he knew friendship between them was impossible, he’d wanted to allow himself to enjoy the illusion a while longer. 

The carriage bumped over a particularly rough bit of road, and Lionel made a small sound as his sprained shoulder hit the back of the seat. Jim leaned forward in case there was something he could do to help, but Lionel seemed to fall back asleep. Jim kept watching, but Lionel’s breathing became slow and deep again, so he must not have suffered any new injury. Jim felt very protective of his new friend. He was such a sweet man and a good listener. Somewhat put upon, trying to prove himself, but he didn’t know to whom. Jim had seen that sort at Madame Rosamond’s often. Usually second sons, trying to find their place behind an older brother who was given every advantage. They would either want someone to dominate, who they could lord over as they had been lorded over, or someone to listen to them and stroke their pride a bit, tell them they were worth at least as much as the dolt who was inheriting. Jim was quite good at both. 

Lionel was more the listening sort, although he had managed to build a profitable business for himself out of his family’s leavings; surely he was proud of that. And he still felt responsible for his brother’s foolishness—and everyone else’s, it seemed, as he was rushing home to a place Jim had the impression he’d bought recently, to fill in as magistrate, a position with great responsibility but no money, in a place where he probably didn’t have many connections yet, but still, he felt responsible. Jim leaned back in his seat and watched Lionel’s chest rise and fall with his steady breaths. He couldn’t do anything to help shoulder the responsibilities Lionel seemed to feel were his alone, but perhaps he could do something to ease them while they were together. Whether or not it meant joining him in his bed. 

 

 


Chapter 5

***

 

LIONEL WOKE UP AS HE FELT THE CARRIAGE SLOW. He glanced out the window and saw they had stopped by another posting inn. The driver came around to open the door for them. “Just changing the horses here, sir, but you can get out and stretch your legs. And I do need you to decide what we’re to do for the night. I can find someone at the next stop to ride with me if you wish to continue through the night, or we can head for whichever inn you prefer.”

Lionel thought quickly. His excuse for taking the private conveyance had been to make up time and get him home to take up his duties as magistrate, but if they drove through the night, they would spend so much of their time together sleeping, and they’d already wasted a whole afternoon in just that way, and he had hoped to talk to Jim, perhaps find a way to continue their budding friendship once the journey was over. Lionel turned to Jim to get his opinion.

Jim shrugged. “It’s your coin; you ought to decide.”

Lionel nodded, as there didn’t seem to be an answer to that and made to climb out of the carriage. As he moved his left arm to grab the door, he twisted his shoulder in what should have been a perfectly natural movement and winced at the pain. It made for a perfect excuse. “I don’t think my shoulder will appreciate a night sleeping in the carriage. Are you familiar with the Green Stag?”

“I am, sir.”

“Excellent. Bring us there for the night. Naturally, I will cover your expenses.”

“I’ll get the new horses set, and we’ll be on our way,” the driver said cheerfully.

And he should be cheerful, Lionel thought. The Green Stag was off the main road, but it made up for the inconvenience with better food and better beds than anything around it, if you were willing to pay their prices. Lionel had the money to enjoy it. But Jim was most likely another matter. When the driver was distracted by the horses, Lionel murmured, “Of course, I’ll cover your expenses as well.”

“It isn’t necessary.” But Lionel could tell from Jim’s tone he was thinking hard, probably about how to stretch his money to pay.

“Nonsense. If it weren’t for this blasted shoulder, we could travel through the night and save the expense. There’s no reason you should pay for my injury.”

“If you’re certain...”

“It’s settled then.” Lionel climbed down out of the carriage more carefully. “Now, I know this inn. It’s a good place to stretch your legs, and if you’d like some tea, it should be fine, but I wouldn’t trust the food.”

“But the Green Stag is better?” Some of Jim’s humor was back in his voice as he climbed out of the carriage and stretched his arms above his head.

Lionel nodded.

“Then I’ll wait until I have a fine gentleman treating me there.”

Lionel wasn’t quite certain how to take that. Was it meant as a joke, or did Jim see him as a client? He thought it was a joke. Jim had been joking quite a bit on the trip. But what if... He started walking around the yard.

He felt more than heard Jim following him. When they were far enough away from the inn where they wouldn’t be overheard, Jim spoke softly. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I’m sorry. I think I said I’m not used to having a friend.”

So Jim did consider him a friend. That made Lionel grin rather foolishly, he was certain, and he certainly didn’t want Jim to see that. He kept his attention firmly on the path in front of him.

Jim kept talking as he walked. “I mean, I know my past is not what you’re used to in travel companions. Thank you for being so understanding.”

Lionel tried to drag his mind back to the present, but it was already too late to understand that comment, and all he could manage was a rather abrupt, “What?”

“Most men, titled or not, wouldn’t be nearly so gracious about my inclinations or my profession.”

Lionel fumbled for some polite, self-deprecating reply, but he saw the sincerity in Jim’s face, and politeness didn’t seem to be enough. “I can hardly fault you for something I share, and as to your profession, I assume you had your reasons.”

“I suppose they were reasons.”

Lionel had the impression that Jim was harder on himself for his choices than anyone. “If you were so unhappy in your...profession, why did you do it? I’m not criticizing,” Lionel added quickly when he saw Jim’s expression. “I just want to understand.” Understand you, but he didn’t add that.

Jim sighed. “I’m not like you. My family had no money and lots of children. We scattered to the winds when my parents died. I had ten shillings to my name when I left. I tried to find farm work. I’m actually very good with plants. And I was able to when there was a harvest or planting season and more jobs than men. But I’m a small man. If there are ten men vying for one place on a farm, they’ll always choose the bigger, stronger ones, even though I was willing to work as hard, harder if I had to. The same at the docks—they’d only hire me if there was no one else. By the time I tried the taverns, the only ones that would hire someone as ragged as me were filled with men who were looking for more than drinks. It was ridiculous to stay there and give them my body for a few coins when I could make triple that at a real brothel. So that’s what I did.” He shrugged. “It wasn’t terrible work. And it turns out I’m good at it, at giving men what they want.”

Lionel struggled to come up with an answer to that, at least one that didn’t sound condescending or as if he’d like to be one of the clients, although he certainly would have—not a client, though. “I’m sorry about your family.” Of all the ridiculous things to start with. “But I can understand having bad choices and having to make the best of it. I admire you for finding a way out.”

Jim made a strange sort of snort. “Maybe you wouldn’t if you knew how.”

Lionel doubted Jim would tell him that story, although he would have liked to have heard it if only to set Jim’s mind at ease. He did his best without. “Then I will continue to admire you, and be glad that you were in the mail coach. This would have been a most boring trip without your company.”

That got a bit of a smile from Jim. “I could say the same.”

That seemed the best Lionel would get for the moment. “Come on, then. Let’s see if the driver is ready to continue.”

“Eager to get on to the Green Stag, hmm?”

Lionel wanted to say he was eager to get back to their easy conversation in the carriage, but he wasn’t sure how to say it without sounding maudlin, so he joked, “You’ll see when you’ve had dinner there.”

Jim grinned back. “You do seem fond of inns named after deer. Will we be stopping at the Grey Fawn or the Red Doe?”

Lionel was relieved that Jim seemed to be easy with him again. “I haven’t tried either of those yet, but if we pass them...”

 

--*--

 

The room at the Green Stag was better than anything Jim could have anticipated. Lionel had insisted on getting him his own room by simply ordering it when they arrived at the same time as he secured a room over the stables for their driver. There was no pause for Jim to insist he was perfectly happy in the stables or in front of the fire in the common room. And as Lionel had started for the dining room before he could suggest it, then asked Jim what he was in the mood to eat as soon as they sat down, he was left with no chance to protest. From the small smile on Lionel’s face, Jim was certain he’d known what he was doing. 

And the meal hadn’t disappointed, good roast beef with vegetables and fresh bread with butter melting over it, and the excellent company. That was why he was so reluctant to let Lionel pay. He was quite used to men paying for his time and company and everything that came after, giving him money or even gifts. He’d been a whore for almost eleven years—it was old hat by now. And he’d even liked some of the men, particularly at Rosamond’s, where she kept an eye on who was allowed in. Even old Brisban had been nice in a sad, drunken sort of way. But none of them were like Lionel. Lionel didn’t mind when he let his practiced patter fall, and said what was on his mind—in fact, he seemed to like it better. Which was a relief, as Jim was out of practice. He hadn’t had to use the charm he’d worked to perfect at Dixon’s, where he’d been expected to stay silent or react to whatever Dixon threw at him, not make conversation. Lionel seemed to like his conversation, even the odd, unrehearsed bits, which made spending time with him more enjoyable than anything Jim had done in a long while. 

And that was why he was reluctant to take anything from Lionel; he didn’t want his new friend—was it all right to call Sir Lionel Westin his friend?—to think he was coming along for the chance at a free carriage ride and a nice room at a comfortable inn. And he wondered if Lionel suspected some of that. In any case, he didn’t give Jim a chance to object when they were shown to their rooms either, merely handed him a key and followed the host upstairs without a word.

The room Jim had been shown to was small, but the bed was soft, and someone had brought hot water for washing almost as soon as they’d been shown up. And Lionel was just across the hall. Jim couldn’t help thinking that. Probably undressing, just as Jim was about to. He could imagine Lionel there, in that fine linen shirt and nothing else, the cloth just barely long enough to be decent as he answered the door. Jim doubted Lionel had ever had to pay for his pleasure, so he might be surprised to see Jim there, might protest a little, but as Jim had told him, he was very good at giving men that they wanted. So what would Lionel want?

Nothing too exotic, Jim decided, not yet, anyway. He couldn’t quite see Lionel wielding a flogger. Besides, there was very little to work with in the small rooms of the perfectly respectable Green Stag. No, he would push Lionel back into the room and drop to his knees before the man could protest. He’d raise the hem of Lionel’s shirt just enough to gain access to the magnificent cock beneath. Jim was certain it would be magnificent. Just like the rest of him. He’d seen the way Lionel’s worn-in buckskin breeches clung to his lower half as he’d climbed in and out of the carriage. That gave Jim another idea. He’d save the cock and instead run his tongue along Lionel’s balls, along the sensitive spot behind them, then crawl around and run his tongue along the valley of the beautiful arse he’d admired downstairs. 

Lionel wouldn’t be used to such attentions. He would protest at the intimacy in a way he hadn’t to Jim’s lips around his cock, but he would be breathless too, desire building as Jim kept sliding his tongue along, maybe a detour to feel the firm muscles there. And then he would slide his tongue into Lionel’s hole and feel the man gasp with pleasure at the intrusion. He would keep at it, rolling his tongue so he could press further inside, until neither one of them could stand it anymore. Then he would crawl around and take Lionel’s cock in his mouth and draw every bit of pleasure he could, until Lionel was shaking and sated.

Jim leaned against the bedpost and loosened the fall of his trousers. Dream Lionel was still wearing his shirt, now rucked up and sticking to his chest with sweat. Jim would rise from his knees, sliding his hands underneath the fine linen to feel the smooth skin of Lionel’s chest. Or would there be hair? Jim wasn’t sure which he’d prefer. Either way, he’d slide his hands along the firm chest, sliding the fabric up with it, pausing to get the sling out of the way.

The sling. Jim stopped thinking of his fantasy Lionel and started imagining the real one. Lionel’s shoulder was sprained, and clearly, moving it too much left him in pain. Probably the only thing the man wanted tonight was some relief from his injury. Jim pushed away from the bedpost and did up his trousers. Thinking of Lionel in actual pain killed the mood entirely. But it did give him a reason to cross the hall and knock on Lionel’s door.

 

Lionel answered the door quickly, but unlike Jim’s imaginings, he was fully clothed except for his cravat. When he saw Jim, he looked concerned. “Is the room all right?”

Lionel was probably in pain, and he was worrying how Jim’s room was. Jim wasn’t certain what to make of that. He answered quickly. “It’s grand. I was getting ready to slip into the big, soft bed, and it occurred to me you might like a valet, with your shoulder and all.”

Lionel relaxed. “I was just starting to wonder how uncomfortable it would be to sleep fully clothed.”

Jim was not going to allow himself to start imagining the alternative again. He gave Lionel a little push into the room, not unlike the one he’d just been imagining. “Not something you need to worry about now.” He pulled the door closed behind them.

Lionel’s room was a little larger than his but similar in comfort. It certainly wasn’t the way Jim had imagined undressing Lionel, but he took control. “I’ll get the sling off then hold the coat wherever it needs to be; you just concentrate on getting your good arm out first. Then we’ll worry about the other.”

Jim untied the sling and left it on the end of the bed then gently peeled the jacket away from Lionel’s good shoulder and moved it around until Lionel got his good arm free. “Now hold still, and I’ll get this over your other arm.” Jim eased the coat gently over Lionel’s left shoulder and down his arm. “There we are. How does it feel?”

Lionel shrugged with his right side. “Not bad if I don’t move it.”

“But you can move it?”

“Oh yes, I keep trying that.” Lionel moved his left arm up and down a little, then to the side. Small movements, but definite movements. “I think that means it’s not broken.”

Jim was relieved to see the movement. “That’s what I’ve always heard. Ready for the waistcoat?” They went through the same motions, although it was trickier without the long sleeve to guide Lionel’s right arm out. Jim folded both pieces of clothing neatly and stacked them on the chair. “And now the shirt.”

Lionel looked ready to protest, so Jim hurried forward before he could. He gathered the bottom of the shirt and pulled it free of Lionel’s breeches then slid it upwards, trying to avoid touching Lionel so he wouldn’t make him more nervous than he was. “Just slide your right arm out when you can.”

Lionel obeyed, pulling his arm out of the voluminous sleeve and letting it fall to his side. Jim was trying not to touch him, but he couldn’t help looking. Lionel had a nice amount of muscle, not too much, just enough to give a tongue places to play. And there was a dusting of hair across his chest, enough to follow down to the thicker curls disappearing into his trousers. Jim forced his attention back to the shirt and pulled it over Lionel’s head, passing it from one hand to the other behind his neck. The motion had been instinctive, to get the shirt in position to bring it down Lionel’s left arm, but he hadn’t realized how close to Lionel it brought him, with his arms more or less around Lionel’s neck, held together by the shirt he was trying not to drop. If he leaned in just the littlest bit more, his lips would brush Lionel’s. And Lionel was not pulling away.

Jim caught the shirt and quickly brought it down over Lionel’s left side. “There we are. All done.” He folded the shirt clumsily and left it on the chair. “Does his lordship need me for anything else?”

Lionel forced a smile. “Giving me titles I don’t have now? I think I’ll be all right now.”

“Can get your own trousers then?” Jim immediately wished he hadn’t said it, although he couldn’t resist a glance to see if the closeness had affected Lionel as much as it had affected him. From the tenting of those well-fitting buckskin breeches, the answer seemed to be yes. Jim edged towards the door.  “I’ll come back in the morning and help you get all that back on. I hope your arm is better.” He didn’t wait for an answer but darted out the door and across the hall to his own room. 

Safe behind his own door, Jim let himself begin constructing the fantasy again, this time with a focus on what he knew. He could clearly imagine running his tongue along the planes of Lionel’s chest, up to the flat nipples, where he would nip and suck until they were hard. And then he would kiss his way up to Lionel’s lips, brushing his own against them just enough to tease before following the dusting of hair down to his waistband. Jim climbed into bed and put out the candle. Best to get all of this out of his system now, then maybe he wouldn’t be tempted to think of it in the carriage tomorrow.

 

When Lionel woke up, his first thought was to wonder if Jim would come back to his room. He’d been too nervous the night before to enjoy his company. When he’d seen Jim outside his door, he’d assumed Jim had come to share his bed, and he hadn’t known how to feel about that. It would have been wonderful to have someone as beautiful as Jim trying to seduce him, but he had the feeling such a gesture from Jim would have been meant as payment for the room and the carriage, and he didn’t want a transaction between them. Jim in his bed because he wanted to be there as badly as Lionel wanted him there was one thing; repaying him for a few small favors was something entirely different.

But that wasn’t why Jim had come at all. He’d realized that Lionel would need help with his shoulder and had come to offer friendly assistance. Lionel had felt guilty the entire time for ascribing a venal motive to the visit, but after Jim had left, when Jim wasn’t standing in front of him with his hands brushing against Lionel’s skin, he realized what Jim’s coming meant. Friendly concern clearly meant that Jim considered him a friend. And that pleased Lionel to no end.

He managed to get his buckskins on one handed by sitting on the edge of the bed and moving carefully, but the stockings defeated him. He was considering shoving his bare feet into his shoes when he heard a brisk knock on the door that was already familiar. He quickly unlocked it and found Jim smiling back at him. “I see you started without me.”

Lionel wasn’t sure how to answer that. He wanted to ask if Jim was disappointed, but he wasn’t sure he could manage the teasing tone necessary to hide the fact that he really did want to know if maybe Jim had wanted to see him naked. Not something he should have thought of just then. He swallowed and stepped back to allow Jim to enter. After far too long of a pause, he managed to say, “I’m afraid I have been bested by my stockings.”

“Then maybe we should gang up on them and wrest them into submission. If you’d sit on the bed, I’ll see what we can manage.”

Lionel sat obediently and tried to ignore the idea of wresting Jim into submission along with the feeling of Jim’s hands sliding up along the skin of his inner calves as Jim got the stockings in place and fixed to the garters just under the cuffs of his breeches. If only his hands would move a little higher—and that was not something he should be thinking of. 

“All done,” Jim said with a cheerfulness that sounded forced and made Lionel wonder if Jim had been able to sense the direction of his thoughts. Perhaps he was more attuned to such things, a way to let him sense who might be a lucrative client. “Let’s see about your shirt now.”

Lionel got to his feet and obediently followed Jim’s directions as his friend—at least he hoped that was the proper term— eased his shirt over his left arm then got it over his head and helped steer his right arm through the sleeve, all while barely touching his skin so all Lionel could feel was the heat from Jim’s steady hands as he manipulated the shirt over Lionel’s arm and then his chest. It meant Jim had to stand very close to him again, had to pass the shirt over his head and behind his neck to do that, had to wrap his arms around Lionel. If he’d step forward just the littlest bit, it would be an embrace. And then the shirt was in place. Jim touched the hem then let go and stepped back, leaving Lionel to tuck it in one-handed. Lionel wasn’t certain if he was relieved he wouldn’t have to pretend that action wouldn’t have affected him or disappointed to have missed the chance to feel Jim’s hands against the skin of his hips. Either way, it was clearly for the best. “Leave the waistcoat,” Lionel said. Obviously, the less he had to twist his arm to get it into clothing, the better. It had nothing to do with needing this to be over before his control snapped and he... What? What did he really think he’d do? Probably kiss Jim, Lionel realized. 

“No need to be so formal among friends, eh?” Jim picked up the jacket. “Now, how is your shoulder? It looks less swollen.”

A safe topic to discuss. “It feels much better. Barely hurts, in fact, as long as I don’t twist to the side.” He moved his right arm to demonstrate the motion he was avoiding. “But I can move it otherwise.” He lifted his left arm slowly so Jim could see. “That didn’t hurt.”

“That seems promising.” Jim shook out the jacket and brought it over. “I’ll wrap it in the sling for you anyway if you’d like. Then people will know it’s hurt and not be surprised when you can’t move it.”

“Thank you.” He should not be thinking such venal thoughts about Jim. The man was being kindness itself, and all Lionel could think about was the way his lips looked when he licked them and the way his arms felt as he eased the jacket around Lionel’s back, the touch of his fingers against Lionel’s as Jim caught his right hand and helped it find its way through the sleeve.

“There we are. A proper gentleman again. Except for the cravat.”

“I can manage it,” Lionel said quickly. He didn’t want to think how he would respond to having Jim’s face that close to his neck. It certainly would not be the way he responded to Baxter. He went to grab the cloth and realized he wouldn’t be able to keep his left arm in any kind of position to be helpful. “It’s lost all of its starch. I’ll just wind it around and be done with it.” He went to the mirror and did just that. When he turned, Jim was holding the cloth that had been used to bind up his arm.

“Very nice, for a one-armed man.”

Lionel grinned. “We did say we were being informal.”

“That we did. Now, what would you like for your sling? A mathematical? A Gordon? Mail coach?”

Lionel made his best effort at gentleman fop sits down and answered, “I’ll let you decide.”

“A square knot it is then. Now if you’d put your arm how you’d like it.”

Lionel held still as Jim got his arm tied neatly in place. “How does that feel?”

Lionel moved it around. “Very good. Thank you so much, Jim.” He tried to put all his sincerity into those words and hopefully none of the other feelings being this close to Jim was bringing out.

Jim patted Lionel’s good arm. “Think nothing of it. Shall we go to breakfast? I want to see if it lives up to that dinner last night.”

 

 


Chapter 6

***

 

LIONEL HAD NEVER BEEN HAPPIER to have an estate in a remote part of England than he was in the carriage with Jim, but at the moment, he was wishing it was in the north of Scotland, or even the Outer Hebrides—anything to give him a little more time with Jim Smith. He knew their time together was almost over when he recognized the fields outside the window, the first houses, and then the village. If it had been his own coach, perhaps he could have suggested they travel somewhere else or a long way round, but he would have had to do that a few towns back, and Jim would have figured it out, and Garrett would have thought he’d lost his senses. No, all he could do was smile at Jim and ask, “What are your plans now that we’re almost there?”

“Go to the inn, I suppose, and get my bearings.”

“You could always come to Hensley House as my guest.” But Lionel knew what the answer would be.

“No, I’d better get settled in the area on my own. Thank you, though.”

Lionel had known it was too much to hope for. “I’ll have the driver leave you at the White Hart then. It’s a nice inn. Mr. Danvers is the proprietor, and he’s friendly and makes a good lunch at least.”

“Thank you.” Jim turned to the window and started to watch the scenery pass by.

Lionel wondered what he ought to do. He wanted to enjoy these last minutes with Jim, but the fields outside were lovely, and perhaps, if Jim saw in them what he had when he had first traveled this way, he might like the area well enough to decide to settle here, near Hensley House, near enough where they might run into each other in the village or even one of the dances that were held at the inn. Of course, then he’d have to start going to the dances. If Jim moved to the area, Lionel thought perhaps he might open Hensley House’s ballroom for dances on certain occasions. Then there would be a chance of seeing him. “If you’d like, I could take you around in my carriage and show you the area.”

Jim didn’t turn away from the window. “That’s very kind, but I should get settled in.”

“Of course, I meant after you’re settled.” Then he would have an excuse to see Jim again.

“It isn’t necessary.”

“If you change your mind.” Lionel leaned back and pretended to look out of the window while watching Jim out of the corner of his eye. Perhaps Jim was enjoying the scenery outside the window. Perhaps it would be enough to get him to settle somewhere nearby. Lionel stayed quiet and let Jim look as the houses became more frequent and finally the village itself came into view.

“Is that the inn ahead?”

Lionel turned his attention to the window. “It is. Almost there.”

Jim nodded but didn’t express an opinion either way.

When the coach stopped, Lionel got out with Jim, ostensibly to give directions to Hensley House, but really to keep an eye on the driver. Lionel made sure to stay by the man as he brought down Jim’s bag, but he didn’t say a word about Jim’s past. When everything was ready for departure, Lionel turned to Jim. “It’s been a pleasure traveling with you. Do keep in mind my offer. Anyone in town can point you towards Hensley House if you’d like to visit or to have a tour of the area.” Or come to dinner or stay in the guest room.

“Thank you. You’ve been more than kind letting me travel with you.”

Lionel noticed Jim didn’t turn down the offer directly. He took that as a sign there was still hope. “It was my pleasure. Good luck with your quest.” He couldn’t come up with another excuse to stay, so he climbed into the coach. As it pulled away, he could see Jim gathering up his bag. As the inn moved out of his line of sight, Lionel reminded himself that Jim hadn’t said he wouldn’t come to Hensley Hall. There was still a chance of seeing him again.

 

Jim watched the coach drive away with Lionel inside. It had been a wonderful two days. A wonderful break in what was becoming an increasingly difficult time. He had carefully figured his money before he left London, and Sir Lionel had saved him quite a bit with his generosity, but if he wanted to be certain he had enough for his little house, he’d have to be more careful. When the coach was out of sight, he went to the back door of the inn and asked for Mr. Danvers.

Mr. Danvers was a large, friendly man. Jim read him quickly. He seemed honest—that was good—and he had a wife, Jim was sure. “Need something?”

“I’m a bit stretched on funds, and I was hoping I could have a few days’ room and board in exchange for work.”

“Sorry, I have all the help I need.”

“I’d do anything. Fetch and carry, kitchen, stables.” Mr. Danvers didn’t seem the sort to tolerate an offer to work at his former profession.

“Sorry, I’d offer you something if I had it, but I don’t. See that fellow over there minding the horses? My wife’s younger sister’s oldest. And the two waiting table, her oldest sister’s twins. She has four sisters, all married, and three brothers. I have all the help I can handle and a ready source when I need more. I can give you lunch for firewood today, but not on a regular basis.”

Jim knew the man was just being kind. “No, I have enough to pay for lunch today.”

“All right. I’ll give you a little off if you want to eat in the yard.”

Jim nodded and waited until he was brought a piece of chicken and some peas. Lionel had been right. The food was good. He hoped no one would remember he’d arrived with Lionel. He didn’t want his friend’s name associated with someone looking for work in exchange for a bed. And he didn’t want Lionel to know either. 

When Jim had finished his food, he planned his day. He would go explore the village first. He considered trying at one of the farms or private homes to see if he could find temporary work, but what if Lionel found out? He spotted a newspaper that had been left outside the pub and picked it up. If he didn’t find any sort of work, there was always the forest. He’d spent enough nights sleeping on the streets of London—how hard could it be in the forest?

 

Everything seemed a bit less colorful without Jim around. Lionel hadn’t realized how dull his life was until Jim had made it a bit more interesting. He looked around his office at Hensley House, trying to see it as Jim would. It was filled with antiques, just as Jim had guessed. Lionel wondered if Jim would like the understated elegance or be intimidated by some of the more valuable pieces. Or perhaps it would be old hat for him. Lionel had been to Madame Rosamond’s once or twice with Robert, and he remembered an elaborate interior filled with decent but gaudy reproductions of the sort of pieces he had here. Maybe Jim would see his study and prefer the glamour of the places he’d worked, or simply find the whole thing boring and move on. But Lionel hoped he’d like the study. It had always been the room he’d been most comfortable in. 

He should really have insisted Jim stay at the house. There was plenty of room, and he got all of the newspapers. It would have been easy for Jim to look at properties from here, and cheaper than the inn if that was a concern, and Lionel rather thought it was. Perhaps Jim was still at the White Hart. He could just ride down and extend the invitation. 

Lionel sighed. He couldn’t ride down yet. First, he’d have to go and tell Perkins he had returned and was ready to take up his duties. Then there would be briefings on what to look for, no doubt. And the stack of mail on his desk looked ready to topple over. His own pleasure would have to wait a little while at least.

 

For once, Jim’s luck seemed to be holding. He’d been wandering through the woods on the edge of the village, trying to tell himself there was no reason to try and find Hensley House since it was quite certain that Sir Lionel would not repeat the casual offer of a room again, and even if he did, there was no way Jim could accept, when he ran across an abandoned campsite. From the leaves piled up in the fire pit and against the lean-to, he was fairly certain it had been abandoned for some time, but he decided to be cautious and circled the area of the forest for most of the afternoon, finding an apple tree for his dinner with the rest of the chicken he’d brought from the inn. 

When it seemed certain no one else was going to be using the campsite, Jim set about cleaning up, clearing away the leaves from the fire pit and checking the lean-to for damage. It looked sturdy enough, just needed a bit of patching, which was a good thing, he told himself as he went in search of sticks. Patching meant whoever had built it had left and not bothered to repair it. It would be perfectly adequate for him. After all, he was only staying long enough to see what sort of property he could buy in the area. And they would surely all be unsuitable. They should be unsuitable, he told himself. How could he live this close to Sir Lionel and not try to renew that acquaintance? And how could he see Sir Lionel and not want to do more than talk? He’d happily fall back into his old profession if he thought Sir Lionel would be a regular or even occasional client and that was the only way he could be with him. “No one like him would actually fall in love with someone like you,” he told himself severely and forced his mind to focus on collecting wood, although how he’d start a fire without a tinderbox, he had no idea.

 

By the time Lionel had gotten to the White Hart, after meeting with Perkins and hearing about the most recent reports of trouble between a pair of farmers over a boundary line and three local lads all courting the same girl and liable to break into fights whenever in each other’s company, then had finished sorting through the post that had accumulated since he’d been in London, he’d been too late to find Jim there. All the way back to Hensley House, he tried to convince himself that he wasn’t disappointed and it was to be expected. He’d known there weren’t many properties for sale in the area. It was most likely Jim had gotten to his task quickly and had already seen and rejected all of them, or even heard the descriptions and known they weren’t for him, and then moved on to another town with more likely prospects. Mr. Danvers said the hired coach had returned so the coachman could eat and rest the horses before setting out for home, but Mr. Danvers hadn’t seen it leave. It was possible Jim had asked for a ride back in the direction they’d come, hoping to stop somewhere more to his liking. Quite logical, in fact. He had nothing to tie him to this spot. A short meeting with a stranger in a coach was hardly the sort of thing one stayed around for, even if one had found the company acceptable. Lionel sighed. No, one would only stay if they were a love-struck fool. 

He realized Harrison had left the soup in front of him, and picked up his spoon. If only he’d been better prepared when he’d returned. Obviously, the meeting with Perkins to tell him he’d arrived couldn’t have been done in advance; not much point to it before he’d arrived. And the post that had accumulated while he was away, he didn’t suppose there was much he could have done to prepare for that. But surely there would have been some way to hurry those tasks along, some way to prepare so that he would have been done in time to try to run into Jim casually. And certainly he should have offered again to let the man stay with him. Hensley House had plenty of room. 

Lionel realized the spoon was halfway to his mouth and tried to concentrate on his meal. If Jim wasn’t in the area, how would he find him? He had no idea where he’d worked in London, and Madame Rosamond’s was the only brothel Lionel knew. He didn’t even have a last name, not a real one, anyway. Lionel wondered if Jim knew what it was or if that was something that had been lost when the family scattered. Not that he would ever ask. Not that he would ever have the chance. 

“Were you finished with that, sir?”

Lionel looked down at his barely touched soup. “No, no just thinking about something. On the trip... I...”

“Your arm? Perhaps I should send for the doctor.”

It was as good an excuse as any. “I don’t think it’s that bad, just a bit sore, and that makes me a bit slow.”

“I am sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to rush you.”

He would have to stop thinking about random men he met on his journeys and concentrate on what was in front of him. “You didn’t. I’m a bit tired, that’s all.” He started to eat the now cold soup steadily if not enthusiastically, but he wasn’t certain if Harrison was satisfied or not.

 

Jim eventually did figure out how to light a fire without a tinderbox, but that was more of an accident than any skill on his part. He also managed to find a stream with good water and more apple trees, which provided something to eat. He could return to the inn for a meal if he needed to, but he wondered if perhaps he could rig up some sort of snare and catch something instead. It was worth a try, he thought. He knew about knots; he’d been restrained by them often enough and had had to get himself out of a few situations before he’d gone to Madame Rosamond’s when the client had left him tied up and unpaid. The concept should be familiar to him, at least. He lay back under the lean-to and found the bed of leaves was no worse than other beds he’d had, only he had no worries about having to share it.

That had been the last thing he should have thought of. At that moment, he would have liked nothing better than to be sharing his bed with kind, handsome Sir Lionel. Doing whatever Sir Lionel wanted. He prided himself on giving men what they wanted, or had in his old life. So what would Sir Lionel want? He tried to imagine the man coming to him at Madame Rosamond’s. Which of the rooms would he have chosen? 

For some reason, imagining what Lionel would want was harder than it ought to be. Perhaps because he shouldn’t be thinking of him, Jim reasoned. He rolled over and picked up the newspaper to distract himself, moving around until he could read it by the light of the fire. He turned to the page listing properties in the area and froze. There was an article about a house in the area, Beckwood Hall, recently sold to Lord Dixon, late of London. He should have known. He’d heard the name of the village from Murdoc. He should have known there was a reason. He couldn’t stay in Lincoln-on-Marsh. He’d have to leave.

Jim forced himself to calm down and read the article. The sale was recent, and it seemed the house was undergoing renovations. So Dixon wouldn’t be here breathing down his neck in the morning. He could sit down and plan logically and calmly where to go next. The slim chance that he might see Lionel in passing was not a consideration at all. Jim told himself that several times in an effort to convince himself it was true then turned to the most boring article he could find, one on horse trading, to read until he fell asleep.

 

Lionel tossed in his bed. All he could think about was Jim saying he was good at giving men what they wanted. Lionel wasn’t sure what he wanted, but he knew it involved Jim. Those pink lips pressing against his, working their way down, closing around his cock perhaps. Sucking, licking. He slid his hand under is nightshirt and stroked himself, trying to imagine it was Jim.

No, that wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted Jim spread out before him. That was it. Every plane of that slim body stretched out in front of him. He wished he knew what Jim looked like under his clothes. They’d been ill fitting, tight in the chest and loose in the hips, but not enough to give him an idea. He imagined the hard chest, not too hard, just enough muscle to be interesting as the sweat beaded and slid along the planes. He imagined leaning over and licking at the small nipples as they grew hard under his tongue. Then he’d follow the light dusting of hair along his taut belly until he reached his cock, hard and ready for him. He tried to imagine what Jim would sound like as he felt Lionel run his tongue along the length, but his imagination couldn’t produce anything that seemed right. It was enough to pull him out of the fantasy and leave him lying on the bed, frustrated.

 

--*--

 

Jim woke up feeling stiff from sleeping on the ground, but on the whole, well rested. He ate a couple of apples and considered his plans for the day. He needed to find a more recent newspaper to start, one that would list houses for sale in the area. Mr. Danvers at the White Hart had been kind, even though he hadn’t had any work for him. Perhaps he would have a suggestion on how to obtain a newspaper. He might even have one a patron had left behind that he would allow Jim to borrow, or perhaps he subscribed to a few for his patrons to read like some of the coffee houses in London. Or he might have an idea of somewhere else for Jim to begin his search, or even know of a likely place to start. Jim knew he’d have his best chance at help from the innkeeper if he didn’t ask for it while the inn was busy with guests, which meant not at breakfast. So he would wander towards the town and have a look around before he approached the inn. Maybe there’d be a bit of breakfast left over that Mr. Danvers would give him for a good price.

As Jim puttered around his campsite, doing nothing of any real use, he found himself wondering what Sir Lionel was doing far too often. And when he wasn’t wondering that, he was trying to catch a glimpse of Hensley House, although he had no idea how far away it was. Perhaps he could find a cottage in the area and then there would be the chance that he would see Sir Lionel about in the village. But that would be a foolish idea. It would be too difficult to know he was that close and yet unreachable. Jim tugged on the sticks of the lean-to, but they seemed to be holding up well. He really ought to be worrying about this place of Lord Dixon’s. Jim had never been anyplace in Northumberland, he was certain, so it must be a very new acquisition. It would be more sensible to spend his energy figuring out where it was so he could avoid it than looking for Sir Lionel.

 

The breakfast room at Hensley House was just as it had always been, but Lionel had never noticed what a lovely view of the gardens it had, or would have had if the gardens consisted of something other than weeds. How had he let it go so long? Of course, when he’d bought the place, it had been because he thought it had potential beneath the neglect, and with so many other things to fix, the gardens had fallen to the side. Still, what would Jim make of that? Lionel went to the sideboard and began to fill his plate. Jim would probably laugh and tease him then give him proper advice on how to fix things. 

That was what he should have said. If he’d asked Jim’s advice on the gardens, then maybe Jim would have agreed to come and stay to get a proper idea of the scope of the problem before he offered any advice.

Lionel brought his filled plate to the table and began to eat. Jim had enjoyed the ham in the meat pies; he would surely like Mrs. O’Brien’s with its glazing. Lionel took another bite. As the owner of a tea company, he always took tea with breakfast; did Jim, or would he prefer something else? Ale perhaps. He ought to see what sort of cellars this place had. 

What would they talk about, he wondered. Jim was looking for property. Perhaps he’d ask about some in the area. And Lionel would give him his best advice, not merely tell him whatever was closest to Hensley House was clearly the best. He started on the toast. Were there places in the area for Jim? He didn’t know of any, but that didn’t mean they didn’t exist.

Lionel heard Harrison come into the room. “Harrison, are there any properties for sale in the area?”

“Beckwood Hall was, sir, but that was purchased by Lord Dixon not too long ago.”

“Dixon?” Lionel had only met him once or twice, but Robert knew him well and didn’t like him at all, although he said the connection was “convenient,” whatever that meant. Lionel assumed it had something to do with Robert’s more unusual tastes in gentleman companions, although from what he’d gleaned, Lord Dixon’s were of another sort entirely. “I suppose one does get interesting neighbors in the country. I don’t think I’ll pay a call, though.”

“I think that’s wise.” Was it his imagination, or was Harrison actually smiling a little?

“I was thinking of smaller properties, though.”

“Smaller, sir?”

“Someone I know was looking, but it would be for something significantly smaller than Beckwood Hall.”

“I’ll have the staff keep an ear to the ground, sir.”

“Thank you.” Lionel picked up his fork, but Harrison didn’t move. “Was there something else?”

“There is a person to see you, a tenant named Curlew. He’s looking for the magistrate. There seems to have been a poacher seen in the area.”

“Then I’d best see him at once. Where is he?”

“The smaller study, sir.”

Lionel put down his fork. “Then I won’t keep him waiting.”

“Shall I have your breakfast kept warm?”

Lionel had the feeling that this meeting would take longer than he liked. At least the staff would have what was still in the chaffing dishes for their breakfast. “No, you might as well bring this downstairs for someone to enjoy. But leave the tea.”

“Very good, sir.”

 

 


Chapter 7

***

 

LIONEL GROANED. TRAIPSING THROUGH the woods in the rain was not how he had planned to spend his first day back from London. He’d spent far too much of the night thinking about Jim and not nearly enough time sleeping. But Curlew had reported a poacher near the stream, and that really did need to be looked into, even if the last thing he wanted to do was go out in the rain and check. He’d agreed to be magistrate while Perkins was away, and that was the job. Robert and Jim would probably both be saying it served him right.

Lionel found the spot where the poacher had been reported then followed the river. It made sense that a poacher would go farther away from the manor house, into the denser trees, where there was more game and less chance of being caught.  There were deer trails deeper in, but along the river, he could still walk normally. Hopefully, he’d see some sign of something without too much trouble.

So what would Jim do if he were here? He’d said he wanted a house with a garden. Maybe he was good at the outdoors. Then he’d probably be seeing all the little signs Lionel was sure he was missing, although with the steady rain that was coming down, maybe they’d all been washed away, and it wasn’t his lack of knowledge that was causing him to find nothing. He kept walking, keeping his eyes on the brush on the sides of the path and part of his mind trying to figure out what Jim would do. It was his reward for having to tromp through the woods in the rain with his bad shoulder—granted, it was a light sprinkle, but still—instead of taking care of all the things that needed his attention at the house. Really, he should have been thinking about the morning post or the letter he’d received the day before asking about which shipping company he preferred for the journey to China. Thinking about Jim was an indulgence, but one he was allowing himself so long as he didn’t forget what he was meant to be doing. Poacher. He was looking for a poacher.

Lionel spotted something in the trees just off of the path he had been following. It could have been a campsite. He found a smaller path through the underbrush that seemed to head towards it. So there hadn’t been much of an attempt to hide the site. That didn’t sound like a poacher, unless they were very confident in their ability to lie, or they thought they didn’t have to worry with the magistrate away. Lionel picked his way through the branches and went to examine the site.

There had been a fire, but it had been put out and the ashes covered. It looked like whoever had been warming themself there was planning on coming back and wanted to use the same area for another fire. It made sense; the fire had been built in a spot that was somewhat sheltered from the rain by a rock, and the ring of small stones that had been placed around had been done carefully. The poacher had made a bit of a lean-to with some branches nearby. It looked more like a semi-permanent campsite than a poacher’s quick stopping place.

Lionel went to examine the lean-to, but the traveler hadn’t left anything personal inside. Probably wise, but it would have given him a clue. Perhaps it was a soldier on his way home. One who couldn’t afford the inn. That seemed to fit the facts better than a poacher. But if that was the case, really there was no excuse for it. There was plenty of room at Hensley House. The man could easily stay there until he wanted to be on his way. Lionel fumbled through his pockets but couldn’t find any paper. Probably just as well; he wouldn’t want to embarrass the man if he couldn’t read, and he’d hate to have to rescind the invitation if the man proved to be a criminal or someone inclined to mooch off of his generosity indefinitely. There was nothing pressing to be done back at the house—the post wasn’t going anywhere, and he could think about shipping companies here as well as there—and the rain wasn’t terrible right now. He could afford to wait a little while and take the measure of the man. And if the man didn’t come back before the rain got worse, he’d go home and dry off and come closer to sunset. The fellow would probably come back then to prepare food and sleep. He could extend the invitation of a room and dinner then.

The lean-to proved to be drier than he’d expected. And whoever was hiding out there was literate. There was a newspaper in the corner, on a rock to keep it dry. Lionel glanced down at it and noticed it was open to a section on land for sale. That made him think of Jim, although everything seemed to be doing that lately. Had Jim found his little place in the country yet? Surely by now he’d determined there was nowhere nearby for him and had moved on. Knowing that was the only thing keeping Lionel from going to the White Hart and loitering in the taproom, watching the customers. Although it wasn’t a bad idea. He could go around suppertime, when the guests would be likely to be there, and see if anyone had heard anything about the poacher. 

So where would Jim have gone? West to Cumbria? Or farther south, back towards London? Or perhaps up into Scotland? Lionel leaned back against the rock and resolved to think about shipping companies, although his thoughts kept drifting towards Jim, trying to imagine what sort of place he would end up choosing for his country cottage with a garden.

 

Jim picked his way along the path back to his campsite. Mr. Danvers had not had any newspapers but had said he kept any left by guests, and Jim was welcome to read any he did find. There was no mention that purchase of a meal would be required, but Jim thought he probably ought to if a newspaper was found. He considered it a minor success. However, he hadn’t done as well as he’d hoped with the snares he’d tried placing on his way to town. In fact, he had gotten absolutely nothing if you didn’t count four leaves and a fair bit of skin from his own leg, but then he’d never lived in the country for any length of time, unless you counted a few weeks at farming villages on the outskirts of London, so he hadn’t expected it to be his strong suit. And while he’d managed to light a fire with a spark from some rocks that morning, he had the feeling that had been luck more than anything, and he probably shouldn’t rely on being able to do it again for cooking. He had managed to find some blackberries, and there were the apple trees that weren’t technically in the farmer’s orchard. Fishing was always a possibility, but only if he could figure out how to light a fire again, and while the rain had let up, there was no guarantee it would stay that way long enough for him to keep a proper fire going. And then he’d need a way to catch the fish. He’d heard it spoken of among Madame Rosamond’s clients, but he had never actually fished himself. 

He was concentrating so hard on how to go about constructing a fishing rod that he didn’t realize his camp had been invaded until he was almost upon it. But he did notice in time to duck behind a tree and look for the interloper. He’d gotten his camp set up nicely, just how he wanted it. He didn’t like the thought of giving it up to some vagrant. But he liked the thought of fighting for it even less. He crept close enough to see who was there.

The man was sitting in the lean-to and had his back to Jim. It almost looked like Lionel, but what would he be doing there? Just because Jim had imagined him there all night, sitting in the lean-to, talking with him. Kissing him. And then...

Jim was so caught up in his fantasy, he almost didn’t believe his eyes when the figure turned, and he could see the face in profile. Lionel’s face. It was Lionel. For an instant, he considered turning and running back into the woods, away from Lionel. Then he wouldn’t have to talk to him. Wouldn’t have to say good-bye again. But that was foolish. Lionel was there, waiting for him. It was too good of a chance to walk away from, no matter the reason. Jim crept back far enough so that it wouldn’t be obvious that he had been spying then approached at a more normal pace. When he was within hearing distance, he tried to sound casual as he said, “Sir Lionel? Is that you?”

“Jim? This is your camp? And I thought I said you were to call me Lionel.”

Jim shuffled his feet. So Lionel hadn’t been tramping through the forest, hoping to find him. Well, that had been too much to hope for anyways. “For the moment.”

Lionel relaxed against the tree. “Then I can tell Farmer Curlew there’s no poacher, only a traveler stopping by. Yes, I am ignoring those snares in your hand.”

Jim gave Lionel a sheepish grin. “Does it count if I didn’t catch anything?” He held the snares out for inspection.

Lionel laughed. “I suppose not, although those are the most unique snares I’ve ever seen.”

“Maybe that’s why they didn’t work.” Jim shoved the snares into his pocket. “It is my first time.”

“Making them yourself?”

“Seeing them.” Jim laughed a little. So maybe snares weren’t quite the same sort of knots he was used to, but he didn’t want to share that joke with Lionel.

“I thought all lads in the country learned how to make them. It certainly seemed that way when I was young.”

“This is my first time being out in the country.” That wasn’t truly a lie. He wasn’t about to tell Lionel about the time he spent at Lord Dixon’s country house near London. Besides, that didn’t really count as living in the country, not when he’d never left the grounds while he’d been there.

“I thought you were planning on growing plants and selling them.”

“Oh, I can grow things.”

“But if you’ve never been to the country...”

“You can grow things in town. At least, I could. I used to have pots of things on my windowsill, and Madame Rosamond—she was someone I worked for—even let me grow some things in the little bit of lawn she had behind the house, although most of that went to the cook for meals for the guests.” Why on earth had he mentioned Madame Rosamond? But then Lionel knew about his past. Maybe it wasn’t a disaster.  He hurried to distract him nonetheless. “I figure if I can grow things in the middle of London, the middle of Northumberland should be easy.”

“I suppose it would be.” Lionel glanced at the newspaper. “How is your search for a country cottage coming along?”

Jim saw the paper was opened to the article that mentioned Dixon. He had to get Lionel’s attention away from that before he said anything about it. “Nothing too interesting so far. I did read a long, detailed article on a horse market. Do I need to know about horse markets to live in the country?”

Apparently, the distraction worked. At least Lionel stopped looking at the paper. “I shouldn’t think so. Only enough to buy yourself a horse if you needed to. I’m afraid I’ve never been to one myself. The boys from the stable are always too excited by the prospect, and I don’t want to spoil their fun. But you said you read the article, so that means you can read?”

Jim was prepared to take offense, but Lionel sounded thrilled by the knowledge, which took some of the sting out of it. “One of the proprietresses, Madame Rosamond again, actually, offered lessons to anyone who wanted them. She thought it made us seem more refined, and some of the clients liked us to read to them from scandalous books.”

“I get all the papers at Hensley House. If you’d like to come by and look through them, you’re welcome anytime. In fact, you could stay at Hensley House and read them as soon as they come. There’s plenty of room.”

Jim wanted to accept, but he could see the article on Dixon lying on the rock beside Lionel. Lionel would never understand. And he didn’t want Lionel to find out. “I’m fine here.”

“But it looks like rain again.” Was it his imagination, or did Lionel seem disappointed?

“I’ll be fine.” He’d leave in the morning. There was no way he could stay with Lionel so close and not go looking for Hensley House.

“If you’re certain.” Lionel rubbed at the back of his neck then stood and started for the path. “Hensley House is about an hour’s walk in that direction if you change your mind. I’ll let the staff know there’s a chance you’ll be coming, so you won’t have to worry about being admitted. If you should decide to come. You’d be welcome.” Lionel turned and almost ran from the campsite. 

Jim dropped his stolen apples near the newspaper and sat under the lean-to. If only he could accept Lionel’s offer. He sat back against the tree and started on one of the apples.

 

Lionel walked briskly towards Hensley House and away from Jim. He’d already all but begged him to stay twice, and Jim hadn’t wanted to. Doing it a third time would do nothing but make him look a complete fool, and he certainly didn’t want to do that, not in front of Jim. But then perhaps he already had. He had almost run from Jim just now. Lionel forced himself to slow down. If anyone else saw him running through the woods, who knew what they’d think. He finished the walk to Hensley House at a more sedate pace, at least until it began to rain again. Certainly, no one would think it odd for him to be running home in what was threatening to be another downpour.

Lionel managed to arrive back at Hensley House just as the worst of the rain was starting. When he arrived, Harrison was waiting at the door for him, ready to take his wet things. “Was your mission successful, sir?”

“Yes, thank you, Harrison.”

“I had Bessie warm a dressing gown for you in the study, and there’s hot tea.”

“Thank you.” Jim would still be out there, though, in the cold rain. But he had clearly said he didn’t want to come. Lionel started for the study. There was plenty of work to be done; it would get his mind off of Jim —at least, he hoped it would.

“Would you like to send word to Mr. Curlew?”

“What? Oh, the poacher. It wasn’t a poacher, merely a traveler looking around.” He spotted the newspapers stacked on the table, some local, some sent from London. “Someone I met in London, actually. I told him he was welcome to call here if the weather proved too bad for him. Jim Smith, if he should happen to call.”

“If Mr. Smith calls, I’ll tell the staff to be prepared.”

“And send him to me immediately if he does. I’ll write something for Perkins in case Curlew left word with his house before coming here. When the weather clears, someone can go and tell Curlew that his report was investigated. And I suppose they should bring him something for doing his duty.”

“I’ll see to it, sir.” Harrison bowed and left.

Lionel put on the warmed robe and brought a cup of tea to the desk to begin tackling the problem of how to write a report that made it clear Jim was not a poacher without spending the entire time daydreaming about him.

 

Jim was quite proud of himself. He’d spent the entire afternoon sitting in the rain with no company but his thoughts and an increasingly worn and out-of-date newspaper, and he hadn’t once tried following the path Lionel had taken, even though he’d been invited to Hensley House again. Not that he hadn’t been tempted, but he’d left the newspaper open to the article on Lord Dixon, and that reminded him of the difference between them. He knew he should have left the area already, made for whatever village he could find that was not Lincoln-on-Marsh, but he told himself it would be foolish to set out if it was going to start raining. No, far better to stay in the small shelter he’d found and leave when the weather cleared. He even managed to pretend that it was true when the rain started falling in earnest and he curled up in the driest corner of the shelter to reread the one newspaper he had.

He didn’t mean to think of Lionel, but as the rain pounded the lean-to, Jim began to feel drowsy, and it was very hard not to simply lie back and think of what would happen if he took Lionel up on his offer.

That was, until the rain beating against the lean-to found every loose space between the branches and started to drip on him. Jim ripped up the newspaper and stuffed it into the holes. He didn’t need to see Lord Dixon’s name to remember what he was and why he could never do more than dream of Lionel. But there was nothing wrong with a nice dream. One where he was in Lionel’s bedroom, which he imagined as something like the rooms at Madame Rosamond’s but more subdued and softer—softer bed, softer sheets, softer light. And in the dream, he’d never been to Lord Dixon’s, so there was nothing to hide from Lionel. No reason not to stay as his concubine, a position that was far nicer than Lord Dixon’s version. And he would take such good care of Lionel. Listening to all the troubles he had because of his brother and his businesses and the magistrate, rubbing those shoulders that thought they needed to hold up the world, or at least his corner of it, until the tension left them. Removing the cravat that was always slightly askew, kissing his way along the side of Lionel’s neck as he loosened the fastenings of his shirt, then following the edge of the fabric with his tongue along Lionel’s chest until he reached the end of the gap, then pulling the shirt over Lionel’s head and revealing the whole of his chest.

Jim was snapped out of his reverie by a crash of thunder. Thunder meant lightning, and even though he had never been out in the country before, he knew the woods were no place to be in a storm like the one he heard approaching. Between trees felled by the wind, frightened animals, lighting strikes, and rain-swollen streams, it was only sensible to seek sturdier shelter. And the only shelter he knew where he could be certain of his welcome was Hensley House. It was a practical matter, not one motivated by anything else. Or so he told himself as he grabbed up his bag and started for the path Lionel had taken. Jim hoped if he repeated that enough times, he’d come to believe it.

 

 


Chapter 8

***

 

HENSLEY HOUSE WAS MORE OR LESS what Jim had expected: large, old, and a bit intimidating. He walked around the house until he found what he thought was the kitchen door and knocked on it. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if no one heard him. Keep knocking, he supposed, although running back to the village was starting to seem like a good option. Mr. Danvers was the sort of person who would give him space on the kitchen floor on a night like this.

On the second knock, the kitchen door was opened by a tall man in a dark suit. The butler. Jim swallowed.

“May I help you, sir?” It was said with just enough disdain to put Jim in his place.

Jim was very tempted to say no, but as he was forming an apology for disturbing them, there was a crash of thunder. “Sir Lionel said I could come. Jim Smith?”

The butler immediately stepped aside. “Come in, come in. He said you might call, but we were expecting you to use the front door. Bessie, get him something to dry off with.”

“I...” Jim realized saying his sort didn’t use the front door would cause Lionel embarrassment. “I didn’t want to track mud all over the floor.”

“Very considerate of you.” The maid he assumed was Bessie handed him a towel. “I’m the one would have to clean it up.”

The butler glared at her, but Jim grinned. Bessie was someone he understood. “Happy to help. I’ll leave my shoes by the door?”

“If you wish,” the butler said. “I’ll announce you to Sir Lionel. Peters will see to your carriage.”

“I didn’t come by carriage.”

“In this rain?” the butler said before remembering himself.

“I was just in the woods by the stream.”

Now the butler was interested. “You didn’t see a spotted nutcracker, did you?” 

Jim assumed that was a bird. “I’m afraid not, just a couple of robins and a lark.”

“I see. Danvers at the White Hart swore he saw a spotted nutcracker last week, but I told him it was impossible this far west. Still, I had hoped.”

“I’m not very good at birds,” Jim said as he toed off his shoes. “I live in the city. I know more about plants.”

The butler nodded. “Yes, yes, I used work at Sir Lionel’s townhouse, and it was very difficult to pursue bird-watching there. I was pleased when he bought this place. So much more convenient. But plants in the city would seem hard too. But I’m forgetting myself. I’ll announce you to Sir Lionel.”

Jim followed the butler to the stairs. He wished he could say the kitchen was fine for him and just stay there, but that would make them wonder why Lionel had invited him at all. The silent, rigid back in front of him made him nervous again. Speaking about birds had seemed to warm the butler up, so Jim started talking. “Plants were tricky, but there’s always the parks.”

That seemed to work. At least the butler managed to joke, “Yes, and I suppose they stay still and don’t go flying off to the country the first chance they get. Still tricky, I would think. Were you able to cultivate anything while you were there?”

“I had a little garden out back...” Jim stopped himself before he could say out back of where. “Out back of the place I was living. It did reasonably well.”

“That sounds very nice. And your landlord was accommodating?” The butler stopped quickly. “I’m sorry. I assumed you were living in a flat, although of course, you must have a place in town.”

Living in a flat would have been an enormous improvement over the reality. “I’m not one of Sir Lionel’s high-class friends. We just met in passing. It was really just manners that had him invite me over if it rained. I wasn’t going to come until the lightning started. I don’t have a big house or anything. My landlady was very accommodating on the garden. She fed some of the others with the surplus.”

“I’m sure it was more than simple politeness, Mr. Smith. He seemed quite hopeful that you would accept the invitation. Here we are, the study. I’ll just let him know you’re here.”

Jim stayed behind the butler as he opened the door and stepped into the room. He could see it was dark paneled, with a fire that looked wonderfully warm, and large armchairs. The real version of what the tawdry rooms at Madame Rosamond’s were trying to be. 

“Mr. Smith has arrived, sir.”

Lionel sprang out of one of the armchairs and came towards him. “Jim, I’m so glad you came. Harrison, would you have Mrs. O’Brien make up a tray for him and bring it up here, and bring me a bit more of that ham.”

“Yes, sir.” The butler bowed and left Jim standing in the doorway.

Jim shuffled his feet and tried to think what he could say to Lionel. Coming had been a bad idea, he was sure of that now. He’d really just wanted to be near Lionel, and that was a mistake. He should have gone to the inn.

And then Lionel smiled at him. “Did you have any trouble finding us here?”

“No, it was right where you said it would be.”

“Well, it doesn’t move that much.”

Jim grinned a little. Lionel grabbed him by the arm and pulled him towards the second armchair. “You must be freezing. Would you like a blanket?”

“I’m fine. I’ll just stay close to the fire.” Jim tried to figure out how to sit in the chair without ruining the leather with his wet, slept-in clothes.

 

Lionel sat in his armchair, but he kept watching as Jim sat on the edge of the other chair and wondered how to make him feel comfortable. He didn’t think Harrison would have done anything to intimidate him intentionally, but how could he know for certain what would make Jim nervous? Clearly, he’d never been someplace like Hensley House before. At the same time, he didn’t want to offend Jim. He settled for, “What did you think of Harrison? He can be a bit formal at times, but he’s been with me for years.”

Lionel could tell Jim was considering his answer carefully. “He seemed to think I was out bird-watching.”

A fairly neutral answer. “I suppose he would jump to that conclusion. I told them I had run into you exploring along the river and that you might come here if the rain proved too much. He enjoys bird-watching, you see.”

“You know your servants’ interests?”

Jim seemed impressed by that, so Lionel felt bad having to tell him, “Only Harrison’s, I’m afraid. He was the butler at my townhouse when I bought this place, and I asked him to look for someone to manage here. That’s when he asked for the position and explained why.”

“It was nice of you to accommodate him.”

Lionel was going to answer, when the door opened and Harrison came in with the tray he’d requested. Clearly, Harrison had understood what Lionel had meant, as he’d brought a selection of everything that had been served at dinner and a bit of meat pie that had probably been part of the servants’ dinner as well. “Did you wish me to prepare a room, sir?”

Lionel answered before Jim could protest. “I think so, yes. Is one easier than the others?”

“The green suite was turned out just this morning, sir.”

Jim gave a funny look at the name, but Lionel ignored it. The suite was large and comfortable and near his own, all of which would have made it his first choice even if it hadn’t been easy for the staff to prepare. “Then prepare that for him.”

“Very good.” Harrison bowed and left.

Lionel turned his attention back to Jim. Joking had seemed to calm him before. “You don’t like green? That would seem to be a bit of a handicap for someone interested in plants.”

Jim laughed, although it was a bit strained. Not really noticeable except to someone who’d spent two days in a travel carriage, listening to his laughter. “It would limit my choices, wouldn’t it?”

Lionel continued to stare at him, though, waiting for the real answer. He’d always been good at keeping silent. Jim held out longer than most, but eventually, he succumbed. “The last night I worked in a brothel, it was the green suite that I was assigned to, that’s all.”

“Would you like me to call Harrison back and have him change it?”

“No, no, I really shouldn’t stay to begin with.”

Now that he’d gotten Jim here, he wasn’t about to let him get away. “If it bothers you enough to make you leave, I’ll summon him back now.” He started for the bell pull to emphasize the point.

“No, don’t. I really shouldn’t...” He was cut off by another crash of thunder sounding closer than the others.

“You don’t want to be in the woods on a night like this. A tree could blow down, or animals could be frightened.”

Jim sighed. “Servants’ quarters would do.”

“They’re all full. I have a full staff here. And they’re setting up the green suite now.” Lionel went back to his chair and picked up a plate on the way. “Go ahead, eat up. I have some newspapers that were sent down from London and the locals from most of the nearby towns. If you’d like, you can look at the properties sections after you’ve had something to eat.” He nudged the tray of food towards Jim. Mrs. O’Brien was an excellent cook. He knew the smell of the food would be tempting.

Jim gave in at last and pulled his chair over. Lionel filled his plate with some of the ham he’d asked for and poked at it with his fork. He had eaten well at dinner, but he had known Jim wouldn’t eat if he didn’t have something himself. Even now, Jim hesitated before choosing the slice of meat pie and a bit of the peas. He glanced in Lionel’s direction then put the serving fork down and settled back in his chair, or as far back as he was letting himself. 

Clearly, Jim needed a bit of privacy. Lionel put down his plate and went to the bookshelves, hoping he looked like there was something he needed there, with his back to Jim. As he moved to another shelf, he glanced back. The quick look told him it was working; Jim had taken seconds, and most of the pie was gone already. Lionel kept his head towards the shelves.

Lionel stared at the books, but his mind wasn’t on them. The problem was, he didn’t have any property with a life interest that he could sell to Jim, and nothing that he could convert into one. There was always the option of buying another piece of land somewhere, one that would have a suitable place to sell him, but that would be too obvious. Jim would know immediately that that was what he was doing. 

Maybe one of his friends, someone who lived nearby. Or maybe he could convince someone else to buy a piece of property with a suitable life interest on his behalf. Sir Robert Farnsdale, maybe. They were old friends, even bed partners for a brief period, so he could tell him the true reason he needed it without fear of it getting around to anyone else in their set. Although it did feel a bit desperate to do that. And if Jim found out, he’d be furious. Or maybe not. Maybe he would understand that Lionel just wanted to keep him close.

Then Lionel realized the silence had stretched longer than he’d intended, and he started to babble to fill the space. “There was a book I was looking for...” Marvelous, he thought, this will be a fascinating conversation. He read the titles in front of him, hoping for inspiration.

“I didn’t mean to disturb you.” Lionel heard Jim put the plate down.

The third shelf down, he spotted Gardens of the Manor House. He pulled it off the shelf. “No, it was for you, actually. This. I thought you might find it interesting.” He brought it to the table.

Jim picked the book up. “In case I buy a manor house?” But he was smiling when he said it, and he did open the book. “I see, plants that do well in certain areas of the country.”

Lionel relaxed and picked up his plate. He had a vague memory of buying the book at a bookseller’s recommendation when he’d been thinking of redoing the gardens but had never actually read it or opened it outside of the bookshop, but apparently there had been something of use in it. Of course, Ted Hodgson could always be counted on when it came to books. “I thought, as you were looking into having a garden of your own, it might be of interest.” He took a forkful of ham, hoping to encourage Jim to start eating again.

Jim looked up and grinned. “It is. Thank you. For taking me seriously about the house, I mean.” His gaze landed on Lionel’s plate, and he picked up his own again.

Lionel wanted to answer but wasn’t sure what to say. By the time he’d finished the bite of ham, the time to say something meaningful had passed, but Jim seemed to be enjoying the food, so it hadn’t been a waste.

 

The book seemed to break the tension. At least Jim seemed willing to eat while Lionel told him about the villages in the area—which also gave him an excuse to eat far less than Jim, as he was talking so much more. When Jim put his plate down and didn’t seem inclined to take anything else from the tray, Lionel offered to show him to the green suite. “Bring the book, if you like.”

Jim picked it up. “You think the gardens will help me sleep?”

“It would work for me.”

Jim grinned again. “Then perhaps I’ll try it.”

Lionel chuckled. “You think you’ll have trouble sleeping then?” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he wished he hadn’t said them. With Jim sleeping in the room across the hall from him, he had no doubt that he himself would have trouble sleeping. To cover his embarrassment, he began giving a tour of the house as he walked. “The breakfast room is just down that hall. You can go there whenever you wake. The library is over there if you want something else to read.” He kept at it until finally, “That’s the green suite. And I’m just across the hall here. Sleep well.” He opened the door for Jim and held it until Jim grinned, then he let go of the knob quickly, hoping Jim hadn’t thought him an idiot for acting as if he were incapable of opening a door himself.

Jim glanced into the room and stopped. “You’re certain you wouldn’t rather I stay somewhere else?”

“You could choose any room on this floor if you’d rather. I can ring for Harrison to come back.”  

“This floor?”

“That’s right. You’re my guest, so you stay in a guest room. Would you rather have another one?”

“This is fine. This is much more than fine. If you’re certain?” He looked at Lionel. When he saw Lionel smile and nod, Jim shrugged and said, “Pleasant dreams then.”

Lionel watched Jim close the door then realized there was no reason for him to be standing out in the hallway and went into his own room. Baxter was waiting for him like the good valet he was, with his nightshirt spread out on the bed and hot water waiting on the stand. “Good evening, Baxter.”

“Good evening, sir.” Baxter bowed but not in time to hide his yawn.

Lionel pulled out his pocket watch. “I’m sorry to be so late.” But it wasn’t so very late, no later than he normally retired. 

“You’re not, sir. I am sorry.”

“Didn’t you sleep well?”

“Everything was...I mean... I didn’t mean to complain...”

Poor Baxter, Lionel thought.  Unlike Harrison, he had not been pleased when Lionel had decided he wanted a house in the country. “Is there something wrong with your room?”

“No sir. Very comfortable. The view of the woods is—invigorating.”

Lionel caught on. “And all the little creatures are driving you mad?”

“Keeping me awake, sir. But nothing that isn’t to be expected in the country.”

“Which is why you hate the country.”

Baxter opened his mouth to protest, but Lionel cut him off.

“Go to bed. I’m perfectly capable of undressing myself. I believe the room next to Harrison’s is empty. Mrs. Barton would know. If it is, you can start sleeping there. It faces the drive. Nothing but clattering carriages.”

Baxter hesitated, and Lionel could see his desire to be a proper valet warring with his desire to be as far from the forest creatures as possible. Both lost to another jaw-stretching yawn. “If you’re certain you don’t need me, sir.”

“I am. At least tonight.” Didn’t want him tonight, if he were honest. “When I have to get all of this back on in the morning might be another matter.”

“Then thank you, sir.”

Lionel waited until Baxter had left the room, then threw his dressing gown over the chair and began to fuss with the knot of his cravat. Baxter’s inability to sleep in the country couldn’t have come at a better time for him. Baxter would never comment on such matters, but an evening sitting next to Jim, talking to Jim—well, it would be obvious to Baxter as soon as he began undressing his lower half that he found someone in the house desirable. He loosened his breeches then went back to the knot on his cravat. Without Baxter around, he was free to think about Jim just across the hall. About the possibility that he would cross that hall and knock on the door. That he might want—

And that was ridiculous. Jim had left that life behind. Lionel told himself he should not be thinking of his houseguest in that way, not Jim, who really needed a friend, certainly not a client, not that he wanted to be a client. But a friend. That would be nice. 

Lionel was so certain that that was all there would be between them that he almost didn’t believe it when he heard a soft tapping on his door. Perhaps Baxter had forgotten something, or Jim needed something and didn’t know who to ask for it. He looked around for the discarded dressing gown, but before he could find it, he heard the soft creak of the floorboards. If it was Jim, he was leaving. Lionel hurried to the door and stood partially behind it as he opened it, hoping to hide how aroused he was from Jim. 

It was Jim, but he had only gone a step or two away. He turned when he heard the door open. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

Lionel peered around the edge of the door, unsure of what to say. “You didn’t. I’m not even finished undressing.” That hadn’t been the right thing to say, he was certain. He tried again. “Did you need something?”

Jim stepped back. “Never mind. I thought...” He turned and started across the hall.

Lionel forgot about hiding behind the door and stepped out into the hallway. “Wait, Jim. Whatever it was, I’d like to help.”

Jim turned. He looked ready to say something, then he paused and stared at Lionel, a grin slowly spreading across his face. He came back to the door and stood very close to Lionel, close enough to whisper, “Actually, I thought I might be able to help you with something.” His hand strayed down, along the front of Lionel’s shirt, over the waistband of his trousers, to the buttons securing the fall. 

It was so close to what he’d been imagining, Lionel wasn’t sure what to do. “You don’t need to,” he whispered.

Jim leaned in closer, until his lips were almost touching Lionel’s ear and Lionel could feel Jim’s warm breath against his cheek. “What if I want to?”

Lionel wrapped his arm around Jim’s waist and pulled him into the room. Jim pushed the door closed behind them and brushed his lips against Lionel’s neck, running small kisses along his jaw until he reached his lips. Then Jim pressed himself against Lionel from thighs to chest. Lionel couldn’t pretend he didn’t want this, not with Jim pressed so close, and he could feel Jim wanted him too, or he was very good at pretending. His length was pressed against Lionel’s, as hard as Lionel and rubbing against him as Jim’s hips thrust up slowly but steadily. Lionel moaned softly and opened his mouth, wanting to taste Jim. Jim’s tongue darted in at once, exploring the sensitive roof of Lionel’s mouth. Lionel tangled his fingers in Jim’s hair and sucked on his lower lip.

Jim pulled back far enough to give himself room to nuzzle Lionel’s neck again. Lionel slid his hands down Jim’s back until he reached the waist of his trousers, then he untucked Jim’s shirt so he could slide his hands along Jim’s spine, feeling the warm skin under his hands. Jim kept kissing and nipping until Lionel could feel Jim’s breath tickling his ear. Lionel slid his hands down until they were under the waistband of Jim’s trousers and caressing his hips. Jim leaned closer and whispered, “You’re wearing too much.”

“So are you,” Lionel whispered back and slid his hands around until he could begin undoing the laces at the waist of Jim’s trousers.

Jim started to laugh. “And here I thought I’d have to persuade you.” He stepped back and began undoing whatever laces fell into his hands.

Lionel pushed Jim’s trousers down until they fell to the floor. Jim wasn’t wearing drawers, so his cock was free and erect at once. Lionel ran his hand along the hard flesh, squeezing a little as he rubbed. Jim’s hips snapped forward at the friction. Jim grinned and kicked free of his trousers. “You’re very good.” He pulled his shirt over his head.

“And you’re very handsome.” Lionel admired the slim, muscled chest dusted with hair, the narrow hips.

Jim flushed a bit at the praise. “You’re still wearing too much for me to know what I’m getting.”

Lionel laughed and pulled his shirt over his head as he backed towards the bed. His trousers and drawers followed, and he sat on the edge of the coverlet, waiting for Jim. Jim crossed the room slowly, languidly, letting Lionel watch every movement of his body, as if he needed to see any more to be hard and leaking with desire. He could see Jim was just as ready, his cock hard and pointing straight out at Lionel as he made a show of coming to him. 

When he reached the bed, Jim paused. “No sling?”

“No, my shoulder’s much better as long as I don’t twist it.”

Jim nodded and pushed lightly against Lionel’s chest. Lionel took the hint and fell backwards onto the bed. He was rewarded with Jim’s slender body covering his, Jim’s skilled tongue darting out to lick a path along his chest, his neck, and finally darting between Lionel’s lips as they melted into a kiss. Lionel twined his fingers into Jim’s hair, trying to keep him close. He felt Jim pull back slightly, almost as if he were unsure. But why would he be unsure of what to do? He’d done this before, far more than Lionel had, he was certain. Unless he hadn’t. Did he kiss the men who paid for his services? Lionel had rarely hired anyone, usually only when he went out with Robert, but few of the men had kissed him, now that he thought of it. They had been professional, passionate but cool at the same time. Jim deserved more than that. He wanted Jim to have more than that. Lionel caught Jim’s shoulders and rolled him over so Lionel was on top of him then began kissing and licking his way along the ridge of Jim’s collarbone, towards his hard nipples.

Jim wriggled in Lionel’s grasp as if he were trying to get out from under Lionel. Lionel hesitated, but if anything, Jim was harder than he had been, and his body arched towards Lionel’s kisses. Lionel held him in place and kept exploring with his mouth as Jim moved under him.

Jim tangled his fingers in Lionel’s hair, holding him in place. “Let me. I’m very good at giving men what they want.”

So he had been right. Lionel slid up to rest his forehead against Jim’s. “Has anyone ever given you what you want?”

Jim stared at him with such surprise that Lionel knew he had his answer. He used the moment of surprise to catch Jim’s hands and hold them away.

“I can...” Jim breathed.

“I’m sure, but I want to.” Lionel leaned in to kiss his way along Jim’s neck.

Jim moved again to fondle Lionel, but Lionel caught his hands and held them over his head. Jim struggled, but he also moaned in such a lewd way it went straight to Lionel’s cock. Lionel fumbled in the sheets until he found his discarded cravat and used the length of cloth to tie Jim’s hands to the headboard. When he’d secured Jim, Lionel leaned back to examine the slim body stretched out in front of him. Jim looked up at him from under his lashes, trying to read him, Lionel realized. He leaned in and pressed his lips to Jim’s ear. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered then pressed a soft kiss to Jim’s neck. 

Jim stopped moving and looked at him as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Then his body arched towards Lionel, not struggling to get free, but wanting to be closer. Lionel slid his hand along Jim’s thigh, over his hip, along his chest until his fingers brushed one hard nipple. He felt Jim gasp when his fingers touched the sensitive spot, so he rolled the nub between his finger, tugging gently, then dropped his head to the spot and started to lick and nibble. Jim made the most wonderful sounds beneath him, surprised and lewd and completely enjoyable. Lionel pressed a kiss to the indent along the center of Jim’s chest then ran his tongue along to his other nipple. “Tell me what you want, Jim.”

“I don’t...” It ended with a gasp as Lionel ran his tongue over Jim’s left nipple, saving him from finishing the thought. Lionel realized he’d been about to say he didn’t know. Of course Jim wouldn’t know, Lionel chided himself. He was probably the first person in a long while to ask Jim what he wanted, perhaps the first ever. He pushed away that depressing thought.

“Going to make me guess, are you? Then I’ll try this.” He nipped at Jim then began to trace a path along the smooth planes of Jim’s chest with his tongue until he reached the start of dark hair leading down. He nuzzled Jim there, breathing in his scent as he buried his face in the coarse hair. Then his tongue darted out, and he began to lick at Jim, lapping at his balls, teasing. Under him, Jim stretched and moaned, pushing his hips up towards Lionel’s lips. Lionel obliged him, licking then sucking on first one side then the other. “You like this, hm? How about this.” He kept his mouth close as he spoke, letting his breath hit the saliva-slick skin and feeling Jim tremble against his cheek. He kept going, licking the sensitive skin behind Jim’s sac, then farther back, along the valley of his bottom, and finally circling the puckered entrance, letting his tongue dart inside. Jim rewarded him with a sound of such desperate desire, it made Lionel want to know exactly what Jim sounded like when he climaxed.

Lionel pushed himself up and crawled until he was between Jim’s legs again. He ran his fingers over the hard cock in front of him, feeling the width, the sensitive skin of the underside, the leaking tip. He began to stroke again, this time watching Jim as his fingers found every sensitive spot. Jim opened his mouth to say something, but it came out as a moan when Lionel dropped his head and licked the tip of Jim’s cock. He swirled his tongue around, tasting the saltiness, then let it slip into his mouth.  He kept one hand on the base of Jim’s cock; at least if he failed with his mouth he was reasonably certain he could please Jim with his hand, and he kept his eyes on Jim, trying to gauge his reaction. He was either better at this than he’d thought, or a very quick study, since each flick of his tongue seemed to make Jim harder, and he made little sounds in the back of his throat. Lionel bobbed his head down, taking more of Jim into his mouth as he stroked his hand up to meet his lips. He tried sucking, hollowing out his cheeks and drawing him further in. Jim trembled under him, and then his mouth filled with the salty taste of Jim. Lionel kept sucking as he dropped his hand to his own cock and began to stroke. It only took a few pulls while watching Jim gasp under him, knowing he had brought that much pleasure to him, to bring himself to climax.

When Jim finally collapsed back, Lionel let the softening cock fall from his lips and pressed a kiss to Jim’s hip, just above the patch of dark curls. Then he slid up the bed to lie alongside him.

“You should enjoy...” Jim murmured.

“I did,” Lionel whispered back. Then he remembered Jim’s hands and reached to undo the knots. As he freed each hand, he pressed kisses to the wrists before letting them go. Jim watched him with a look Lionel couldn’t interpret. He wanted to ask what Jim was thinking, but Jim looked so sleepy and satisfied, he settled for lying back down beside him and gathering Jim in his arms. Jim hesitated then nestled against his chest. Lionel pressed a kiss to Jim’s hair. “Sleep well.”

 

 


Chapter 9

***

 

JIM LAY IN DROWSY SILENCE UNTIL he heard Lionel’s breathing deepen. When a soft snore escaped his lips, Jim pushed himself up on his elbow and looked at the man beside him. Lionel shifted in his sleep, then his arm draped over Jim’s hip, and he relaxed again. 

So what was he going to do? He’d thought Lionel would want a quick fuck. A nice interlude between a couple of dare-he-hope friends, one of whom happened to be very good at that. He wouldn’t have been bothered in the least if Lionel had wanted nothing more than a bit of fun. He would have been perfectly happy sucking him off or bending over for him. Instead, the man had insisted on pleasuring him like he was something to be cherished. How on earth was he going to stop from falling in love with Lionel now?

Jim ran the tip of his finger along Lionel’s bottom lip. There was still a little bit of his spend there. Lionel’s tongue moved like it wanted to taste the finger. Jim froze, but Lionel still slept. It was already too late. He had known that in the study—no, in the woods outside or even the inn. He was in love with Sir Lionel Westin, had been since the coach ride, maybe since the first mail coach. 

And that would make it all the harder when Lionel found out everything. He might be able to accept that Jim had been born to a family of pickpockets and thieves, that Jim had worked in a brothel when he had nowhere else to go. Maybe it didn’t seem real to him yet. Maybe he didn’t realize how many men Jim had been fucked by, how many men had used his mouth and his arse before him. Had Lionel ever hired someone to warm his bed? Had he ever had to? A man like him would have men throwing themselves at him. But even if he really could accept Jim’s years with Madame Rosamond, who ran a high-class establishment even if some of the patrons had exotic tastes, when he found out about his time with Lord Dixon, there was no way someone like Lionel could ever understand that. And Jim didn’t want to be there when Lionel heard about the depths he’d sunk to, the months with no clothes, the business meetings where Dixon would bring him in to pleasure the whole table when he wanted to break tension or throw everyone off, the weeks spent in a stall in the stables to give the workers some fun. 

No, Lionel would never understand why he did that, and why would he want to touch someone like that, press his lips to a mouth that had sucked off a roomful of men in one evening, not once but often? Jim knew he should crawl out of the bed now, grab his clothes, and slip away to the next mail coach to anywhere. And then Lionel stirred in his sleep and fumbled again until he got his arm back around Jim’s waist, and Jim didn’t move. He didn’t think he could. He slid back under the blanket and let Lionel’s arm pull him closer.

 

When the sun started peeking through the gaps in the drapes, Jim eased out of Lionel’s bed and gathered up his discarded clothes. There was no one in the hallway, so it was easy to slip back into his room. He dressed quickly in the same clothes he’d worn the day before. He wondered if anyone would notice and quickly realized they would. But it couldn’t be helped; they were all he had. At least now the staff would believe him when he said he wasn’t one of Lionel’s important friends.

Lionel. Now that was the puzzle. Jim tried to do something with the limp cravat around his neck. He’d been tied up many times before, but he would never have expected Lionel to be aroused by such things. It was a nice bit of the puzzle to tuck in the back of his mind and examine at leisure, but the rest of the night made even less sense. Whenever he’d been tied up before, it had been to whip him or flog him or find some humiliations to pile on him. But Lionel had done it to worship him. There was no other way he could describe what Lionel had done to him. Almost as if...

No, that was silly. He gave his cravat a final tug and decided it was beyond hope. Lionel was just a very considerate man. It shouldn’t surprise him at all that Lionel would want anyone he slept with to have a nice time, even a whore. That was all it was—Lionel’s innate kindness. And it wouldn’t do to read anything more into it. Imagine if he had gone down to breakfast pretending that the evening had been anything other than a bit of fun between two people sharing a house. Sir Lionel would have regretted the evening at once if he thought his actions had caused any confusion, any false hopes. And then there would be the embarrassing necessity of pointing out that there was no way someone like Sir Lionel could ever have more than a casual bit of fun with someone like him, and if he knew everything, even that wouldn’t be possible.

Jim smoothed his hair down and sat by the window until it was a decent hour to go looking for breakfast. If he had any sense at all, he’d leave now and find somewhere with a suitable cottage, not an unsuitable man. But if he had any sense, he wouldn’t have come to Hensley House at all. He sighed. Besides, he couldn’t let Sir Lionel think something he’d done last night had driven Jim away. No, he’d wait for breakfast and try to look as if nothing had happened.

 

Lionel rolled over drowsily and felt around the blankets, but there was no one there. He opened his eyes and looked, but the bed was definitely empty except for him. He sat up and looked around. The room was empty too, but there was a fire in the grate, and his discarded clothes had been draped over the chair. Lottie, of course. Jim would know that there would be a maid coming to light the fire and draw the drapes. That had to be why he’d left. Lionel dragged himself out of bed and gathered his clothing and hung them up. Baxter would never leave him to undress alone again if he left his clothes in that state. 

Baxter. He’d be coming any minute to help Lionel dress. Lionel grabbed his forgotten nightshirt and pulled it on. He wouldn’t want to shock Baxter when he came in. Or Lottie. What about Lottie? But perhaps he had been too far under the blankets for her to be able to see his lack of a nightshirt. Or the room may have been too dark. Or perhaps she paid him so little notice when she came in that he could have been walking about in a state of undress and she wouldn’t have noticed. He hadn’t heard any sounds of shock, so perhaps it had all been all right.

“Sir?” The door opened, and Baxter glanced around the edge.

“Good morning, Baxter. I’m only just waking up myself.”

Baxter stopped hiding behind the door and came into the room. “Very good, sir. I thought the green coat today. It makes you look quite dashing. And perhaps you would consider the buckskin breeches?”

Not with Jim in such close proximity. “Trousers will do. The grey perhaps?”

“With the green, perhaps the brown if you don’t like the breeches. And a nice Gordon knot, I think.”

Lionel nodded his approval. Since he’d rejected the tight breeches, he didn’t want to have Baxter think his opinion wasn’t valued, especially after having sent him to another room the night before, even if it was a room with the upper servants and almost at his request.

 

Once Baxter had declared him ready to face the day, Lionel went in search of Jim. He found Jim in the breakfast room, surrounded by open newspapers. “Good morning.”

Jim glanced up. “Morning,” he said and went directly back to his papers.

Lionel went to the sideboard and filled his plate. There were no servants here, no reason for Jim to be so casual. Unless that was all last night had been for him. He knew nights like that had been part of Jim’s profession—all of it, really. Perhaps it hadn’t meant any more than that to him. Lionel felt like a fool. Of course, Jim wouldn’t have been interested in him. It had probably been some way to thank him for letting him stay the night. As if he needed to be thanked for letting a friend stay. That was why Jim had been so insistent on Lionel taking his pleasure, seeing it as a commodity, a way to pay him back, as a wine merchant might leave a bottle of some nice vintage. He stacked some toast on his plate. He could manage toast. He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

Unless Jim thought that was how he’d seen it. What if Jim had thought he’d meant for it to be payment? That would have been just the same, wouldn’t it? How would he know? Lionel stared at the toast, unsure if he could even manage that now. He’d have to watch Jim, watch how he acted. Maybe there would be a clue to what he had intended. His instinct told him to say something to Jim, at least say he’d enjoyed himself, but Jim hadn’t said a word about it, and he was the one with experience. Surely he knew the proper way to treat someone the next morning. He was a professional, after all.

And if that was how he thought of him, no wonder he wasn’t mentioning it. Lionel felt terrible that the thought had even crossed his mind. No wonder Jim hadn’t said anything. Did he know that was what Lionel had thought? Because certainly it wasn’t all he thought of him. Lionel brought his toast to the table.

Jim glanced up when he sat down. “I was thinking of seeing about properties this morning. If you could suggest somewhere to hire a cart?”

So Jim was in a hurry to leave. That seemed to answer it then. He wanted to be away from here and settled in at his little cottage with its little back garden. This was just a convenient stop on the way there, not where he wanted to be. “No need. You can borrow a horse from my stables. There isn’t much around here, I’m afraid, but I can certainly take you around to see what there is.”

“I’ve never had much chance to ride.”

Another foolish mistake. If Jim had lived in London, of course he wouldn’t know how to ride. He’d take a hack if he had to get anywhere he couldn’t walk to. Horses in London were for people who could afford to stable them and rode on Rotten Row or someplace like that. “Then you can borrow the gig.” What if he didn’t know how to drive one? Lionel added, “And as I know the area, I’d be happy to take you around.”

“That would be nice.”

Lionel had to stop himself from trying to find meaning in that phrase. “I’ll tell Peters to arrange it after breakfast.”

“No, I mean you don’t need to. I mean, it was very nice of you to ask me to stay, but I should really be going.”

Lionel froze with his cup halfway to his lips. He’d known Jim would leave sometime, but he hadn’t thought it would be so soon. “You can’t... I mean, you haven’t seen any properties in the area. And I’m sure it will rain again tonight.” Lionel looked towards the window, but the blasted sun was shining. “The barometer clearly said rain.” Lionel had no idea what the barometer said or if the house even had one, but Jim looked down at his plate.

“I suppose I could wait and see what the weather looks like.”

Lionel relaxed and put his cup down. “That’s sensible. And feel free to use anything in the library. There’s newspapers and maps and whatever you might want.” Jim didn’t react to that, so he added, “And if you’d like, we can take the gig out, and I can show you around. I haven’t had this place very long, so I haven’t gotten around to fixing everything up. Maybe you could give me some advice on the gardens.”

Jim smiled a little at that. “I take it those are the weed-infested bits of ground I saw outside my window?”

Jim was joking again. That had to be a good sign. “That’s them in all their glory. Anything you can tell me to fix them would be appreciated. My only idea is to let the weeds grow and see if any of them are pretty enough to keep.”

Jim laughed. “I think I can do better than that.”

Lionel smiled and nodded to the sideboard. “You didn’t take any of the sausages. They’re one of Mrs. O’Brien’s specialties.”

“Then I’d better try some.” As Jim went to the sideboard, the wind picked up and lashed the window with some of the fallen leaves. Jim glanced outside. “Clouds rolling in.”

“It seems the barometer was right.” Lionel relaxed back in his chair. At least it gave Jim an excuse to stay around.

 

Breakfast left Jim in a much better mood than he’d woken up in. Lionel was still friendly; that was good. He didn’t seem to have found their evening together distasteful, and he was still trying to help him find his cottage. Clearly, he didn’t think Jim should be back in a brothel or left on the street. He still seemed to think buying a cottage was a normal thing for someone like Jim to do. He’d even offered to help him look for one, which should have made Jim happy but instead made him worry that Lionel wanted to be rid of him. As he was finishing the last of his eggs, Jim considered whether or not he should accept Lionel’s offer of a tour of the grounds. It would be a reason to spend time with the man, and a chance to do something to repay his kindness if he could offer some suggestions. The only question was how to suggest it. He should have accepted when Lionel had originally offered. That would have been so much easier. But the rain was already letting up, so there was no reason not to walk outside.

When Lionel put his fork on his plate and got to his feet, Jim knew he had to come up with something to say. He was just getting ready to when the door opened and Mr. Harrison came in with a tray of letters. “The morning post, sir.”

“Thank you, Harrison.” Lionel flipped through the envelopes and furrowed his brow at a couple.

Jim pasted a casual smile on his face. Of course someone like Lionel wouldn’t really have time to go traipsing about the countryside with him. He had a company to run, after all, and a brother who needed rescuing on a regular basis, and who knew what kinds of responsibilities came with a spread like this one. He didn’t have time to be entertaining a prostitute outside of the bedroom. “Important things?”

“Possibly,” Lionel answered without looking up. Jim had the feeling he wasn’t even paying attention to who it was he was talking to.

“Then I’d better let you take care of them.”

That made Lionel look up. “No, we were going to go for a drive, or a walk, or...”

Jim forced his smile back into place. “No, I can see you have a lot that needs doing. I can walk the grounds myself just as well, and I’ll bring you back a report of what I see.” That was the best solution. He could still be helpful to Lionel, but he wouldn’t be in the way. And if Lionel looked a little disappointed by that answer, well, that was probably all in his head. “I’ll just get my overcoat,” Jim said as cheerfully as he could and made for the door. He didn’t think he’d need his overcoat, but it got him out of the room and away from Lionel and all the ridiculous fantasies he came up with when he was near the man. 

It didn’t take long for Jim to find his overcoat. Someone had brushed the dirt off of it and hung it on the rack near the front door. As Jim was putting it on, he wondered where to start his tour of the grounds. He should have asked Lionel. In fact, that was an excellent idea. He would go back and ask Lionel where on the grounds he should start. And if Lionel offered to show him the areas he was most interested in fixing up, well, it would only be practical to accept the offer. He hurried back to the breakfast room, only because he wanted to catch Lionel before he became engrossed in some work, nothing more.

But the breakfast room was already empty when he returned. Not that Jim had expected anything else, he told himself. It wasn’t as if Lionel would wait around for him, looking dashing in his green coat that matched his eyes, hoping to convince Jim that he really did want to spend the day with him instead of answering business letters. No, he’d said he would go and look at Lionel’s gardens, and that was what he would do. It would be a help to Lionel, and it was something he would enjoy doing. He found the nearest door leading to the gardens.

 

Jim wandered outside, keeping to the sides of the house so he wouldn’t get lost on his own. He knew he should leave, but he also knew Lionel was right, and it looked like it would rain again that night, and it would look strange if he came back again after leaving. And he’d liked the nice room, the warm bed, and most of all, the company. Sir Lionel really didn’t act like he thought he was a former prostitute. Maybe he hadn’t really believed him when he’d told him.

Jim rounded the corner of the house and saw Mrs. O’Brien was in the kitchen garden pulling weeds. At least he could be useful while he was here. “Like some help?”

She made to get up. “Wouldn’t be proper, sir.”

“I’m not one of Sir Lionel’s fancy friends from town, just someone he met while traveling. I like gardens. In fact, I used to grow some vegetables outside the last place I lived in town.”

“Well if you don’t mind, I suppose it’s all right.”

“If Sir Lionel says anything, just blame me.” Jim draped his overcoat across the fence so it wouldn’t get dirty again and knelt down by the asparagus patch and started working. “Isn’t there a gardener to do this?”

“Not yet. Sir Lionel was going to hire one, but first there were other people to be interviewed. House staff, then the overseer for the farms, and there were three tenant farms that were in disrepair, and four others that he wasn’t pleased with the state they were in, so builders and a mason. It’s been quite a chore getting this place up to snuff. But I think he’s managing it beautifully.”

It sounded like Lionel had his priorities right for the place then. Jim caught a particularly stubborn weed and tugged. “You’ve got a nice garden started here, though.”

“Well, I do try. But I can never get the cucumbers to do what I want them to.”

Jim relaxed. This was a conversation he understood. And no dashing gentlemen to be kind and distract him. 

 

 


Chapter 10

***

 

LIONEL TOOK HIS LETTERS TO HIS STUDY and settled in at his desk. He started with the letter from Randall. He’d recognized the writing at once. Apparently, Randall had avoided a duel by the skin of his teeth and needed a loan. Lionel read the letter twice and determined that, while Randall was trying to make the loan sound like a matter of life and death, it had nothing to do with the duel and was most likely related to a gig he mentioned in passing. Lionel put the letter aside and turned to the rest of the post. 

Managing the post was usually an easy task, mostly sorting it into stacks by the urgency of response then simply responding, but when he’d finished the sorting, Lionel found himself staring blankly at the resulting stacks. He should have told Jim he’d only be a half hour at most. Really, there was no need to go through all of this right now. Everyone in town knew he was in the country. He’d left the company in Mr. Sanders’s very capable hands, which was proven by the stack of business letters: one lone missive in Mr. Sanders’s writing. Everything else was in the stack of social engagements. He should have told Jim to wait while he sorted the letters, then he could have read Randall’s letter and handled whatever was in the lone packet from Sanders and been free to spend the morning with Jim. The man didn’t know anyone here, not really. And he’d just begun to warm up to Lionel again after the night before. Lionel sighed. After the night before, he really should have made more effort to spend time with Jim, not held Jim out to himself like a prize for work completed. It was a prize for him, but what about Jim?

Lionel tossed the letter from Mr. Sanders back on the desk and started for the staircase. He doubted Jim would still be in the breakfast room, but perhaps someone who was cleaning up would have seen where he went, or if Lionel was particularly lucky, maybe Jim had asked for directions somewhere. He couldn’t have gotten far, especially not on foot. Lionel would have no trouble catching up to him.

As he passed the window, he glanced out to look at the sky. That was becoming a habit with him. The only excuse he’d been able to come up with so far to keep Jim at Hensley House was the threat of another storm, and while the area had plenty of them, it would be just his luck for the weather to turn warm and fair just when he needed a gale. The weather seemed sunny now, but it could always change. It had rained at breakfast, after all. Lionel scanned the grounds, not expecting to see any sign of Jim but hoping all the same. So it was a surprise when he ran his gaze over the kitchen garden and there was Jim, bent over the vegetable marrows. He should have known. Jim hadn’t been pining away for him. He’d been perfectly capable of finding something to do with himself. With Mrs. O’Brien. Lionel was going to go down then thought better of it. Jim seemed to be having a good time, and his presence would make Mrs. O’Brien nervous. He went back to his office and gathered up the post then went to the smaller study. He could work on the post just as well there, and the room did have a view of the grounds. 

But the view of the grounds proved to be disastrous for the post. Lionel couldn’t help himself and kept going to the window, watching Jim in what appeared to be his element. When Mrs. O’Brien went inside, Jim remained outdoors, clearing part of the kitchen garden farther from the door and doing some things that Lionel had no idea their purpose but seemed to be useful. When Jim took off his coat and hung it on the fence post beside his overcoat, Lionel gave up all pretense of working on the letters and let himself watch the slim, strong back outlined clearly in the sweat-stained shirt as Jim pulled weeds from the muddy soil and stacked rocks away from the area he was preparing. When he straightened and stretched his back, Lionel pulled away from the window. He didn’t want Jim to know he was watching and think—think what? That he found him attractive? That shouldn’t matter. That that was all he saw in him? That was closer to the worry. He went back to the window and was disappointed to see Jim hadn’t removed his shirt then immediately felt guilty for that thought. 

Jim worked until Mrs. O’Brien came out with a mug of tea. Lionel watched Jim wipe his muddy hands on his trousers and take the cup with what seemed to be genuine appreciation for the thought. Mrs. O’Brien was smiling and hovering just as she did with the younger members of the staff. Lionel smiled. It would be nice for Jim to be appreciated for his hard work. He had the feeling such praise had been rare in his life. Lionel took a final glance, noting the relaxed way Jim leaned on the fence and the grubby state of his clothes. They were the same ones he’d arrived in, probably the only ones he had with him. Lionel’s first thought was to offer to get him some new ones, but that felt wrong. Jim might think he saw him as needing charity, and that was a quick way to spoil their friendship. He sighed. Maybe Mrs. O’Brien would have some ideas. He’d ask her this evening.

 

Once Jim stopped imaging Lionel coming out to the garden and watching him work—well not stopped imagining it but stopped thinking it could actually happen—he began to relax and enjoy the day. Mrs. O’Brien had all of the tools and supplies for a very productive kitchen garden, but she hadn’t had the time to set it up properly. As Jim had nothing but time, it seemed a fair trade for his room and board while he stayed, and it was good practice for when he had his own garden. Once he finished tending to what had already been planted, he started clearing ground so Mrs. O’Brien could expand when she was ready to. He kept at it until Mrs. O’Brien brought out a mug of tea for him.

“Really, Mr. Smith, I don’t know how I can thank you. Garrett and Peters have been promising to help with the garden for weeks, but this is the most that’s been done since we arrived.”

Jim grinned. It was such a change to be appreciated for doing something instead of snapped at for what he hadn’t done. “I love messing around with plants. Think nothing of it.”

“But you’ve gone and spoiled your clothes. And I saw you were traveling light.”

“Don’t trouble yourself.” It would mean that Lionel would see him as a mess, but it couldn’t be helped. If he’d wanted to underscore the difference in their stations, he couldn’t have planned a better way to do it. And that was probably for the best. The sooner Lionel saw him for what he was, the easier it would be to leave him.

“Well, I can’t have you walking about like that. I hope you won’t be offended, but seeing as you were traveling light, and I truly am grateful for the help, we do have some things of Sir Lionel’s in the pantry. I’m afraid they’re old and last year’s cut, but they’re still good. They don’t fit anyone on the staff here, so Mrs. Barton and I were going to bring them to the townhouse and see if some of the footmen could use them. At least take a suit or two from there. You can’t go to dinner covered in grime.”

Jim knew he should protest, should say he would simply eat dinner in the kitchen, or in the yard, or was going back to his campsite, but Mrs. O’Brien seemed so certain he’d take them, and there was another twitch in the curtain of the third window from the left on the first floor. Every time he’d seen it twitch, he’d let himself pretend that Lionel was watching and approved, although whether of the work or of the way he looked doing it, Jim couldn’t say. “It’s very kind of you.”

Mrs. O’Brien looked relieved, and Jim realized that despite his appearance and his willingness to work in the mud, she still thought of him as a friend of Sir Lionel’s and someone who would be offended by the offer. “Then I’ll pick out something that should suit and have Peters bring it up when he draws your bath.”

Jim was going to protest the bath, but he did need it if he was going to see Lionel after his morning spent wrestling the kitchen garden into submission, so he thanked her again and sipped his tea. If he could just find his cottage in the country, he’d have plenty of mornings like this, poking in the dirt until he got something to grow then having a well-deserved rest in the sun. That was what he should be thinking about, not the fact that anyplace else he did this, he couldn’t pretend he was being watched by the handsome master of the house. He’d be master of the house—or the cottage, more properly, he told himself. That should be enough.

 

--*--

 

Lionel stood in front of the mirror and tried to decide what to do about dinner. When Harrison had brought him sandwiches at midday, he’d asked after Jim and been told he was having something with Mrs. O’Brien, and when Lionel had gone looking for Jim later, when he’d disappeared from the kitchen garden and hadn’t returned, he’d been told that Jim had gone walking. He hadn’t wanted to seem too concerned, so he hadn’t asked where specifically Jim had gone. So he had no idea what to expect at dinner. 

If Jim hadn’t been able to find something else to wear, he would most likely feel self-conscious in the dining room. Perhaps Lionel should say he wanted to work through the meal and not make Jim sit in the dining room. But Jim would see through that. And he would know why if Lionel suggested eating in the study or anywhere else less formal. No, it seemed best to simply pretend he hadn’t noticed anything. And then Jim would think he wasn’t paying attention. 

Lionel pulled off his cravat and took a newly starched one from the drawer. He would do the same as he had the night before; not dress for dinner, merely tidy up a bit. He’d ask Jim how his day had been, and if he didn’t bring up the garden himself, Lionel would make sure to thank him for helping Mrs. O’Brien. That was simple enough. Baxter was used to him being less formal about meals in the country. Anything else was silly when he was the only one there. It wouldn’t cause any comment at all.

 

But when he entered the study, Lionel realized he hadn’t needed to worry at all. Jim was standing by the fireplace dressed in a dark-blue wool coat and buff trousers that were a bit loose on him but still fit well enough to show the line of his leg. Jim heard him come in and turned. When he saw Lionel’s expression, he struck a pose similar to the ones in the paintings of anonymous lords Lionel had used to decorate the walls, and Lionel had to remind himself not to stare, although he wasn’t sure he was listening to himself. Jim was quite elegant, with the slightly tousled look of an artist or a nonpareil just back from a gallop. The suit was clearly Savile Row. It looked like Schweitzer & Davison to Lionel’s eye. And then he realized why. He’d had it made there himself a couple of years before. “I take it Mrs. O’Brien is to thank for that then?”

Jim nodded.  “She was very nice about it.”

“I’m sure she was grateful for all the help in the garden. And I hope she told you to keep that. I’m afraid it doesn’t fit me any longer, and I hate to think of it going to waste.” That was partly true at least. The suit fit well enough, but it was almost two years out of date, and he had clients who worried about such things.

“I couldn’t...”

“I can’t wear it, and it suits you well.”

There was an awkward silence as Lionel watched Jim form another protest. Lionel realized Jim was stroking the sleeve almost lovingly; he actually wanted to keep the suit but felt he should protest, so Lionel changed the subject quickly. “Now that that’s settled, what do you think of the garden? I saw you helping Mrs. O’Brien. Is there any hope for it?”

Jim leaned against the fireplace again. “I think so. The soil seems good, and the sun hits it well. I walked around the folly and down by the ha-ha this afternoon. Your main problem is neglect. The weeds need to be cleared. There are more rocks than plants at the moment. The ground needs to be broken up. But I think it could be very nice, if the rest of the soil is like the kitchen gardens, at least.”

“We could take the carriage out tomorrow, and you could have a better look at it, if you don’t mind.”

Jim brightened up. “Of course. And I’d be more than happy to help get it started. I mean, I should do something since I’m staying here and all.”

“You don’t need to. I mean, you’re a guest. I mean...” What did he mean? That he was lonely and Jim made him less so? But he couldn’t really say that, could he? It made him sound a bit pathetic. But Jim was looking at him, waiting for him to go on. “There aren’t that many people here to talk to, that I like talking to. It’s nice to have you here.” And that made him sound even worse, but Jim didn’t look like he was judging. That was something.

“I’d still like to do something.”

“You did. I’m sure Mrs. O’Brien will be very pleased with the kitchen garden, and any advice you can give me will be appreciated, and needed, for that matter.” He was going to say more, but the door opened and Harrison was there, waiting to be acknowledged. “Come along. We don’t want dinner to get cold.” Although how he was going to concentrate on his food with Jim looking so elegant, he had no idea.

Jim laughed. “No, we wouldn’t want that. Not with Mrs. O’Brien’s cooking.”

 

Lionel needn’t have worried about dinner. Jim was his normal, cheerful self, which made it easy to talk to him, and they spent the meal discussing Jim’s ideas for the garden, and continued to discuss them when they went to the study for drinks after dinner. Jim even sketched him plans of what could be done with the parts he’d seen already, plans that Lionel was certain were as good as anything a London designer could bring him, not that he was biased at all. And then it was time to go upstairs and prepare for bed. And Lionel couldn’t help glancing at Jim’s trim form in the elegant suit and remember what had happened the night before. Would that happen again? Could that happen again?

The second question suddenly took two meanings in his mind—was it possible that Jim might want that to happen again, and was it logistically possible for it to happen again? Not with Baxter in the next room, obviously. So was there a way to get Baxter out of the next room without offending his valet? As he watched Jim go into the room across the hall from him, he knew he had to at least try.

Baxter was already in the room when he entered, with hot water for washing up and his nightshirt draped over the end of the bed. He greeted Lionel as he entered and began to help him remove his coat as soon as the door closed, efficient as always. Baxter was good at his job, and the last thing Lionel wanted was to make Baxter think he was displeased with his work. But the thought of Jim just across the hall kept distracting him. 

Lionel waited until he’d finished undressing and Baxter was folding his clothes and sorting what needed to be taken away for cleaning. This would have to be approached carefully. He went to the wash basin and poured some of the hot water in the bowl. He tried to sound nonchalant as he asked, “Baxter, how did you sleep last night?”

“Quite well, sir, thank you for asking.”

“So the distance from the forest helped?”

“It did, sir.” Baxter held out a towel for Lionel, then his nightshirt.

“Then would you rather sleep there? I rarely wake at night, and if I need something, I can always ring to the kitchen. It isn’t like the city here.”

Baxter looked surprised but not displeased. “You’re certain it would not inconvenience you?”

“Not at all. You’d only be in the servants’ wing, not the village. You’d still be here to help me dress, and I don’t need you while I sleep.”

“Then thank you, sir. I would prefer to use the other room. I’ll just get my things and move, if you don’t need me.”

“Excellent. In fact, putting on a nightshirt is such a simple thing. Once the room has been prepared, you wouldn’t need to be here when I retire either.”

Baxter paused. Apparently, the other room was a treat, but being deprived of his duties was worrying. “You’re not displeased, are you sir?”

That was what he’d been afraid of. “Not at all, but a trip to the country is supposed to be a bit of a rest for me. There’s no reason for you not to have one too.”

“If you’re certain, sir.”

“Let’s try it, at least. You might find me in the morning still tangled in my evening cravat and shirtsleeves.”

Baxter nodded as if that were a real possibility. “Of course, Mr. Smith is just across the hall; you could seek assistance from him if needed.”

“There is always that.” Lionel tried to sound casual as he said it. How much did Baxter suspect?

“Then I suppose this is a good time to experiment. If you don’t need anything else this evening, I will gather what I need for the evening myself and retire.”

So he did suspect something if he was only taking a few things at the moment. “I’ll see you in the morning then.”

As soon as he heard Baxter leave the adjoining valet’s room and his footsteps fade away down the hall, Lionel started listening for other footsteps outside his door. Not that Jim would come again tonight. He’d be tired after his day outside in the garden. Sending Baxter away was really just a kindness to Baxter. He was a good valet; he deserved a bit of a rest while they were in the country, particularly as he was more comfortable in the city. There was nothing else to the suggestion at all.

 

 


Chapter 11

***

 

AS JIM PACED BACK AND FORTH ACROSS THE CARPET in front of the fire, he kept stroking the sleeve of his coat. Fine merino wool. He’d felt such fabric before, at Madame Rosamond’s when he helped his clients undress, but he’d never thought to have something so fine against his own skin. And he couldn’t help feeling a bit proud that Lionel had seen him looking proper and polished in the fine suit, even if the suit was one of Lionel’s cast-offs. And Lionel had known about Mrs. O’Brien’s involvement without being told, which very likely meant he was behind at least some of the curtain-twitching Jim had noticed. And Lionel seemed to think Jim was doing something of value in the garden, which made him feel even better. 

Between their evening together and Lionel seeing him working in the garden with one of the servants, Jim had been worried that dinner would be awkward. If he hadn’t wanted to show off the new suit so badly, he would have suggested he dine in his room. But it had been more like their travels together than the night before. Jim had described the garden and what he’d done, teasing Lionel about the state of it whenever Lionel joked about his inability to grow anything. Then Lionel had told him about a letter from dear old Randall that had started out about a duel and ended in a request for a loan to buy a new gig, which explained Lionel’s eagerness to deal with the post that morning. If he’d recognized his brother’s handwriting, naturally he would want to find out what he’d written as soon as possible. Jim’s first reaction had been to say, “You’re not giving him the money, are you?” His second to be mortified, but Lionel had seemed pleased, almost as if he’d wanted Jim’s opinion or even his approval. It had left Jim wishing this could be permanent, that he could work in the garden here and talk to Lionel in the evenings. 

But that didn’t help him decide what to do now. As long as he could hear the valet moving around, he didn’t have to decide. But as soon as the valet left, he would have to choose. Did he stay here and keep the memory of what had been a pleasant day safe, or return to Lionel’s room and show him how grateful he was for the night before, and everything else really, and risk being rejected, or worse, having Lionel look at him like the whore he was?

It didn’t take long. Jim hadn’t come close to a decision when he heard the door open then close and footsteps going down the hallway. Jim sighed and took off his jacket. He’d known all along what he was going to choose. His shoes followed, less to carry back in the morning. He considered leaving his cravat behind for the same reason but thought better of it. Lionel had found unexpectedly interesting uses for his the night before; Jim didn’t want to put a damper on his creativity.

The distance to Lionel’s room felt longer than he remembered it, even though it was only across the hall. He hesitated outside of Lionel’s door. If he went back, would Lionel think that was all he was interested in? All he could do? He knew there would be no chance at friendship once he left, and certainly not if Lionel ever connected him to Lord Dixon. And with Lord Dixon having bought a house not far away... He sighed. He’d have little enough time with Lionel. Perhaps he shouldn’t risk it.

Jim was just about to turn away from Lionel’s door and return to his own room when the door opened a crack and Lionel peered out. He spotted Jim and quickly opened the door the rest of the way. “I thought I heard you out here,” he whispered.

That seemed to answer it then. Lionel had been expecting him. Why was the question, but not one he dared ask. For the moment, Jim would pretend it was because Lionel was hoping he’d come. Jim stepped into the room and closed the door. 

He felt Lionel’s arms slide around his waist almost before the latch caught, and turned so they were facing each other. It was wonderful in Lionel’s arms. He felt like he was the only one Lionel wanted, him specifically, not just some body to warm his bed. He tipped his head back so Lionel’s lips could find his mouth and relaxed as Lionel’s tongue brushed against his lips. He nipped at it then slid his own tongue along Lionel’s bottom lip until he was able to draw it into his mouth and suck gently on it. Lionel moaned against his mouth. Jim drew back and whispered, “You’re overdressed again.”

Lionel rested his forehead against Jim’s and chuckled. “This time you’re more so than I am.”

“Then let’s remedy that, shall we?” Jim smiled and drew back. As long as he could joke and make Lionel smile, they could still be friends. At least he hoped so.

Jim pulled off his cravat and held it for a moment, wondering if he should comment on the night before. It had been so unexpected and yet so wonderful. He was surprised when Lionel’s hand darted out to take it from him and toss it over the footboard of the bed. Jim grinned. Maybe Lionel had been thinking along the same lines. He was going to say something when he realized Lionel was only wearing a nightshirt, which he quickly pulled over his head and tossed over the nearest chair, leaving him naked and Jim clothed.  He could see how interested Lionel was already, and that was enough to push aside Jim’s worries, at least for the moment. Instead, he remembered the idle daydreams he’d had at the inn on the way to Hensley House. He stood very close to Lionel, close enough to lean forward and brush his lips against Lionel’s. While Lionel was still breathless from the kiss, Jim dropped to his knees and ran his tongue along the length of Lionel’s cock, eliciting a soft moan and the tangle of fingers in his hair.

Jim took his time exploring the most intimate parts of Lionel’s body with his mouth, running his tongue along the underside of Lionel’s cock, taking his balls into his mouth and sucking lightly, then sliding his tongue farther back along Lionel’s arse until it was circling the tight little hole. How odd he’d thought this would be too intimate for Lionel, and yet Lionel had done the very same for him the night before. Jim rolled his tongue and poked at the hole until his tongue darted inside. He kept at it until he heard Lionel’s moans become desperate and his body tensed. And then he heard Lionel murmur, “Jim, please,” and he wanted more contact, more skin against Lionel’s, more of Lionel. Jim got to his feet and pressed a kiss to Lionel’s shoulder then started to strip away his clothes.

Jim was used to undressing quickly, so it didn’t take him long to get out of his own shirt and trousers. Lionel took each piece from him as soon as it was removed and draped it over the seat of the same chair. When Jim was naked, Lionel pulled him close for a kiss that ended with them in a tangle on the bed. Jim rubbed against Lionel, wanting to feel his skin everywhere, pressing kisses wherever his lips landed. He felt Lionel’s hands everywhere, stroking and caressing every bit of skin. He wanted to melt against, be part of him, do anything for him.

He felt the heat of Lionel’s breath against his cheek then heard him whisper, “Tell me what you want, Jim.”

Jim couldn’t think of anything but the body pressed against his and hands sliding over his skin. He knew he should give some clever answer, one of the phrases that had come so easily to his lips at Madame Rosamond’s, but all he could manage was, “You. I want you, Lionel.”

He felt Lionel’s lips brush against the nape of his neck, just behind his ear. “I think I can manage that.” 

Jim arched up towards Lionel’s lips. He felt Lionel nuzzle his neck, kiss the curve of his jaw, pull him close. Jim pressed his hips against Lionel and felt Lionel’s hard cock brush against his own. Lionel groaned softly against Jim’s ear and thrust his hips to rub against Jim. Jim twisted until he could press his lips against Lionel’s shoulder, following it until he was pressing kisses along Lionel’s neck.  He felt Lionel’s hand slide down along his chest and hip until Lionel could grasp their cocks and hold them together as he thrust his hips, rubbing himself against Jim. Jim matched the motion, rubbing against Lionel until all he could think of was Lionel on top of him, rubbing against him, moaning softly against his neck. And then he heard Lionel’s strangled cry and felt Lionel’s warm, wet spend spilling over his cock. Knowing Lionel was taking as much pleasure from this as he was was enough to make Jim’s body tense and then add his spend to Lionel’s, dripping over their now sensitive cocks.

Lionel collapsed beside Jim and pulled him close. Jim allowed himself to be drawn on top of Lionel, his head resting on Lionel’s chest as they waited for their breath to slow. He wanted to say something, some clever thing, but no words came, and he couldn’t organize his limbs enough to do anything, even to move off of Lionel. Vaguely, he felt Lionel stir under him and then a cloth brushing his skin. The last thing he thought as he drifted to sleep was that Lionel had clearly had the cloth ready, and must have been planning for something like this to happen between them, must have wanted it as much as Jim had.

 

--*--

 

Lionel held still and cradled Jim’s head against his chest. It had been amazing again. Jim was amazing. Somehow he made Lionel feel that he was what Jim wanted, just him as he was. Not as a second to Randall’s firstborn status. Not as someone who could be counted on to do their duty if it was to negotiate a contract for the family business he was no longer a part of or settle a debt that wasn’t his or fill in as magistrate at the drop of a hat. Jim made him feel wanted just for being there. It was the same when they’d sat at the dinner table and Jim had told him about the plans for the garden and seemed genuinely interested in what he thought of them, not because it was his garden but because he valued Lionel’s opinion. It had been in the same in the carriage. The same every time they’d spoken, every time they’d been together. Jim had been interested in him, focused on him. It was a heady feeling, especially from someone as clever and handsome as Jim. 

Jim stirred in his sleep, fidgeting in the grip of some dream. Lionel wrapped his arm around Jim and pulled him closer. Jim rolled towards him but didn’t wake. Lionel was glad; Jim looked so content asleep in his bed. He could almost pretend it was where he preferred to be. But he was sure Jim was good at pretending. He’d have to be if he’d done that sort of thing two and three times a night at the brothel, as Lionel was sure he had. How had he managed that? Lionel pressed a small kiss to Jim’s hair. That must have been why Jim wanted a place in the country, away from that life. He’d help him find it. He’d help Jim find anything he wanted.

 

When Lionel woke, there was no one in the bed with him, but this time he didn’t worry. Clearly, Jim had once again remembered to leave before the staff came to light the fire and draw the curtains. Lionel roused himself from bed and was soon being dressed by Baxter, who seemed much cheerier in the morning now that he wasn’t sleeping in a room facing the woods.

When Lionel entered the breakfast room, Jim was already there again, wearing another set of clothes borrowed from Mrs. O’Brien’s stash, it seemed, a green coat also from Savile Row, although he couldn’t remember where he’d had it made, and a fine linen shirt. Jim looked up and smiled. Lionel felt a little thrill even though he couldn’t tell if the smile was meant to be friendly or simply that he was enjoying the meal. Either way, Lionel couldn’t help smiling back as he went to the sideboard and filled his plate. When he sat beside Jim, he fumbled for something to say. All he could come up with was, “More of Mrs. O’Brien’s work?”

Jim stroked the sleeve of the coat as if it were the finest thing he’d owned. Perhaps it was, Lionel realized. “Mrs. Barton’s, actually.” Jim looked sideways at him. “You don’t mind, do you?”

Lionel had just taken a large bite of a sausage, so he was able to consider his answer as he swallowed it. “Of course not.” He leaned in and murmured, “Especially when I get to enjoy the view.” He worried if Jim would take it as the compliment he intended it to be.

Jim grinned slowly back at him. “Then I should consider it repayment for all the lovely views I’ve gotten.” 

Lionel felt himself blushing, which was only made worse by Jim grabbing up one of the sausages and sliding it suggestively between his lips. Lionel thought he ought to say something, but the game was quickly brought to an end by Harrison coming into the breakfast room.

“The morning post, sir.” Harrison bowed sharply and left the stack of letters on the edge of the table.

“Thank you, Harrison.” Lionel turned his attention to the post and sorted the letters into neat little piles. Once he saw what he had, he’d know how long to tell Jim it would take him to finish. But he’d barely started when Jim got out of his chair and started towards the door. Lionel dropped the rest of the letters in a heap on the table. “No need to leave.”

“I can see you’re busy. I’ll go and see if Mrs. O’Brien would like some more help in the garden.”

Lionel shoved the letters away. “No, no, I was just seeing what was there while you finished.” It wasn’t entirely true, particularly as he’d barely started on his own breakfast and Jim had been there earlier, but close enough. “If you’re ready to go see the grounds...”

“I don’t want to be in the way. You have a business to run and...”

“But you’re not in the way.” Lionel fumbled for something to make Jim stay. “And you were going to help me with the grounds. And I’ve already told Garrett to get the gig ready for us.” The last was a lie, but he was desperate enough not to care.

Jim stared at the floor. “In that case, I suppose I should say yes.”

“Excellent. I’ll just put these letters in the study so they don’t get misplaced and meet you in the hall in a few minutes.” And on the way, he could send someone out to tell Garrett to get the gig ready. It was a perfect plan.

“All right. I’ll get my coat.” As Jim passed him, he said, “And I know you didn’t already talk to Garrett; he only got back half an hour ago, according to Mrs. Barton anyway, so if you want to finish your meal, I’ll wait.”

 

But Lionel was too impatient to finish breakfast. He was almost too impatient to get the letters as far as the study. Jim had gone out to the stables and told Garrett they’d be needing the gig, so it was ready and waiting when Lionel went out to request it. Jim was waiting there too, chatting with Garrett and Peters. Lionel couldn’t be certain, but he didn’t think Jim was listening to them with the same attention he paid to Lionel, but that was most likely wishful thinking. He waved as he got closer, and there was the bustle of getting them into the gig and on their way. Apparently, Mrs. O’Brien had been informed as well, as a hamper of food had been loaded into the gig, which pleased Lionel as it meant they wouldn’t have to go back until it was time for dinner. 

Lionel twitched the reins and got the horses underway; the only question was where to have them go. He’d suggested they look around so Jim could give his opinion on the gardens, but as almost everything was in need of help, almost any direction would do, and Lionel hadn’t gotten far enough in planning to have a destination in mind. He noticed Jim turning in his seat to wave to Garrett and Peters—a quick, friendly wave, and then he turned his attention back to Lionel and the road ahead of them. Lionel knew it was ridiculous to be pleased by that, but he was. Although it didn’t solve the idea of where to go.

Lionel still hadn’t decided on a direction as he guided the gig out of the drive, until he spotted Farmer Curlew coming up the road. The man had probably thought he’d seen another poacher. Lionel knew if Curlew spotted him, he’d be obligated to stop and deal with the matter, and he’d just contrived to spend the day with Jim. Of course, if he wasn’t seen... Lionel turned the gig towards the woods and started off in whatever direction was away from Curlew.

 

The route ended up being a good one—a nice drive through the woods around the edge of the grounds that would come out near some nice views. It would give Jim a look at some of the prettier parts of the immediate area, and there was always the chance he would be enchanted by a fine view and decide to settle somewhere nearby. And it was fairly private, so they could talk freely, possibly even kiss a bit, not that he would expect that of Jim, not during a friendly ride. 

Unless Jim might enjoy kissing. Lionel tore his mind away from that thought before it could obsess him and his interest become impossible to hide. Speaking, that would help. Conversation. He fumbled for the first thing he could think of. “This is still my land down into the woods for a ways. About half a mile that way.” He pointed farther into the trees.

“As much as that? I didn’t realize the property was that big. But you wouldn’t be wanting to do any gardening here.”

Was it obvious that he’d merely wanted Jim’s company then? “No, not in the trees. The privacy and all. But we’ll come to a nice view, another angle of the one you can see from the ha-ha. I was wondering if there was something that could be done from that angle to take advantage of it.” It wasn’t much of an excuse for coming this way, but it was better than nothing.

“So the farmer coming up the road as we were leaving had nothing to do with it?”

Lionel laughed. He should have known Jim would be quick enough to notice that. “He’s the one who thought you were a poacher.”

“With those brilliant snares I made? I thought I understood knots.” Lionel felt Jim’s shoulder press against his. “Then again, I think you could teach me a few things about knots.”

Lionel tried to come up with a witty answer to that, but his blood was running quickly, and not towards his brain.

Jim chuckled and bumped his shoulder again. Apparently, an answer wasn’t needed.

 

 


Chapter 12

***

 

JIM HAD FULLY EXPECTED LIONEL TO SAY he didn’t have time for a tour of the grounds, or at most to have shown him the area just around the house, so he’d been surprised when Lionel’s plans had included calling for a gig and a packed lunch. He was even more surprised that Lionel had found time for him when he began to understand the scope of the property he owned. He’d known Lionel was rich; that much was obvious in everything from his clothes to the way he carried himself, but seeing the amount of land he owned, and knowing he’d taken a failing business of his father’s and turned it into something that could generate enough income to allow him to afford a place like the one they were touring—well, it certainly explained why he’d been so busy with the post the day before. Jim was glad he hadn’t known the scope of Lionel’s fortune earlier, or he never would have spoken to him in the mail coach, or crossed the hall to his room that first night. He’d been with plenty of rich men at Madame Rosamond’s—at the prices she charged to assure privacy, it was a given—but not to speak to beyond carefully practiced patter. But then Lionel seemed to enjoy actually speaking to him, even being teased by him. 

They reached a fork in the road, and Lionel took the one on the left without pausing. As he’d considered just about every turn of the road before that one, he clearly hadn’t planned out their route before they left. Jim glanced towards the right to see what made it different. The roads they’d been on were small tracks through the forest, but they were all well maintained. The fork Lionel had passed up was rutted and clogged with branches. “Nothing interesting in that direction, or are you expecting an attack of forest dwellers from the west?”

Lionel glanced at the path. “It does need some repair, doesn’t it? I’ll get to it eventually, but it runs off of my land fairly quickly, and it’s not a route I plan to take very often. Beckwood Hall is at the end of it. It’s owned by Lord Dixon now.”

Jim stiffened. He should have known. But he hadn’t realized Dixon would reside that close to Lionel. “Friend of yours?” He tried to sound casual.

“Hardly. He’s an odious man, at least from what I’ve heard from people who do know him. I would think you’d have heard of him, though.”

Jim was surprised at how casual Lionel sounded bringing up his past, as if he really didn’t see him as any less for having been a whore. “Oh, that Lord Dixon. Somehow I don’t imagine him living around normal people.” Even if he knew for a fact that he did.

“I suppose not, but there he is. The story about the village is he bought the place, although the implication seems to be that he won it in a card game. Either way, he’s my neighbor now, I suppose. Let’s ride down by the river. I think Mrs. O’Brien packed us some of her sandwiches and everything. We could have a picnic. You could tell me what kinds of plants I have growing around here or something.”

“That sounds nice.”

“Don’t get too excited. They’re probably all weeds.”

Jim smiled. That hadn’t been what he meant. “I would think you’ve got a few plants in the mix.”

Lionel smiled back, and Jim realized Lionel hadn’t really been concerned about plants after all.

 

Lionel watched Jim from the corner of his eye as they continued through the trees. Jim had been subdued ever since he’d mentioned Lord Dixon. He’d thought Jim would know of the man, seeing as he’d been in the business, and he’d expected some kind of joke about the interesting house parties that would be coming to the area or something. But Jim had gone strangely quiet. Lionel tried to think of everything Robert had said about Dixon, but there wasn’t much. Robert said the connection was “useful,” but he preferred Madame Rosamond’s methods, and he’d never elaborated on that. And he’d never invited Lionel to any of Dixon’s brothels, only to Madame Rosamond’s. At least if Jim had been forced to sell himself, it had been in a place Robert approved of and not some stew under the docks.

Lionel turned the carriage towards the stream, where there would be no chance of seeing Beckwood Hall by accident. Perhaps it was the reference, no matter how oblique, to Jim’s former profession. That must have been it. Jim was ashamed of having worked in a brothel. Lionel had planned to ask if he knew Sir Robert Farnsdale—quite possible, as Robert favored Rosamond’s but didn’t have a particular man he asked for there, but he wouldn’t now. He’d just send Robert a note and ask if he recognized Jim then ask for any details he knew. Perhaps he’d even invite Robert down, although that might worry Jim, even though Robert could be trusted to act as if it were simply a rather small house party if need be. Now to find a distraction for Jim so they could converse again. “The stream there is good for fishing, but not at this time of year.”

“I’ve never been fishing.”

“I suppose the Thames isn’t conducive to it.” Would the reference to London be close enough to his past to bother him?

But no, Jim chuckled. “I certainly wouldn’t eat anything we pulled out of it.”

Lionel grinned back. “Neither would I. Maybe you could come and visit sometime when the fish are biting here. I have plenty of extra gear. We could make a day of it.”

“Perhaps.” Jim seemed quiet again. Lionel cursed himself. Something in that had been wrong, but he had no idea what. Perhaps Jim didn’t plan on coming back. What if Jim was being polite but didn’t intend to see Lionel again after he left Hensley House? That was a depressing thought. Lionel had rather hoped, even if Jim didn’t settle in the area, he might be persuaded to visit. Perhaps he should ask Jim directly what his plans were. 

As soon as he thought it, he realized it was the simplest plan. If Jim didn’t want to continue the friendship, he would simply have to accept it. And if he had done something to upset Jim, hopefully Jim would tell him and allow him to make amends. He would broach the subject while they were eating. Mrs. O’Brien would have packed something nice, he was sure, and good food and the view from the clearing he was heading for would put them both in a better mood. 

Now that he had a plan, Lionel was eager to get to the clearing, and he urged the horses along. But they’d barely made it to the next bend in the path when he spotted a disabled cart with a man standing beside it. The man was alone, and the cart was piled with cases, so there was no one he could send for help or leave to guard his things. Clearly a stranger to the area. Not only did Lionel not recognize him, but anyone from the area would know there was no place on this road but Hensley Hall. “I suppose we should stop to help.”

Jim didn’t answer, simply sat very still and waited for Lionel to take the lead. Lionel wasn’t certain how to interpret that. Truly, he needed to ask Jim directly what his plans were and not be disappointed if they were not what he hoped they’d be. He brought the gig alongside the disabled cart and addressed the driver. “Can I be of assistance?”

The man looked up from the wheel he was examining. His gaze raked across Lionel, then he spotted Jim and his eyebrow went up.

Lionel felt Jim stiffen next to him. He could see why Jim might be opposed to stopping to help. Lionel wasn’t particularly fond of the idea himself; the fellow was lean, with a hard face and stiff way about him that wasn’t quite unsavory but wasn’t someone he’d be inviting to the house. But as it was his road, it was his responsibility to see that anyone who traveled on it made it safely to their destination. Part of him wanted to move on, but he’d already stopped, so he felt obligated to at least attempt to render assistance. “I’m Sir Lionel Westin of Hensley House, just down the way. If you’re in need of assistance...”

“I seem to have done something to the wheel, and I’d rather not leave all of these supplies lying in the road for anyone to take. If you wouldn’t mind, yes, I would appreciate your assistance.” The man grabbed three sacks of goods and put them in the back of the gig. 

Jim hopped down as the man settled the sacks in place, and Lionel thought he was going to offer to help load the things so they could be on their way faster, but Jim made for the trees. Lionel opened his mouth to say something, but Jim was already gone.

The man climbed up into Jim’s place in the gig. “I didn’t mean to send your companion away.”

“I’ll extend your apologies when I see him next.”

“Hmm.” The man seemed to notice the lack of warmth but didn’t comment on it.

“Which way were you heading?”

“Back the way I came. I think I missed a turning.” The man pointed, and Lionel turned the gig in the direction he indicated. He knew he ought to make some conversation, but he couldn’t think of anything to say to the man. He’d become used to Jim’s easy company, and it was hard to come up with the idle lies he told others.

His passenger finally broke the silence. “Have you known your friend long?”

There was something about that question that felt odd. Lionel gave the man a cool nod. “Long enough.” 

“I see. I was merely curious about him.”

The man was clearly waiting for an answer, but Lionel didn’t want to give him any information. Could he have recognized Jim from London? Something about the notion of Jim bending over for the stranger made Lionel want to rush after him and do he wasn’t sure what, but definitely keep him close. He would have liked to stay silent, but in the end, politeness won. “He’s a friend from London on holiday.” That seemed vague enough. He didn’t think the man could get anything from that.

“Then he’s lucky to have such a fine country house to visit. If you leave me here, I can walk to my destination. It’s just across the way there.” 

Lionel followed the man’s gaze and saw the overgrown path to Beckwood Hall. So the man had something to do with Lord Dixon. Jim must have recognized him. So Jim did know Lord Dixon. Lionel pulled the gig to the side of the road and watched as the man hopped down and went round to unload his things. As he worked, he said, “Don’t worry about the cart. We’ll send someone down to get it. Thank you for the kindness. Perhaps I’ll see you again.”

“Perhaps.” Lionel planned to avoid him along with everyone else from Beckwood Hall. He was curious, but he wanted Jim around more than he wanted to know the secrets of his past.

The man collected up his sacks, which seemed to Lionel to be heavy, but the man carried them without much difficulty and started for the path to Beckwood Hall.

 

--*--

 

Jim hurried through the trees without paying attention to where he was going. Murdoc. Why did it have to be Murdoc? Although he was better than Balford. Murdoc had his own strange code of honor—that was why Jim had trusted him with the contract. Balford would have told Lionel at once who he was and what he’d done. No, no, nothing so simple. He would have been making crude innuendos, which would make Lionel wonder until he asked, and then Jim would have been forced to reveal his past and see Lionel’s eyes turn cold as he realized what he’d let into his house.

The house. Jim was tempted to run and not go back there. Then he wouldn’t have to hear what Lionel thought of him. Even if Murdoc didn’t say anything, it was clear he’d recognized Jim. And the only place he could have been going was Lord Dixon’s new house. It would be enough for Lionel to figure out that there was a connection even if not its exact nature. And he didn’t want to have to tell him when he asked.

But he was wearing a suit he’d borrowed from the man, and all of his things, including his money, were at Hensley House. He had to go back for them. He sighed. Maybe he could avoid Lionel. Then he wouldn’t have to tell him. That was a plan. Jim looked around and saw he was already walking in the direction of Hensley House. He’d simply go back and stay in the guest room he’d been given until he found an opportunity to slip out.

Really, he shouldn’t be upset, he told himself. If he’d entertained any fantasies of Sir Lionel inviting him to stay, they were just that, fantasies. Hadn’t the man offered to help him find a place at every turn? He must want to be rid of him. And that one night had simply been kindness. Maybe he’d never had to pay for his pleasure and wanted to see what a professional could do. That ignored the fact that Jim had received most of the pleasure, but he pushed that thought out of his mind, along with the thought of the night after, and their breakfasts together, and evenings in the study. 

Even if every fantasy were reality, he couldn’t stay. He should have known that the moment he’d seen in the paper that Beckwood Hall belonged to Lord Dixon. Dixon would be there, practically in Lionel’s garden, with his parties. It made sense. He’d want a place where there would be more privacy. Think of what he could do with those grounds if he fenced them off near the house and kept the woods around to block the view and discourage travelers from happening by. And the property adjoined Sir Lionel’s. Even if Murdoc kept his secret, there would be guests who’d seen him, servants who’d fucked him, and if nothing else, Balford would be there, and he wouldn’t let the opportunity to tell everyone that Sir Lionel’s friend had been a concubine. And once that got out, Lionel wouldn’t want him anymore, and the leaving would be that much more painful. Not to mention the shame that would fall on Sir Lionel if anyone in the area knew what kind of person he’d been associating with. 

That decided him. He couldn’t let Lionel suffer disgrace because of him. There were plenty of other towns in England where he could find a cottage, towns without kind knights who acted like something out of a fairy story, but towns and cottages with good land all the same.

So how was he going to get away? He couldn’t go to the village; if Lionel went there to ask about him, everyone would tell him where he was. Maybe there was a stage or the mail coach. It would take some of his money, but it would get him away from here. But Danvers would tell Lionel which one he’d got on, and Lionel had horses that would go much faster than a coach laden with passengers and parcels. Maybe he’d be lucky and find a farmer on his way home who would take him part of the way. Did farmers travel now? He had no idea. If only he had some time to plan. Right now, the best choice seemed to be to grab his things and run in whatever direction Lionel wasn’t in.

Only that didn’t seem possible either. He’d no sooner slipped through the kitchen door than Mrs. O’Brien spotted him.

“Back already, Mr. Jim? Then I suppose Sir Lionel will be wanting his tea.”

“He’s not with me. He stopped to help someone on the road.”

“And you came back?”

“There wasn’t room for three and the man’s parcels in the gig.” It was as a good an excuse as any for why he’d run.

“Well, I’ll make you some tea at least.”

“You needn’t bother.”

“No bother.” She came across the room to get the kettle. “Why, Mr. Jim, you seem a little flushed.”

He couldn’t tell Mrs. O’Brien the real reason, that he’d been running through the woods trying to avoid Lionel. “I may be a little warm.”

“I hope you’re not catching a chill.” She pressed her hand to his forehead.

He felt terrible lying to Mrs. O’Brien after she’d been so nice to him, but couldn’t think of any form of the truth that wouldn’t make her throw him out of her kitchen, so he managed a small cough that he pretended to hide from her. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“No, you were out in that storm. And, often as not, Mr. Harrison catches a chill when he’s been out bird watching in the damp. You go right up to your room, and I’ll send a footman up with a hot water bottle.”

Now he felt even worse. “You don’t need to put anyone out.”

“Nonsense. An evening in bed with a nice bowl of beef broth to warm you up, and you’ll be right as rain in the morning.”

An evening in bed at Mrs. O’Brien’s order. No dinner in the dining room with Lionel sitting across from him. No wondering how much Murdoc had told him, how much he’d figured out on his own. It had to be obvious where Murdoc had been heading, and obvious that they knew each other. “Mrs. O’Brien, you’re a dear. If you think I should take to my bed, then I bow to your superior wisdom.”

“Enough of your blarney, you’re not even Irish. Go up to bed, and I’ll send someone up.”

Jim hurried for the stairs before his expression could give something away. Time to plan. He’d gotten exactly what he’d wanted. He’d just ignore the fact that it was making him feel miserable in a way that Mrs. O’Brien’s tea and hot water bottle wouldn’t help.

 

 


Chapter 13

***

 

LIONEL QUICKLY GAVE UP ON FINDING JIM in the trees and turned the gig back towards Hensley House. He’d see Jim at dinner; then he could decide what to say. At the moment, nothing seemed like a good answer. Clearly, Jim had known the man, but the man hadn’t given any clue beyond the way he’d looked at Jim as to where or how they’d known each other. A former client, perhaps? But the man was clearly a servant, and from the few times Lionel had sampled some of Madame Rosamond’s tamer offerings, he knew no servant could afford her gentlemen. So possibly he had also been there in some professional capacity? Not as another prostitute—that wouldn’t have scared Jim so badly. Lionel tried to think of any connection he’d ever heard between Madame Rosamond and Lord Dixon, but he couldn’t come up with any. Robert had mentioned other names in connection with Dixon. Regina had been one, he recalled, but not Rosamond. Come to think of it, old Ed Greensleigh had introduced them to Rosamond when they’d been at university together, and Ed had never cared for Dixon. And he would hardly have sent a pair of almost innocent boys to someone associated with him.

So if Rosamond wasn’t the connection, what was? Or was it simply the fact that Dixon’s house reminded Jim of his old life, a life he clearly didn’t want Lionel to think about? That could be it. But then, if Jim trusted him so little as that, he would have to make certain that Jim understood he considered him more than just a body to warm his bed, and that meant he would not be trying to seduce him again tonight. Lionel didn’t like to admit to himself how much of a disappointment that was, but it was worth it to let Jim know he considered him a friend. 

That was the crux of it, Lionel decided. He was curious about Jim’s reaction to the man, but it wasn’t terribly important. Gaining enough of Jim’s trust so he wouldn’t be afraid of Lionel finding out whatever he was keeping from him was.

And if he’d really been Jim’s friend, he would have paid attention to the stiffening of his back and the way his eyes darted when they’d stopped by the carriage. There had to have been some other way for him to fulfill what he thought of as his obligation of honor without ignoring what in hindsight Jim so obviously had wanted him to. And it would have been simple. He could have offered to send someone with a proper cart to help the man wherever he was going and turned back to Hensley House to tell Garrett. If he’d done that instead of trying to be some knight of old, Jim would still be sitting next to him, planning to return to see the view another day.

 

But Jim wasn’t there when he returned to Hensley House. Lionel looked in all the places he could think of: the garden, the study, the library, even a glance into the kitchens, but there was no sign of him. It was certainly possible that he needed time to think, and he had always seemed interested in the trees and plants around the house. Lionel told himself not to worry simply because Jim needed a little time alone.

But when he entered the dining room and found only one place set out, all of his fears came crashing back, starting with the idea that Jim was lost in the woods somewhere, alone and hurt, and ending with the far more reasonable but no less painful idea that Jim simply didn’t want to see him again and had left for good.

Lionel pasted a calm expression on his features as Harrison came into the room. “Is Mr. Smith going to be joining me?”

“Mrs. O’Brien felt he was catching a chill, so she chased him off to bed.”

“I see.” Lionel’s first thought was to hurry upstairs and see if Jim was well, see if maybe a conversation where Dixon and the strange man weren’t mentioned at all would be enough to convince Jim to come downstairs, but he made himself stay in his seat. What would Jim think if he really were resting from a chill and Lionel burst into his room to chatter on about nothing of any importance? No, it would be better to let him rest. But he didn’t want him to brood on whatever had bothered him either. Lionel picked up his spoon and started on his soup. He’d just lock himself in his office tonight and get to work. He could have his desk cleared of everything important in a few hours, and he would simply ignore the morning’s mail. Well, maybe not ignore—he’d sort it at the breakfast table, and it was very likely there would be nothing that needed his immediate attention. Then, while he had Jim there, held captive by Mrs. O’Brien’s cooking, he would propose spending the day together, somewhere not in the direction of Beckwood Hall, of course. Maybe offer him a riding lesson on the grounds of the estate. That would give them time together, and Jim wouldn’t have to worry about anyone from his past turning up. It was a simple solution. And then he could ask Jim about his plans. It would be perfectly natural to wonder what sort of riding he would need to do. 

Unless Jim wasn’t at breakfast. Lionel pushed his food around on his plate, his appetite gone. He wasn’t sure if he should be concerned that Jim might becoming ill or that Jim didn’t want to see him, but clearly there was some cause for concern. He rose from the table. If he wasn’t going to eat, then he should go to the study and start making a dent in the work that was waiting for him. Then he could give Jim his full attention in the morning, or plan what to do if Jim didn’t come down to breakfast.

 

As Lionel went through the letters on his desk, he couldn’t understand why he had put off seeing Jim all those mornings to answer them. There was nothing terribly important, nothing that couldn’t have waited. The most important was from Sanders at the office, and it was merely to tell him that everything was running smoothly and he’d be needed at the beginning of the month to sign some papers. The rest of the stack was made up of invitations to places he had no intention of going. Those were simple to deal with, and by the third polite, dull response, he was able to write them without thinking about it. 

Robert had asked him who he was trying to impress. He’d brushed off the question, but Robert had been right. Father wasn’t around to be impressed anymore, not that that had ever really been a possibility. And Randall, well, Randall saw him as someone to be called on when he needed to be saved from himself, nothing more. The quality were only interested in him as long as he had money or the ear of the royal family. No, the only person he should have been trying to impress was Jim, and that was the one person he hadn’t been trying to. But that would change. He was going to find some way to let Jim know that he was important, more important than any of the letters on the table or fools in the city. He just needed to figure out how.

Lionel finished the last of the responses in the stack but still hadn’t figured what he would propose they do in the morning. It had to be something that would tell Jim he wanted to spend time with him, something that wouldn’t scare him off either. So nothing that would take them in the direction of Beckwood Hall. The riding lessons didn’t seem special enough, not for what he needed. Lionel stared into the fire, hoping for some inspiration, but all he could think of was how cozy it would be if Jim were sitting there too, perhaps going through the newspapers, looking for his cottage, while Lionel finished up his letters before they went upstairs together.

Of course, that scene would bring Jim one step closer to finding his cottage or to determining there was nothing suitable in the area. Either way, it would be one step closer to him leaving. Lionel knew he should be hoping for Jim to find the place he was looking for, but he couldn’t help hoping it would take him a while, long enough for Lionel to—to what? That was the question, wasn’t it?

Lionel glanced at the clock, but it was too early for him to retire, unless he wanted the staff to think he had caught a chill as well. He eyed the bookcase, but nothing caught his attention. He pulled his notepaper towards him again and began to write out the shell of a polite but generic refusal of an invitation. If that was what he would be receiving in the post, he may as well be ready to turn them down. And every line written now was a few more moments he could spend with Jim later.

 

Lionel stayed in the study until he had finished his letters, tidied the desk, and gone through the bookshelves twice. Then it seemed late enough to retire to his room without causing comment among the staff. As Baxter helped him prepare for bed, he had to control himself not to snap at the man to hurry up or simply tell him to leave. The sooner he went to sleep, the sooner he could wake up to breakfast with Jim and the prospect of a whole day spread out before them. He’d narrowed his plans to two choices. He could either ask Mrs. O’Brien to prepare another picnic lunch for them and take him out wandering on the grounds with the excuse he wanted his opinion on how to restore them, or he could ask Jim what he wanted to do. The second choice sounded like the better one, but what if Jim proposed something that had no place for Lionel, either because he believed Lionel would be in the study for most of the morning again, or because he was still sensitive about whatever it was that had happened on the road, or, horror of horrors, because he didn’t want to spend time with Lionel anymore? No, he decided as he finally got Baxter out the door, he’d propose the picnic. And Baxter would definitely be staying in the servants’ quarters while Jim was here. 

Baxter didn’t seem to think it was odd that Lionel hadn’t spoken as he’d prepared for bed, and he left as soon as Lionel dismissed him with nothing more than a “good night.” Lionel hoped that meant Baxter thought he was tired or that Baxter wanted to get to his own bed, but he didn’t have the energy to try to figure it out. He’d go to bed, and when he woke up, he’d see about putting things right with Jim.

Lionel sat on the edge of the bed and went to blow out the candle, but now that he was in bed, his mind wouldn’t stop. What if the passing thought had been right, and Jim didn’t want to spend more time with him? They had spent two wonderful nights together, or at least it had been wonderful for him What if Jim had seen it as a simple transaction in exchange for room and board? Everything he was thinking of as nerves could simply be a man bored with his situation and waiting for the chance to get away. Lionel got off the bed and poked around the bureau until he found a boring book of historical treatises on the Roman Empire. It would do, complex enough to keep his mind occupied but dull enough to let him fall asleep.

He had just settled in with the book when Lionel heard a soft knock on his door, hesitant, like someone unsure of their welcome. He hurried out of bed to open the door and found Jim standing in the hallway. “Can I...”

“Come in, please.”

Jim nodded and slipped inside. Lionel closed the door, unsure how to proceed. Jim must be feeling the need to repay him for the hospitality. He didn’t want Jim to remember their friendship as a transaction. If Jim could see him as a friend, that would be something at least—not what he wanted, but being remembered fondly was surely better than as a client. He tried to school his features into a friendly mask as he turned to offer Jim a drink.

He’d barely made it around when Jim pressed him to the door and covered his lips with his own. Lionel wondered if he should push his friend away or if that would hurt Jim’s feelings somehow. Jim’s tongue ran along the seam of Lionel’s lips until they parted, letting him in.

When Jim pulled back to run his lips down Lionel’s neck, Lionel managed to force out, “You don’t have to.”

“Shh, let me.” Jim kept working his way down, now undoing the laces of Lionel’s nightshirt.

Lionel was going to protest. He’d had it all planned out. A pleasant morning doing something Jim wanted to, a friendly lunch, being friends, then maybe they could repeat the night they’d spent together. He was going to say something until Jim got his nightshirt open and Jim’s lips closed around his left nipple, sucking and nipping and driving all other thoughts from Lionel’s mind.

Jim kept working his way down Lionel’s chest, following the opening of the collar, nipping and licking and sucking while Lionel panted. Every time he reached for Jim, Jim slid away, bringing them towards the bed, then letting his tongue glide over Lionel’s skin until Lionel couldn’t think of anything but letting Jim do whatever he wanted to. 

Lionel could feel the moment Jim knew he could have his way. Jim guided him to the bed and pulled Lionel’s nightshirt over his head and tossed it aside then slowed down his exploration of Lionel’s body, taking his time to taste and nip at Lionel’s skin as he worked his way down, until he was nuzzling the line of hair along Lionel’s belly, making Lionel shudder and tense and moan softly. The moan seemed to spur Jim on, and he eased his tongue along the crease of Lionel’s hip, letting Lionel’s balls rub against the side of his face until he was under them and able to run his tongue along the sensitive skin there. Lionel whimpered, wanting more, although of what, he wasn’t sure. 

But Jim seemed to know. He let his tongue dart out to touch Lionel’s shaft, stroking a little farther each time, until Lionel was thrusting his hips and making soft sounds in his throat. Then Jim closed his lips around Lionel’s cock and started to suck in earnest, taking it deep inside then sliding away. Lionel wondered if this was what Jim had meant when he said he was good at giving men what they wanted, and then he couldn’t think of anything but Jim’s mouth. He felt his hips move without him thinking about it, wanting to get in deeper, faster, more. He tangled his fingers in Jim’s hair, and Jim stilled. Lionel glanced down and found Jim looking up at him, watching, his pink lips stretched around Lionel. He nodded and gave Lionel a light slap on the arse. Lionel started to thrust again, and Jim nodded best he could then concentrated on making his tongue do something that felt amazing as Lionel slid along it. Only a few strokes, and he was spilling down Jim’s throat, Jim sucking and lapping as he did. 

Lionel collapsed back on the bed. He felt Jim slide off of his softening cock and rolled over to face him. He tried to sit up enough to reach between Jim’s legs and give him some release, only to feel Jim’s belly was sticky with his own climax. Apparently, he had enjoyed what he was doing to Lionel almost as much as Lionel had. Lionel slid his hand up and caught Jim’s arm, giving a little tug until Jim understood what he wanted and crawled into bed beside him, resting his head on Lionel’s chest. 

Lionel relaxed into the pillows, feeling sated and drowsy. He let his eyes drift closed and breathed in Jim’s scent. He felt Jim move beside him and tried to get his arms organized enough to reach for him, but everything felt heavy and relaxed. Then he felt Jim’s lips brush his shoulder. “I love you.” It was barely a breath against his skin, but he heard it. Lionel smiled. As he drifted to sleep, he thought he felt the bed move. Jim leaving. Jim loved him. Jim would want to be with him. He’d see Jim in the morning, tell him how much he loved him, invite him to stay, figure out how it could happen. Holding that thought in his mind, Lionel let himself sleep.

 

In the green suite, Jim let himself rest until it was barely light outside then gathered up his things. Seeing Lionel one last time had been foolish, but he couldn’t leave without one memory of that dear face flushed with pleasure he’d given him. And saying he’d loved him, well, he supposed he couldn’t have stopped himself, and he’d have probably regretted it forever if he hadn’t said the words at least once. But he’d had the sense to wait until Lionel was asleep. That was something, at least. He folded up the clothes that Mrs. O’Brien had found for him and left them on the chair. Then he realized she might ask questions if he came down in his old suit. He supposed it would be all right to take one outfit, as Lionel had said he could have them, and it would make it easier to leave quickly. He changed into one of the shirts he’d been given, with the brown trousers, as they were the most practical, showing the least dirt. He picked up the blue coat from the first night and stroked the sleeve. He’d been so proud when Lionel had seen him in it. And that was why he wouldn’t take it. There was a green coat from the other morning. That would do. He made certain he had all of his money, and his own things, then left the green suite for the last time.

Mrs. O’Brien was already in the kitchen, with her troop of maids, getting breakfast ready. “Mr. Jim, are you feeling better?”

“Much, thanks to your beef broth. But I should be on my way.”

“Oh, I rather thought you were staying a while.” She seemed genuinely disappointed that he was leaving. “At least let me fix you a basket to take with you. You never can be sure of the food they sell at some of the inns along the way. The White Hart is safe, but I wouldn’t trust many others.”

Mrs. O’Brien’s food was definitely better than anything he’d get along the way, and cheaper. “If it’s not too much trouble, I’d never say no to your cooking.”

“With the blarney again. There’s cold pie from the servants’ supper yesterday. And some of these sausages will travel well. And perhaps a bit of bread.” Mrs. O’Brien bustled around preparing his basket then saw him on his way. As Jim walked down the path towards the road to town, he wished he were really a friend of Lionel’s, someone who would be coming back to Hensley House, for the fishing perhaps, as Lionel had suggested once. But there would be no returning now. Not with Dixon barely two miles away, and certainly not after he’d told Lionel he loved him.

 

 


Chapter 14

***

 

WHEN LIONEL AWOKE, he was disappointed but not surprised to find his bed empty. Perhaps he could have a word with the staff, tell them not to bother with his fire in the mornings any longer. Then Jim could stay beside him.

Baxter came in, and Lionel let himself be bundled into his clothes for the day. So how would he tell Jim? Part of him wanted to race down the stairs and burst into the breakfast room, fling his arms around the man, and declare his love. Ridiculous, dangerous, and above all, not quite romantic enough. No, there had to be a better way. Lean over him while he sat at breakfast and press a kiss to his neck? Better, but not quite.

It was while he was shaving that it came to him. He’d ask Jim to walk with him in the garden, show him the mess that had been the hedge maze, on the pretense that he wanted advice on how to bring it back to respectability. Then he could lead him into some lover’s knot or overgrown walkway and steal a kiss. Silly and schoolboyish maybe, but he didn’t think Jim had had much silliness or schoolboy charms in his love life. Maybe he’d like the change. 

 

Lionel tried not to run to the breakfast room. He hadn’t heard any sign of Jim in the green suite as he’d passed it, so Jim must have already gone down to breakfast. Now that he thought of it, Jim had been at breakfast before him every morning. Lionel walked into the room ready to greet Jim and propose the walk in the garden at once, before the post came to distract them. The blasted post. When it came, he’d tell Harrison to take it away and leave it in the study. He wouldn’t even look at it until he’d taken a turn around the grounds with Jim and told him how things stood. He glanced around the breakfast room then looked a second time. “Harrison, has Mr. Smith already broken his fast?”

“I haven’t seen him, sir, and the plates are undisturbed.”

Perhaps he really wasn’t feeling well. But he hadn’t seemed ill the night before. “Perhaps I should check his room and be sure he hasn’t caught a chill.”

“He’s not there, sir, or he wasn’t when Bessie went to light the fire.”

Then where was Jim? Lionel had a terrible, sinking feeling. “Perhaps Mrs. O’Brien knows something.”

“I can inquire for you, sir.”

“No, I’ll go.” He wanted to hear it for himself. 

If Harrison thought that odd, he didn’t comment. “Very good, sir. I’ll see your tea is kept warm.”

 

The kitchen was the usual bustle of food preparation. Lionel ignored it and went straight to the heart of the chaos. “Mrs. O’Brien, have you seen Mr. Smith today?”

“Yes, sir. He left a bit before six. I packed him a nice breakfast and a lunch to take with him.”

“Oh.” Jim was gone. Lionel had finally sorted himself out, and it was too late. Jim was gone.

“Was that wrong of me, sir?”

“No, not at all. I didn’t think he was leaving today, that’s all.”

“I’m sorry, sir. But he did have his things with him.”

It wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault but his. “Yes, of course. I should have asked him more explicitly. Did he say where he was going?”

“I didn’t think to ask, sir.”

“No, neither did I. Thank you, Mrs. O’Brien.” Lionel turned to leave the kitchen.

“Perhaps he asked Mr. Garrett for a ride somewhere?” Mrs. O’Brien called after him.

“Perhaps he did. I suppose I could ask him.” Jim wouldn’t have asked for a ride if he were trying to escape, but he might have asked for directions, if not to where he was going, at least to somewhere in the same direction. It was worth a try, at least. Lionel hurried out to the stables. But why would Jim run from him now, and after the night they’d shared? 

The night they’d shared. He’d been saying good-bye. The whole time they’d been together at Hensley House, Lionel had never said a word about how he felt; he’d been too afraid of what Jim would think. And there Jim had been all that time, probably thinking that Lionel was seeing him as a convenient warm body, not as someone to be cherished. And Jim had said he loved him, when he’d been too tired to move or answer. That was it; Jim had thought he was asleep. How long had Jim felt that way? Lionel knew he should have said something, should have gone to see him after they’d met the man from Dixon’s on the road. No, sooner, as soon as he’d known he needed Jim. If only he’d said something, anything. Now it was too late, and Lionel had no idea how to find Jim and fix it.

 

--*--

 

Little Poltern was too close to Lincoln-on-Marsh for Jim’s liking, but it was as far as the friendly farmer who’d picked him up was going, so he pretended it was just perfect. The farmer let him down in the main square, which happened to have a solicitor’s office. Now, Jim knew he couldn’t travel too far on foot and sleeping rough if he wanted to be taken seriously by anyone selling property, and traveling too far otherwise would cut into his funds. So he couldn’t turn down a possible lead, even if it was too close to Lionel. To Dixon, he told himself. It didn’t matter where Lionel was.

The office was small, with little more than a desk and some files. The man behind the desk was of indeterminate age, dressed neatly but conservatively, someone who wouldn’t even know where to begin looking for a place like Mistress Rosamond’s. He looked up when Jim entered. “May I help you?”

“I’m looking to buy property in the country. A cottage.”

“I’d be happy to be of assistance. Mr. Quincy.”

“Jim— James Smith.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Smith. Please sit, and we can discuss how I may be of assistance.”

Jim sat across from the solicitor and described the sort of place he was looking for, trying to pretend he belonged there and wasn’t the least bit intimidated by the man. At least Lionel’s old suit made him look like he belonged there. He explained what he’d budgeted for the purchase, giving a number lower than what he could comfortably afford to be safe.

Mr. Quincy leaned back in his chair when Jim had finished speaking. “I do know of one property that might suit. However, it is not in Little Poltern. I’m afraid it would be two hours by carriage to reach it.”

“Towards Lincoln-on-Marsh?”

“No, the opposite direction, in fact.”

Jim tried to tell himself that was a good thing. “I wasn’t particularly concerned about the area. I’ve been visiting friends and thought I’d look on the way back. I’ve been living in London; I simply want to be in the country and away from the city. The specific location is unimportant.”

“Then I will arrange for someone to take you there. When would be convenient?”

“Anytime.” Remembering his finances, he added, “The sooner the better. I’d like to be moved and settled as soon as possible.”

“Then I will drive you out there myself today.”

Jim tried not to sound too excited. “If it’s not inconvenient.” 

“Not at all. I am actually the owner. I feel it’s best to disclose these sorts of things at once, don’t you?”

Jim wondered why the solicitor waited as long as he had but nodded as if he agreed.

“It was an inheritance, so I’d like to get it off my hands. There has been some other interest, but as you say you have cash in hand, I am certainly willing to give you preference. Shall we say one o’clock? That will let you get settled at the inn.”

“That should suit. Thank you.” Jim took his leave and went to secure a room at the inn, as it seemed to be expected of him.

 

Lionel wandered back to the house no better off than when he’d left. No one in the stables had seen Jim that morning. If he asked any further, they would know something was different about Jim as a guest. No, he’d have to use logic to figure this out.

He’d try London first. Jim knew London; there was a good chance he’d go back there. And if he didn’t, Lionel knew it too. He could figure out where to look next, where to look for clues to Jim’s past, something productive. He started back to the house to begin making arrangements to leave.

Lionel had barely made it into the hallway when the door to the study opened, and Randall called to him. “Lionel, I was wondering where you got to. Come and try this excellent Scotch.”

Lionel fought down the urge to point out that the Scotch was his, and he was the one who ought to be inviting people to partake in it, and Randall would not have been on that list. He’d had it put out the night before so he could share it with Jim later in the evening. That was the thing to do—keep Jim in the front of his mind. That would remind him to keep his temper so he could get whatever Randall wanted over with and get started for London. He crossed the hall and went into the study.

Randall flopped down in the best armchair and almost spilled his Scotch on the arm. Lionel resisted the urge to chastise him, but he did allow himself to ask, “Isn’t it a bit early?”

“Why would it be?”

Lionel sat at the desk so he would have plenty of small objects to handle when he felt like strangling Randall. “So what brings you to Hensley House?”

“I wanted to see how the preparations were going.”

“The preparations?” Lionel racked his brain trying to think of anything Randall would be preparing for.

“For the house party. How are they going? Is the menu set? Have you gotten the guest rooms arranged? When were the invitations sent out?”

“The house party? What house party?”

“How could you forget, Lionel? You always host one around now for our good clients. You’ve done it for years.”

When the business was taken completely and irrevocably out of his hands, Lionel had stopped thinking about anything but the injustice of it. “That was when Father was around. Now that you’re in charge and I’m not, I’m sure they’d rather assemble at your place.”

“No, they wouldn’t. Everyone loves Mrs. O’Brien’s cooking. And your woods are so much better than mine for hunting. And I have a houseguest.”

From the way he said it, Lionel was sure that was the crux of the problem. The houseguest was most likely female and a member of Jim’s former profession. He pretended to believe the other matters were more pressing. “Then you should hire a temporary chef for the party. I’m afraid there’s not much you can do about the woods, but I will try to get Jameson to recommend someone to replace your current gamekeeper. Is it still Bennet? He’s been there since we were boys, probably since Father was a boy. Just pension him off to a cottage on the grounds.”

“You make it sound so simple. And no, it’s not Bennet. He retired to Scotland with his daughter years ago. And none of my guest rooms are in order. And they’re all counting on coming to your house. Why, Romley was talking about it just last week when he came to discuss renewing their contract. Which isn’t closed, by the way.”

Lionel sighed. His first instinct was to tell Randall to figure it out for himself, but Randall had probably staked most of the company’s claims on impressing the clients with the house party at Hensley House. And it would probably be in bad taste to tell him to use the family house he’d inherited lock, stock, and barrel from Father this soon after the man’s death. And his own home was usually in various states of disarray, mainly because he didn’t pay the staff well enough to attract the first-rate applicants. He resented Randall for getting the business, but he didn’t want to see him lose all of the best clients before he’d even settled into the office, and not only because then he’d be expected to bail him out. “Once more, Randall. But next year it will look odd if you don’t have them all to the family place.” There, that would get him out of future parties.

“I suppose it would. Well, as the guest list hasn’t been set, here’s a list of people I’ve promised invitations to. You can use that as a guest list. I’ll let you get on it. I’ll tell everyone you were so upset about the old man’s passing that you were a little late getting out the invitations. They’ve all been expecting it, so two weeks’ notice will be more than sufficient for them.”

But not for the servants. He’d have to tell Harrison to hire as many people as he needed to from the village. “Won’t it look odd having a house party while we’re in mourning?”

“It’s business, not pleasure. Let me know what’s been finalized.”

Lionel brought the list to his desk. There would be no running to London to look for Jim just yet. He hoped Jim was all right. He had said he had money, enough for a small place. It would be harder to find him outside of London but not impossible. Lionel read the list of names then added one of his own to the end. Sir Robert Farnsdale. Robert was known for burying himself in business and only leaving London to look after it, but Lionel knew he could be counted on to drop everything and help if he knew it was a serious matter, and Robert knew Madame Rosamond’s and many of the other places Jim may have worked before. And they’d been friends too long for Lionel to have to worry about asking for help finding a former prostitute he’d lost is heart to. After all, he’d been the one Robert had come to after he’d had his heart broken the first time he’d been brave enough to tell a lover he wanted to try something unusual, a little fool named Cecil Mercer who’d insisted he loved being paddled then ran out the door as soon as Robert had arrived with one. No, Robert would understand. And Lionel could ask him for help at Hensley Hall just as well as in London. It was definitely the sort of thing to be asked in person, though, not committed to paper. With a sigh, he rang for Harrison to let him know that the staff was about to be very inconvenienced.

 

--*--

 

Jim’s first thought when he woke up was that Lionel wasn’t there. Then he remembered he was at an inn and not Hensley House. He wouldn’t be returning to Hensley House. He would have his own place. The cottage Mr. Quincy had shown him had been nice, close enough to what he wanted to suit, and only a little over what he had felt he could comfortably afford. He’d feigned cool interest—which had been easier than it would have been a few days before—and finally agreed to purchase if the matter could be handled quickly, leaving out that fewer nights spent at the inn meant a great deal to his financial situation. He’d given Mr. Quincy a sizable down payment and been promised everything would be ready the next afternoon. This afternoon, he realized. 

Jim pulled himself out of bed and dressed. This was what he’d said he wanted, the reason he had gone to Dixon’s to begin with. A nice little cottage with a garden. No thoughts of Sir Lionel, who was probably much too busy to think of him anyway. No, this was much better. He’d just pick up the key and start his new life. He collected up his bag and went to settle his bill.

 

As Jim crossed the square to Mr. Quincy’s office, he knew he ought to be ecstatic. A few days before, it would have taken all his self-control not to run across the square at dawn and wait outside of Mr. Quincy’s office until the solicitor arrived with the key. Now he could barely keep putting one foot in front of the other. He was about to get exactly what he wanted. The little house wasn’t exactly what he’d pictured, but it was close enough, and the back garden was large enough to please him. The previous owners had grown herbs and vegetables, so there was a start. He’d be close enough to the village to hire help if he needed and visit the shops, but far enough away that he could play at being the town eccentric if he wanted and not have to worry about his past being found out. In short, it was just what he would have asked for during those two years bending over for anyone Dixon told him to. So why was each step so difficult?

As if he really had to ask that question. Lionel was only a few miles away, but it may as well have been another country. It was lucky he’d gotten away when he had, or he might still be there, warming the man’s bed and trying to hide what he really wanted from him. Lionel had been so kind to him. It would have been easier if Lionel had simply expected Jim to please him while he was there, or had taken his pleasure and ignored Jim’s, or even thrown him down and forced himself on him. But he was too much of a gentleman. Every time Jim had gone to him, he’d acted as if Jim were important, worth something beyond the bedroom. Of course, Lionel didn’t know his past, not all of it. And it was best that Jim had left before he found out about it, as he would with Dixon and Murdoc and surely Balford just down the road. Jim opened the door to Mr. Quincy’s office. This was the best outcome he could have hoped for. He simply had to remind himself of what he’d wanted to begin with.

Jim sensed something was off as soon as he walked into the office. Mr. Quincy didn’t stand when he entered as he had before, didn’t extend his hand or even greet him. Jim felt a frisson of panic, but he told himself there was no way this man knew about his past. Who would tell him? None of Dixon’s set would have any reason to come here, and the only other one in the county who knew any of it was Lionel, and he would never believe Lionel would betray him. Perhaps he had some business worry on his mind. Jim pasted on his most reassuring smile and said, “Good afternoon, Mr. Quincy. I’m here to pick up the keys.”

“How dare you!”

Jim froze. “I don’t understand.” What had changed? What had gone wrong? He was certain Lionel was the only person who knew about his past here.

“You don’t understand? You were going to let me allow trash like you onto my property, living among my tenants? What were you planning, to set up your filthy, unnatural business again? Out. Out before I call the magistrate. I should call him. The only reason I’m not is the disgrace it would bring on this parish.”

“But...” How had he found out? “I wouldn’t...”

“Out!” Mr. Quincy’s face was turning red as he stabbed his finger at the door.

“Perhaps he doesn’t understand the situation, sir,” said one of the last voices Jim wanted to hear. Balford, the stable-master at Lord Dixon’s estate. He stepped out from behind the door, the picture of respectful humility. “His kind are usually a bit thick.” He waited until Mr. Quincy had turned to gesture crudely on what he meant by thick.

Jim knew when he was defeated. Balford knew more than enough about his past to make good on any threat. He made one last effort to salvage something. “My security money?”

“That’s it. The magistrate. I should have known the likes of you wouldn’t know mercy when you saw it.”

The threat of the magistrate still struck terror in him. Prostitution might be ignored, but not sodomy. Jim turned and all but ran from the office. Of course they wouldn’t return his money to him. He was a common whore. Why would anyone think anything else of him? Just because Lionel... But of course Lionel hadn’t known what he was. He had some idea of a high-class brothel like Madame Rosamond’s. Lionel would never understand Lord Dixon’s. Jim had a little money left but not enough for a house. Not enough for anything other than a return to London and a return to the brothels. He was already on the road when he remembered that Lionel was the magistrate in the area at the moment. Not that that would have helped. He never would have asked Lionel to intervene on his behalf, not for something like this. It would ruin Lionel’s reputation, and his cottage wasn’t worth that.

 

 


Chapter 15

***

 

LIONEL HAD NEVER NOTICED HOW LITTLE his staff needed him to function. Once he’d approved the expenses for the house party and the hiring of extra staff and the ordering of food, he didn’t seem to be necessary. His opinion was asked often enough, but it was simplest to agree with whatever Mrs. O’Brien, Mrs. Barton, and Harrison decided. Lionel wondered if his staff sensed he wanted to be away, or if they had always been this helpful when he had an event to arrange, and he’d simply never noticed it before. Either way, it was a relief, as he’d slept badly the last three nights, waking often to realize Jim wasn’t there and he had no idea where he was, or even if he was safe. He didn’t think he could wait for Robert to arrive before he did something to look for Jim. And as he wasn’t needed to plan the house party, he could simply tell Harrison to approve whatever of Mrs. O’Brien’s food requests and Mrs. Barton’s staff requests seemed reasonable to him and leave as soon as his obligation as magistrate was finished.  

At least that had been his plan until Harrison entered the breakfast room with a letter from Mr. Perkins. Lionel had come to dread having his post brought to the breakfast room, mainly because it reminded him of how often he could have spoken to Jim, made Jim feel welcome, rather than holding him out some sort of a reward for work completed. Perkins’s letter had to be better than thinking of that.

The letter was extremely polite, but the gist of it was that his mother’s original illness had improved, but she had caught a chill and wanted her son to stay with her. Perkins was certain Lionel would understand and continue to fill in as magistrate for a few more weeks. Lionel threw down the letter. He couldn’t argue with a man wanting to see his ailing mother, even if the woman had been ailing from one thing or another as long as anyone had known her. And even if he sent Perkins a letter immediately saying he had urgent business in London, and even if Perkins left his mother’s side at once to return instead of sending back a response pleading for him to continue to act as magistrate, by the time Perkins arrived, it would be too late to leave for London and do anything but turn around and return for the house party. Looking for Jim would have to wait a little longer.

“Is something not to your liking, my lord?”

“What? Oh, no, everything’s fine.” It wasn’t Harrison’s fault. “Tell Baxter I won’t be leaving tomorrow after all. Perkins’s mother has taken a chill.”

“I’m very sorry, my lord. Not that we wanted you to leave, of course. But still, I’m very sorry.” Harrison bowed and left in what seemed to be a great hurry.

Lionel refolded the letter and shoved it on the bottom of the stack. If he hadn’t known better, he would have thought Harrison knew he had some other motive for wanting to go to London beside preparations for the party or business concerns. At least he had Robert’s help to look forward to.

 

Jim managed to make it back to London without spending all of his remaining money, but the trip didn’t leave him with enough to start out in something respectable. It was enough that he could stay at a cheap inn and plan his future, but not for long, not if he wanted anything left. He stared out of the window at the familiar streets and considered his options. He could always go back to Madame Rosamond’s. She specialized in gentlemen with unusual desires, and she ran a good house. She didn’t cheat, and she threw out anyone who was trouble. And she got away with it by keeping detailed records, so anyone who went to the authorities would find their deviances becoming public knowledge. It was rumored she knew the youthful peccadillos of enough members of parliament to get a law passed if she wanted to. 

That was the problem, though. Madame Rosamond had a reputation, and if Lionel knew anything about the sorts of places men who shared his desires went for entertainment, he’d know to start looking for Jim there.

That was the trouble with most places. If he started looking, Lionel would eventually be sent to most of his old employers. There weren’t many other good choices. He could always try working a street corner on his own. It was dangerous, which was why he’d been glad to give that up, but it was possible, and he could quit when he wanted to. If only he had more of Dixon’s money left. He could hole up in some little boarding house for a few months until the money ran out, and Lionel got tired of looking. If Lionel even bothered to look. He didn’t know if Lionel was even trying. Why would he?

He could always sign up for another stint as Dixon’s concubine. He certainly couldn’t fall any farther than he had. But something about that made his flesh crawl. He didn’t want that again, not for a whole year. Maybe there was someone else willing to pay to keep him somewhere for a shorter time, enough to get him out of Lionel’s reach. 

In the end, he decided to see some of his old friends from Madame Rosamond’s. They would know enough to keep their mouths shut if anyone came looking for him, and wouldn’t ask enough questions to know anything useful anyway. And if there were opportunities for someone like him to make money, they would have heard about it.

 

It wasn’t hard to find people he’d known. Jim went to one of the pubs where they had all gone for drinks and almost immediately spotted two acquaintances from Madame Rosamond’s, Jacques and Sanford, with a third man he didn’t recognize but who he identified at once as another whore. When he went over to their table, he was greeted warmly, introduced to Henry, and invited to join them and order a drink. No one asked where he’d been or why he’d been gone for more than two years, which was a relief. Once he’d been caught up on the latest gossip, he knew he couldn’t put off the reason for his visit. “Now that I’m back in town, I’m in need of work.”

Sanford smiled. “I’m sure Madame Rosamond will be happy to have you back.”

That was the tricky part. “I was hoping for something else. Something other than a—house like Madame Rosamond’s. Something a little more private, but temporary. I’m only in town for a little while, and I’m avoiding someone.”

“And they’d know to look for you at Rosamond’s?” Sanford asked as if he knew the answer. They probably thought he’d come to a private arrangement with one of his regulars that went sour. It seemed a good thing to let them think, so he nodded.

Jacques leaned back in his chair. “All I know of is Dixon.”

Jim swallowed his mouthful of beer quickly so he wouldn’t be tempted to spit it out. He’d thought that would be his only option now, but he’d hoped. “What’s he looking for?”

“He’s having a house party and needs a centerpiece. He doesn’t have time to find a new concubine, so he’s looking for someone experienced. The pay is good, if you can stand him.”

“He’s not so bad,” Sanford said. “It’s all those servants and the stable workers and the farm crew he brings in.” 

Henry shuddered. “Not for me.”

A house party. When he’d worked for Dixon, he’d been the centerpiece at more than one. Henry was right, there’d been every man in Dixon’s employ and all of his guests lined up to use him, but it wouldn’t last for more than a week, and if the pay was good, he could hole up in some little corner and wait for the last few days to be a memory, then get back to his life, such as it was. He tried to sound casual, disinterested, merely curious about a bit of gossip. “Who’s he got doing the procuring?”

Jacques looked shocked that he was even considering it, but Sanford answered, “That servant of his, Murdoc.”

It could have been worse. Murdoc was bad enough, but Jim preferred dealing with him to Balford. “And you don’t know of anything else?” Why would he have thought Lionel would understand what he’d done when even the other whores here wouldn’t understand why he had done it? They would look down on him too if they knew the truth about the last two years.

“Sorry,” Jacques said, meaning it. “We’ll ask around, though. There’s got to be something better than Dixon for you. Maybe if Farnsdale comes in.”

“No, he’s friends with the man I’m trying to avoid.” That had been a mistake.  Farnsdale wasn’t known for having friends.

No one asked any questions about that, for which Jim was grateful. Maybe they’d taken it to mean a business acquaintance. Jim gulped down the rest of his beer before they could ask anything else. “I’ll keep looking then. Maybe one of the other places I’ve worked has heard of something. I’ll see you around.”

There were friendly waves as he left. Jim smiled back, acting as if he really would see them again. When he reached the street, he turned his steps towards Dixon’s brothel. There would be no other offers. It was best to simply get it over with.

 

It was Murdoc at the door. Murdoc who’d been the cause of all of this on the road to Beckwood Hall. He grinned when he saw Jim and took him straight through to the office. Lord Dixon looked up when Jim entered. “Didn’t think I’d be seeing you again.”

“I heard you needed a centerpiece for a house party.”

“And you spent all that lovely money I gave you?”

Jim wasn’t about to tell him what had happened. He kept the focus on the matter at hand. “As your house party is less than a week away, I would think you’d be happy to have someone fully trained and ready to please your guests.”

“And you know how to please. Strip. Let’s see if I still like what I see.”

Jim knew it was an attempt to make him nervous, but he’d been naked around Dixon more often than he’d been clothed, so he undressed and stood in a posture sufficiently submissive for Dixon while still showing every inch of his body.

Dixon circled him slowly then slapped his arse hard and admired the color. “Still pink up well, I see.” He parted the cheeks and ran his finger between them. “Still flexible as well. I think I’ll get Balford and Murdoc to take you at the same time up on stage. Give them both a chance to flog this pretty skin then fuck you at both ends. What do you think?”

“Whatever you’d like for the term of my contract.”

“Three weeks, standard pay. You’d report to the townhouse on Friday to be brought out to the Beckwood Hall.”

Beckwood Hall. It was just a few miles from Hensley House and Lionel. “I’d want a few concessions.”

“Such as?”

“I get afternoons off while the guests are sleeping, and I get to keep my clothes so I can leave to enjoy the country air.” It was foolish, but if there was a chance of seeing Lionel, even for a moment—not that he would speak to him or let him know he was there.

“One afternoon a week, and you only get the clothes on those days.”

Jim was shocked that Dixon was actually considering it. Dixon was truly desperate if he was agreeing. “And an extra twenty percent pay.”

Dixon sighed and shoved a finger up Jim’s arse. “If I wasn’t so desperate for a trained boy for this party. Ten percent, and you’ll be paid at the end. Remember, I can still get some untried whore and change the program of events. Just because I’ve planned for Murdoc and Balford to entertain with a demonstration the first night doesn’t mean there can be interesting scenes showing someone falling into the depths of degradation, as you well know.”

Jim didn’t want to be reminded of some of the things he’d done for Dixon. “No, I think that meets my demands. I’ll want to see them written into the contract.”

“Naturally. You may dress while I add them.”

Jim pulled his clothes back on then went to the desk and read the changes Dixon had made. He checked from several angles, but it seemed he was getting what he expected, so he signed his name and handed back the pen.

“Very well. Be at the townhouse at six Friday morning. Balford will be waiting for you.”

Of course it would be Balford. “Very good, my lord.”

 

Lionel rubbed at his temples. Planning a house party of Randall’s clients shouldn’t be this difficult. He sighed. It wasn’t the party that was bothering him; it was the delay in looking for Jim. He’d gone through all of the newspapers that had been in the library when Jim had been staying, hoping to find some indication of where he might have gone, but there had been nothing, no marks, not even a coffee stain on a page that might have shown someplace Jim had paused to read more closely. If Robert didn’t have any ideas of where to look... No, of course Robert would know where to look. He had to. He even had connections to Lord Dixon. He might know why even the mention of it had bothered Jim badly enough to make him leave.

Lionel didn’t realize someone had come into the study until Mrs. Barton’s arm leaned over him and refilled the teacup. “Thank you,” he said absently.

“I don’t wish to bother you, sir.”

Lionel sat up. “No bother. I was woolgathering, I’m afraid.” Mrs. Barton was still hesitating, so he nodded encouragingly.

“I have a nephew.”

Lionel wasn’t sure if he was supposed to respond to that, so he waited, trying to look like that bit of information was fascinating on its own merits.

“He’s looking for a new position, and Mrs. O’Brien thought I should bring it up with you.”

That made some sense, at least. There were plenty of openings at the house. “What is he doing now?”

“He’s a footman at Gorling Place.”

That was owned by the Carsons. Lionel had been to a dinner or two there. Austere, kept to the old ways, but he didn’t know the Carsons well. Still, a young man could have many reasons for wanting a change. And the house party was showing him just how understaffed they were. “I think that could be arranged, if he wasn’t looking for promotion.”

“Well, sir, he has a friend, you see.”

And now they were getting to the crux of the matter. The Carsons probably did not allow staff to marry. That would explain everything. “And what does the friend do?”

“He’s another footman, sir.”

Lionel’s head snapped up. Another footman. Could she possibly mean... Mrs. Barton chewed on her bottom lip but didn’t drop her gaze. She knew. She knew about him and Jim, or what he wished were true of him and Jim. And it was Mrs. O’Brien who had suggested she bring this problem to him. And neither of them had quit, or told the rest of the staff, or done any of the things he’d feared would happen. Lionel swallowed. “They’d have to share a room. There aren’t that many that we can be overly generous.”

“I’m sure that won’t be a problem.”

Lionel smiled. “Then have them send me their salary requirements, and I’ll give the matter my full consideration as soon as matters here are settled.”

“I’m sure they’ll be quite happy with what you give Peters. I’ll tell them to write at once.”

Lionel glanced down at the list of events for the house party. “Pity they won’t be here in time for this fiasco.”

“It will be fine, sir. And Sir Robert is coming, isn’t he? I’m sure he can help. With the guests, I mean.” 

“Of course you did. And I do hope he can help.” Because if he couldn’t, Lionel had no idea where to turn.

 

 


Chapter 16

***

 

LIONEL WAS RELIEVED WHEN THE DAY OF THE HOUSE PARTY finally dawned. It meant Robert would be arriving soon, and he would be that much closer to looking for Jim. He didn’t even mind when Randall didn’t come down to help with preparations, as it meant he could ignore most of them and concentrate on finding Jim, which had become more worrying about Jim than doing anything productive, but still, it was something. But when the morning of the house party dawned and Randall still wasn’t there, he began to be irritated. If Randall was expecting him to entertain as well as provide the house, that meant he’d have to wait until guests started to retire for the night to have a private word with Robert, and with Randall’s guests, that could easily be sometime in the early morning. He was contemplating getting Harrison to invent some emergency, perhaps with his duties as magistrate, which would require him to leave the guests and deal with it. Robert was clever enough to figure out that he would be expected to follow.

Lionel hadn’t gotten very far in the plan when he was relieved to find he wouldn’t need to use it. Randall managed to arrive before the rest of the guests, but barely. He didn’t bother to wait for Lionel to greet him but started wandering through the house, leaving Harrison to find Lionel and Lionel to figure out where to look for him.

Lionel finally ran Randall to ground in the front hall. Randall didn’t bother to greet him or thank him for the preparations that were underway, or even acknowledge that he had just descended upon Lionel’s house at the last possible moment. Instead, he asked, “So what have you planned for entertainment? I don’t see anything in the ballroom. Did you rent someplace in town? Wouldn’t think this village would have anyplace to hold dancing.”

“I didn’t have much time. Besides, I thought a ball would be in bad taste so close to Father’s death.”

Randall seemed disappointed, and Lionel wondered which of the guests he’d wanted to seduce with his dancing. “Then what do you have planned for us?”

Lionel allowed himself a catty moment. “I didn’t want to interfere with all the things you had planned to entertain your guests.” Randall either ignored or, more likely, didn’t even understand the comment. “So I came up with a program of country entertainments.”

“County entertainments?” Randall sounded upset. Clearly, it didn’t fit with his idea of a country house party.

“You did say they liked the area where my house was situated.” And they had been easier to arrange while trying to plan how to find Jim. “We’ll start with a walk on the grounds, and Mrs. O’Brien has made a dinner featuring foods from the home farm, then a picnic the first morning, not too early of course, and some nice bird-watching by the river, arranged by my butler. Lawn games in the afternoon. And steeplechase the next day, with Garrett taking the ladies who don’t participate around in the barouche.”

Randall yawned. “I suppose that will do. You could have come up with something a little more spectacular, though.”

“Just think how much time you’ll have to talk about business. Now, I need to see how Mrs. O’Brien is getting along with dinner. I’ll see you later.” He already knew Mrs. O’Brien would be getting along just fine, but Randall had no idea how to host a party and wouldn’t know at all. And going to the kitchen would make it easier to avoid Randall.

 

Lionel managed to avoid his brother until the guests started to arrive. Then he didn’t have much choice; he was the host and required to greet them. Randall seemed to think he was also the host and insisted on standing at the entrance, watching for the carriages to begin coming up the drive. Fortunately, Robert was one of the first guests to arrive. Lionel wanted to secure his help as soon as possible, before the house party took up too much of his time and all of his energy.

Randall was halfway to Robert’s carriage with his hearty, welcome-to-my-estate look when he realized who it was. “Why in the world did you ask Farnsdale?” 

“I have some business with him, and as it is my estate...” Randall didn’t take the hint. Lionel looked around and spotted Romley’s carriage approaching. “Oh, it looks like the Romleys are arriving.”

“Now there’s someone worth having here. Coming?”

“I’ll greet Farnsdale.”

That seemed to be fine with Randall. At least he hurried down to greet his guests. Lionel went to see Robert.

“Hello, Sir Lionel. Lovely place. So nice to be invited.” Robert kept the act up until his feet touched the ground, then he leaned in to whisper, “I hope you aren’t expecting me to do business with one of Randall’s companies.”

“Please, Robert, I need your help.”

He was relieved when Robert didn’t hesitate. “Of course, tell me what you need.”

“It’s an unusual request.”

Sir Robert gave him a small grin. “Be careful when you say that to me; I might get all sorts of ideas.”

“I need help finding a prostitute in London. Well, a former one. Although he might have been forced back into it.”

“And for once with you, some of my ideas might be right. Seeing as it’s you asking, I’m going to assume you’re looking for someone specific.”

“Yes. His name is Jim. He said Jim Smith, but....”

“Well, you’re not looking for him for his creativity, I suppose. Would you like to tell me why?”

Lionel swallowed. Robert was his friend, but he was also familiar with most of the more exotic brothels in London. He would probably think Lionel a fool for falling in love with someone like Jim.

But Robert seemed to read his mind. “Are you sure he felt the same? I’d hate for you to go to the trouble only to find, well, that you were a job.”

“He told me before he left.”

“Part of the patter?”

“He thought I was asleep. Please, Robert, even if he doesn’t want me, I need to know he’s all right.”

Robert nodded. “It won’t be the easiest thing I’ve done, but yes, of course I’ll help you. Try to think of anything he may have told you about his former life. Names, places, even a street corner can give me a clue to be followed. I’ll ask some of the people I know in the profession and see if anyone knows who he is. Maybe we’ll be lucky and find a former associate who he’d go to for help.”

“If there is anything I can ever do for you...”

“You’re going to regret saying that.”

“Why?”

Robert gave him a lopsided grin that told Lionel he was about to ask something he knew Lionel wouldn’t be pleased with. “Dixon’s invited me to his house party just down the way. I was going to ask you to come with me.”

That wasn’t what Lionel had expected, but it seemed a small price to pay to get Robert’s help finding Jim. And he’d have offered to help Robert anyway, on the strength of their friendship. Still, it was an odd request. “I thought you didn’t like Dixon.”

“Can’t stand him, really, but he’s useful to hide behind. If there’s a rumor I’ve been seen in the wrong sort of places with a man, everyone assumes it’s because of my association with Dixon. My—interests—are close enough that the lie works.”

It was the most Robert had told him about the strange friendship he had with Dixon. “Why would that matter?”

“In certain circles, Dixon is known for his parties, like this one. He invites a group that shares his taste for humiliation and gets a centerpiece for it. Always a man. He says a woman couldn’t handle what they plan to do to the centerpiece, but I’ve always wondered if he secretly prefers it, no matter how often he’s chasing Regina at his brothels. Anyway, I’ve heard his original plans fell through, and he’s brought someone down from London for this little affair, all rushed and very last minute, and I want to be certain they know what they’re getting into. If not, I at least want to warn them. Besides, if it is someone I’ve known, he’ll be the sort of person I’m asking about your Jim. Please come.”

“Certainly, but why do you want me there?”

“You offered, and more importantly, when they see your reaction to the place, it’ll give me an excuse to get out of there as soon as I see who the centerpiece is. I said he was useful, not that I enjoy his company.”

Lionel shrugged. He didn’t understand Robert’s tastes in pleasure, but he was a good friend. “Tell me when, and I’ll come.”

Robert was going to say something more, but Mr. Kippering was coming in their direction with his three daughters. Robert shook his head and hurried away.

 

--*--

 

The journey to Beckwood Hall was not what Jim was expecting. Balford was clearly in a hurry to get there and only stopped to change the horses. Apparently, Dixon’s party was more of a rush than they’d let on. Vaguely, Jim thought he probably could have negotiated for more money, but it didn’t seem to matter. The road seemed more crowded than he remembered it being from his journey with Lionel, although perhaps that was because he’d been busy paying attention to Lionel rather than what was going on outside the carriage. Now, anything was preferable to his travel companion. He was careful not to look in the direction of Hensley House when they passed the road leading to it. Murdoc had his own sense of honor, and Jim had the impression that it had included keeping quiet about seeing him with Lionel. Otherwise, he doubted Dixon would have agreed to let him roam around so close to a place where he knew someone, certainly not one of the major landholders in the area. And Balford would have been making crude jokes about it for certain.

Beckwood Hall was not like Hensley House at all. It had been built around the same time and was still well maintained, but where Lionel’s home had the bustle of servants and tenants around it, Beckwood Hall was very quiet, almost empty. It was not a working estate, merely a place for Dixon to host his parties. Jim could see the stable block looming before them, with several stable hands getting horses and carriages sorted out. He was wondering what Balford’s plans were for him when Murdoc stepped out of the side door and waved them down.

“About time. Half the guests are here.”

“Couldn’t make the usual time. The roads are crowded.”

“Well, you’re here now. Get the horses stabled and make certain everything’s in order there. I’ll get him to his lordship.”

Jim could hear Balford grumble as he climbed out of the carriage, and he knew Balford had been planning something for him in the stables before bringing him to the house. Murdoc grabbed Jim’s arm and brought him into the small anteroom off the kitchen. 

“Half the guests are here and waiting to be greeted.” Murdoc chuckled. “Well, you know how it works.”

Jim shrugged and stripped off his clothes. He didn’t want to let Murdoc or anyone else know how shaken he was being back working for Dixon. He was surprised himself at how jittery he felt, as if he were really catching the chill Mrs. O’Brien had been worried about. He certainly wouldn’t think of her while he was here. He tried for sounding insolent. That would make Murdoc want to punish him, and that would keep his mind off of things he shouldn’t be thinking about, which included everything about Hensley House. “You’re still here then?”

Murdoc held out the bottle of oil. “Perks are too good. I’ll be wanting to use that mouth of yours.”

“Of course. Same as everyone.” He filled his hand with oil and started to slick his body, taking extra care to grease his hole well. No one else would bother with that. Murdoc watched him. When he decided Jim was ready, he grabbed his arm and dragged him out to the main areas of the house.

 

Lionel hadn’t had a chance to speak to Robert after their brief greeting, and he was beyond bored with all of Randall’s guests. All they seemed to want to do was mill around in the study and the morning room and drink his Scotch and his brandy and drag him into boring discussions of who did what to whom, but only when the who and whom were not present. If these were the sorts of people Randall and Father had been making business deals with, no wonder the company had been failing. It was almost a relief when Harrison came up to him and whispered, “There’s a Mr. Quincy here to see the magistrate. It seems he is a solicitor from Little Poltern.”

“Quite a ways to come to report something,” Lionel whispered as he edged towards the door.

“He seems the sort who would travel a great distance if he thought someone else was engaged in wrongdoing.” Harrison said it with just the right amount of contempt to tell him what his butler thought of the visitor.

“I’d best go see what he wants.”

“I’ve put him in the red parlor, sir.”

That made Lionel smile. The red parlor was just off the foyer, and Harrison put guests there when he didn’t want them to feel they’d been invited into the house. It was a sign of how dismal the party was that Lionel was happy to be interrupted by someone Harrison disapproved of.

Mr. Quincy was the sort of person Lionel expected, fussy, self-righteous, managing to be both envious and disdainful of his surroundings. And yet he was still better than most of Randall’s friends. “Mr. Quincy, you were looking for me?”

Mr. Quincy turned, and the flash of the pettier side of his nature Lionel had caught was quickly replaced by a cool politeness that was most likely what he used on his clients. “I am sorry to have disturbed your house party.”

Good. If Mr. Quincy thought he was irritated about the party, he wouldn’t realize it was the man himself who was the problem. “Not at all. I did agree to act as magistrate with all the associated responsibilities. Now, how can I be of assistance?”

“I wanted you to know that there is a prostitute in the area.”

Lionel almost said, “Only the one?” but caught himself. “And you have knowledge of this how?”

“I was informed by a source who wished to remain anonymous.”

“And why did this source go to you and not me?” 

“He wished to warn me. The person in question was trying to buy a piece of property I was selling.”

Lionel had never been so glad to have taken on an obligation than he was in that moment. “And you did not suspect anything?”

“Of course not. I would never have agreed to the sale had I known. And as I am no longer residing here, I would have had no way of knowing.”

“But he had the money?”

“Oh yes, he placed a down payment to secure matters until we could get the paperwork completed.”

So how much did Quincy know about Jim? Was it enough to make him dangerous to his friend? “Tell me exactly how it happened.”

“There isn’t much to tell. The man came to my law office in Little Poltern and asked to be shown some properties. I showed him a place I inherited that I’m selling, as it seemed to meet his requirements, and he agreed to purchase it. I asked him to leave the good faith money, which he agreed to.”

“How much?”

“Two-thirds of the price.”

“That seems rather high.”

“I didn’t know him, and there has been other interest in the place. In any case, he left the money, and I prepared the paperwork. Before he returned the next morning, Mr....”

Lionel hoped he’d slip and give the name, but Quincy caught himself.

“I’ll call him Mr. X. Mr. X came and told me all about the man’s past.”

“And how did Mr. X know about it?”

“He said he lived in the area where it happened.”

Lionel turned that over in his mind but couldn’t decide who Mr. X might be.

“When Mr. Smith returned to sign the papers, I threw him out.”

“Just like that?”

“Of course. I wasn’t going to stay and converse with the man.”

“Then how did you return the money?” Perhaps there would be a clue to where Jim was heading.

“Return the money?”

Lionel saw the opening to protect Jim, if it was Jim. But how many prostitutes with enough money to buy a property could there be around Lincoln-on-Marsh? “Surely you returned the money.”

“I...”

“You wouldn’t want to have such ill-gotten gains lying around your office, now, would you?”

“Well, I...”

“And if it got out that you had broken a deal that had been agreed to, and then kept the good-faith money, while the residents of the area might thank you for maintaining the gentility of the neighborhood, they’re certainly not going to ask you to handle any transactions for them.”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

“Then it’s a good thing you came to me. Let me see if I can get you out of this mess.” Lionel pretended to think. “Well, first, you certainly can’t mention this to anyone else. The first thing they’d want to know is how you could get so far in a transaction without knowing who you were dealing with. I know—if it comes up, we’ll just say the person in question never returned, so you brought the good-faith money to me as magistrate to hold in trust in case he comes back for it. Where is the money now?”

“In my safe at home.”

“Excellent. Go and get it and bring it to me. I’ll set up an account at my bank and deposit the sum there.” He would simply deposit his own money in whatever amount Quincy brought over and remove it after this whole thing had blown over. And best of all, he now had a real reason to go looking for Jim.

“Thank you, Westin. I’d always thought you were a bit of a strange sort, but this has put my mind at ease.”

“My job, Mr. Quincy, nothing more. Now, what did the person in question look like?”

“Smallish, dark hair, shifty eyes. I should have known by the eyes, but one doesn’t like to judge by appearances. Long nose, weak chin.”

Lionel nodded several times and took notes. The description sounded nothing like Jim except for the coloring, and the more Quincy spoke, the less it sounded like him. Jim had a very nice nose, and his chin was certainly not weak.  Hopefully, it meant Quincy wouldn’t recognize him if he saw him in a different context, say the gardens of Hensley House.

 

 


Chapter 17

***

 

AS THE LATE-MORNING SUN CAME THROUGH the kitchen window, Jim rolled over on his pallet and groaned. He was sore everywhere, and it was only the first day. He dragged himself to his feet and took stock of himself. The oil had dried on his skin, leaving him sticky and uncomfortable, but then he’d have to become used to it. He twisted to have a look at his back. Sore but not welted. He sighed. They’d bring out the flogger tonight. But he had a few hours before anyone woke up. He pulled his clothes from under the pallet and dressed. At least he’d managed to negotiate for those. They were his oldest ones, just in case Dixon took them away or Balford tore them up in an effort to keep him at the house. He didn’t doubt either was a possibility, so he needed to take advantage of what time he could get away. He wouldn’t go as far as Lionel’s manor house, not when he looked like the whore he was, but a little walk on the grounds, look at the plants, breathe the air where he had been happy for a while, there was no harm in that.

 

Lionel went down to the breakfast room to find it filled with bleary-eyed guests who were still tired out from their journeys and a night spent drinking and gossiping. He was surprised how well his suggestion of a picnic went over. Apparently, no one was in the mood for anything more taxing than a carriage ride to some nice lawn where they could sit. At least everyone except Randall, who tried to get support for the idea of a hunt, which not only couldn’t be gotten together in time, but would have required finding something to entertain the ladies and the bleary-eyed guests who didn’t want to ride, which was a large part of the group. Randall grudgingly conceded when all the people he hoped to impress were enthusiastic for Lionel’s picnic then tried to make it seem his idea, which didn’t work as Robert kept asking Randall if he was certain he didn’t mind not being able to shoot at things. That left Lionel free to worry about the logistics. The only spot large enough to accommodate the group and still have a nice view was the lawn just above the ha-ha where he’d been taking Jim the day before he left, but perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing. It might give Robert some idea as to why Jim ran from him.

So in the end, it was quite a cheerful party that set out in every carriage and cart the staff could manage to find. Mrs. O’Brien had outdone herself with the lunch preparations, and as several of the gentlemen had peered into the hampers as they were loaded, most of the group was quite eager to get to the picnic spot. Some of the guests were even decent company when they weren’t in their cups or half-asleep after their journey down from London. As they passed the spot where the cart had broken down, Lionel felt a little frisson of sadness. Robert was seated next to him and noticed. As there were other guests, he couldn’t do more than offer a friendly pat on the arm, but Lionel was glad of it. The trees were thick enough that he couldn’t see Beckwood Hall. That was one of the first things he’d tell his new gardener—figure out how to keep the woods dense enough that Dixon’s guests wouldn’t come wandering onto his property. 

The picnic spot was met with enthusiasm, and even Romley said Lionel was lucky to have such a view. Only Randall seemed out of sorts as the servants set up tables and cushions and the gentlemen escorted the ladies to the various seating locations. “How am I supposed to get any business done?”

Lionel was tempted to say that perhaps it should have been done in London, but he held his tongue. An argument with Randall would take time away from his first chance to have a proper chat with Robert. “You said they like Mrs. O’Brien’s cooking. Maybe the lunch will make them mellow and easy to negotiate with.” He looked around, hoping to spot Robert so he could motion for him to go into the trees, where they could talk with some privacy.

Randall wasn’t going to be so easily convinced. “What else could go wrong? Now there’s a tramp coming over the hill. You’re the magistrate; go get rid of him.”

Lionel wanted to tell Randall it was most likely not a tramp, but a farmer with a perfectly good reason to be there, and even if Randall was right, so long as the tramp wasn’t causing trouble, there was no reason for him to be moved along. But again, that would mean less time to talk to Robert before the food was handed around and he was expected to play host. 

Lionel turned to get a look at the person. Perhaps they could be convinced to leave quietly. He’d offer them some of Mrs. O’Brien’s lunch as a bribe. That and the ability to avoid Randall should persuade them. He moved to try and catch the newcomer’s attention and froze. He would recognize that form anywhere. Somehow, Jim was coming through the trees, looking like he wanted to spy on the group. He didn’t seem to know Lionel was there. Lionel knew he had to catch Jim before he realized it and ran. That would never do, not now that he’d found him. So he’d have to find a way to prevent it. He made certain at least some of the party was looking in his direction then waved cheerfully, calling out, “Jim? Hallo!” as if it wasn’t a shock to see him there. He would get Jim into the group and find a way to convince him to join them at the house. Randall would just have to be content with that. Otherwise, he’d tell the group what Jim actually did for a living, and that would make the party more interesting at least.

 

Jim wandered through the woods and tried not to think about Lionel. He was trying so hard to avoid thoughts of him that his wandering brought him to the very spot Lionel had been planning to show him the day he’d seen Murdoc with his broken-down cart. It was a pretty view, and Jim was tempted to go and get a better look at it, until he realized the lawn was filling up with people who’d come from the direction of Hensley House. He didn’t see Lionel, so it seemed safe enough to creep a little closer. He was curious what sort of people Lionel invited to his home. He was certain they were nothing like Dixon’s guests. He’d made it to the edge of the trees when he heard the familiar voice.

“Jim? Hallo!” 

Jim froze. He tensed to run, but Lionel had seen him. Not only seen him, but was coming towards him, smiling like he was an old friend. He still could have run, only there were other people there. People sitting on the grass behind Lionel, looking in their direction. He couldn’t run from Lionel, not with all those people watching and wondering. “Hello.”

“What’s taking so long? Is he giving you trouble?” Jim saw a man who bore a resemblance to Lionel, or to what Lionel would look like if he had given himself over to drink, come up the slope towards them.

Lionel had reached him by then. He ignored the man, who Jim assumed was Randall, and rested his hand on Jim’s arm, trying to steer him towards the group. “He’s a friend from London, Randall.” Lionel turned back to Jim. “If I’d known you’d be in the area, I’d have invited you along.”

“Introduce us to your friend,” a man in a suit that cost more than Jim had ever had at one time save for the brief period between Dixon and Quincy called as he sat on the damp grass, probably ruining his coat.

Lionel put an arm around Jim and brought him to the group of people. Jim was acutely aware of the threadbare clothes, the stains on his shirt, and especially the marks from the paddle under his clothes.

Lionel was smiling. “This is Jim Smith, a friend from London. I didn’t know he was here, or I’d have invited him along to begin with.”

Jim picked at a hole in his sleeve then shoved his hands behind his back as if they wouldn’t notice.

“He’s a naturalist,” Lionel went on cheerfully, although Jim realized he was looking at the sleeve too.

“Then you’d better sit down,” the man in the fine coat said. “Every naturalist I know becomes ravenous tramping around the woods. Try the sandwiches. The ham is particularly nice.”

Jim hesitated, but Lionel pulled him along and all but forced him to sit by the plate of sandwiches. They smelled so good, Jim barely needed persuading to take one, then another.

A man in a dark suit leaned over. “A naturalist? We’ve been looking for someone to teach a class at the school...”

“I...I couldn’t.” He realized Lionel’s friends thought he was one of them. If they knew...

Lionel cheerfully said, “He’s self-taught. No degree, I’m afraid.”

The man looked disappointed. “The parents wouldn’t go for that. But if you’re ever in Surrey and could do a nature walk or two, we’d certainly appreciate it.”

Jim swallowed. He couldn’t let them know what he really was.

Lionel didn’t hesitate. “He has a boring job in London during the week. I’m surprised you got away at all.”

“They had a special project they wanted me to handle in the area.” It was almost the truth.

That led to several of the men discussing some business venture in the area. Jim ignored them and tried to think of a way to slip back into the trees and make for Dixon’s. He’d known this was a mistake, and it was seeming more like one every minute he was there. Perhaps once everyone became engaged in the business discussion... He glanced at the faces. Most seemed to be ignoring him, except for the man in the expensive coat. He was watching Jim even more closely than Lionel was, and there was something vaguely familiar about him. Probably someone from Madame Rosamond’s. And if that was the case, he needed to get away before the man recognized him. He must think Jim looked familiar and was probably trying to place where he’d seen him before. He had to get away before the man said anything and embarrassed Lionel in front of all these people.

The man gave Jim the smallest hint of a smile and said, “Lionel, why don’t you ask your friend about that?”

“What?” It was clear to Jim Lionel had no idea what his friend was talking about, but he recovered quickly. “Oh, behind the cart. Yes, Jim, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Jim couldn’t very well refuse, not unless he wanted to claim he was interested in the business conversation, which would mean they would expect him to join in. He rose when Lionel did and followed him towards the trees. He heard the man who’d suggested it say something about poisonous snakes, which stopped everyone’s questions at once.

 

Lionel had known Robert would be the one to ask about Jim, but he hadn’t realized how helpful he would be. He certainly hadn’t expected Jim to turn up on the edge of the estate, but Robert had helped cover his appearance at once, and had even arranged a way for him to speak to Jim alone. It wasn’t the ideal circumstances to tell Jim he loved him, but waiting for the ideal time would only give Jim time to leave again. 

Jim seemed to be trying to leave already. He wasn’t walking towards the carts but deeper into the trees. Lionel followed. Eventually, Jim would realize they had to talk. He kept watching Jim. Once the initial pleasure at seeing him had worn off, he was able to look carefully at his state. Jim was wearing worn, faded clothes. While the rest of the party had accepted the story that that was what someone who was studying plants or whatever they thought he was looking at wore, they were definitely in worse shape than what he’d been wearing when Lionel first met him. Did that mean his financial state was worse than Lionel had feared? And now that he was watching, he noticed that Jim was moving with a little more care than he remembered, as if he were sore. Lionel had been worried about Jim from the moment he’d realized he’d run away, but he’d thought most of it was just baseless worry. Now he was wishing he’d told Randall to sort out his own house party and left for London at once. 

Jim finally slowed down when they were well inside the trees. Good. They would have some sort of privacy. Enough for him to tell Jim he loved him and wanted him to stay.

Jim didn’t turn to face him, even when Lionel came to stand very close to him. He reached out to touch Jim’s shoulder.

Jim stepped away from him. “There’s no point to following me, Lionel. I need to get back.”

Back where, Lionel wanted to know, but he wasn’t about to ask. Jim could have as many secrets as he wanted if only he’d stay long enough to hear that Lionel loved him. “Wait, Jim. I need to speak with you.”

“I’m sorry, Lionel. I shouldn’t have come.”

“But it’s...”

But Jim had already disappeared into the trees, running wherever it was he was trying to get back to. Lionel started to give chase but quickly lost any trace of a path to follow. He’d been so close to getting Jim back. He wanted to search the woods, but he had no idea where to start looking. And now that Robert had seen Jim, he would be even more help to Lionel.

 

Jim ran into the woods and kept running, trying to put as much distance between him and Lionel as he could. He didn’t stop until he was out of breath then leaned against a tree and panted, straining to hear any sound of pursuit. He’d known he should stay away from Lionel, known nothing good would come of going anywhere near Hensley House, but the chance to see Lionel had been too strong a draw. And he’d been right. Now Lionel knew he was in the area; it wouldn’t take long for him to figure out where. And his friends had seen him. The one in the expensive coat had most likely recognized him. He had to get away before anything else went wrong. At least none of Lionel’s friends would be going to Beckwood Hall. At least he hoped they wouldn’t. Lionel ought to be safe enough once Jim got there. Jim got his bearings and set off in what he thought was the direction of Dixon’s party. 

 Balford was waiting for Jim in the yard when he returned. “Running away?”

“I had permission to be out. It’s in my contract.”

“Lordship was looking for you. He won’t be pleased.”

Jim swore to himself. He’d spent too long with Lionel and too long running away from him. He was sure to lose his clothes for the remainder of the party. Maybe it wasn’t a bad thing. Now that he knew where Lionel was, it was too tempting to go out and see him, if only from a distance. If Dixon took his clothes, he wouldn’t have to rely on his own self-control, which seemed to be lacking where Lionel was concerned.

 

When Lionel got back to the group, Robert didn’t ask anything about Jim, only a rather incongruous “So was it a poisonous snake?”

From the looks the other guests gave him, Lionel knew he was supposed to answer, “No, perfectly harmless,” although he was tempted to see what happened if he’d said it was deadly and the house was likely to be overrun within hours. But he didn’t, partly because it would have taken too long to stop fighting with Randall about the resulting chaos, and the group went back to their gossiping and matchmaking, leaving Lionel plenty of time to wonder what Jim was doing in Lincoln-on-Marsh in the first place.

 

 Lionel didn’t have a chance to ask Robert’s thoughts on the matter until after dinner, when he snuck into the study and found Robert waiting for him in the best armchair, the one that he thought of as Jim’s, with a glass of Scotch and a second waiting for Lionel on the table. “Was that him?”

Lionel knew at once who he was talking about. “It was. Did you recognize him?”

Robert nodded. “He used to work for Rosamond, but I haven’t seen him there in more than two years. And he always gave the name Jim, although no last name, not that any of them do. Did you speak to him? Do you know where he went?”

“No. He ran as soon I tried to talk to him.”

“Then he’s here, not in London.”

“It would appear so.”

“Then it seems you won’t need my help finding him in London.”

Lionel sank down into the other chair. “I suppose not.”

Robert leaned over and patted him on the arm. “If it’s any consolation, I do think he’d like to see you. You have to realize what he’s been doing for who knows how many years...”

“I’ve told him I don’t care, and I don’t. His family had no money. He didn’t have many choices. I understand that. I won’t be his first. I don’t care as long as I’m his last.”

“A bit maudlin, but I’m not the one you need to tell, although perhaps you could think of something slightly less cliché when you do.”

“I’d tell him if he’d stay still long enough for me to get the words out.”

Robert smiled at that. “Well, it’s gotten you out of Dixon’s party, anyway.”

“What?”

“If I’m not helping you find your missing lover, then you don’t need to come with me. I know you don’t want to.”

Lionel felt a spark of relief, which was quickly followed by a spark of guilt. Hadn’t he just decided to stop doing whatever anyone asked him to? But Lionel knew Robert had wanted him to come. And Robert was a good friend. He wasn’t going to abandon him just because he wasn’t useful at the moment. And there was something else, something nagging at the back of his mind, if he could just catch a glimpse of it. Or maybe it was the sort of thing you had to look away from to see it. But it definitely felt like there was some clue with Robert. “No, no. I said I’d come. We just won’t stay long. And I might still need you to look for him in London. Consider this a favor on account.”

“If you’re certain. We’ll just stay long enough for me to see the centerpiece and make certain everything is all right, then I’ll say you look ill and take you away.”

“And if anyone notices how I look?”

“I know you. You’ll look ill.”

Lionel was going to protest, but he knew Robert was probably right. “When should we go?”

“Are you busy at the moment?”

“So I can get a favor from you on account and get out of talking to Randall’s guests at the same time? I’ll go dress immediately. What should I wear?”

“What you have on now is fine. The question is how to get some sort of conveyance without the servants questioning it, unless you want to walk there.”

“Not at night. It’s much too dark. I’ll tell Garrett we’re sneaking off to avoid Randall. He won’t ask questions, especially not with the amount of work they have with all these guests. If you’d slip out and get our overcoats, we can leave through the window if you like.” He wasn’t particularly surprised when Robert agreed to it.

 

 


Chapter 18

***

 

THE TRIP TO BECKWOOD HALL WAS UNEVENTFUL, although they needed to take the long way round as the path near the ha-ha connecting the two estates was too overgrown for even their small cart. Robert tied the horse to a tree halfway down the drive and told Lionel they would walk the rest of the way. Seeing Lionel’s expression, he smiled and explained, “Dixon’s servants will take the horse to the stables if we leave it at the entrance, and I don’t want to wait for Balford to rehitch him when we’re ready to leave. He can be—difficult.”

The front of the house looked deserted, and Lionel wondered if Robert had mistaken the date. But then he realized there were several gigs and carts left about without their horses and remembered what Robert had said about the servants. Robert was already leading the way to the front door, which was opened almost at once by a severe-looking butler. It took Lionel a moment to recognize him as the man he’d stopped to help on the road, the one who had bothered Jim. If he recognized Lionel, he didn’t show any sign of it. He did seem to recognize Robert, as he stepped aside and let them enter at once.

They went through a stone foyer and into what seemed to be a study but had been opened out into the adjoining rooms to make it the size of a small ballroom. Lionel looked around. The place was done up in the tawdry imitation of a grand house that he had seen in the few brothels Robert had dragged him to. The men milling around were dressed in the clothes they’d wear for a house party but in various stages of dishevelment—a few even had the fall of their breeches open and hanging down.

“What do you think?” Robert whispered.

“Looks like a brothel, but no prostitutes.”

“The centerpiece will be in the main room.”

“One for all these guests?”

Robert nodded.

“Gracious.” Lionel had wondered how Jim had managed two or three men in a night, as he was sure he had in the brothels, but this whole room. Perhaps Jim was right, and he was hopelessly naive. He understood why Jim hadn’t joked about Dixon as a neighbor; he must have heard more about these parties than Lionel and understood what the poor fellow entertaining at them had to put up with. 

Robert touched his arm and led him towards a drinks table. “The magistrate would have a field day if he came here. Who is it in the area, by the way? You said Perkins, I think?”

That snapped Lionel out of his thoughts. “Me, actually.”

“You?” Robert hissed. “Still? You should have told me. I’d never have brought you if I’d known you were still acting magistrate. Why? I thought it was only for a few days.”

“His mother took another turn.”

“That woman takes more turns than a bloody dancer. Oh well, it can’t be helped. It’s dark in here, and most of these people are from town; they won’t know local politics. And we’ll leave quickly.” Robert scanned the room. “There’s Yardston. He’ll know what’s going on.” Robert grabbed his arm and dragged him across the room. “Evening, Yardston.”

“Farnsdale, didn’t know you were coming.”

“Last-minute idea. My friend here didn’t believe me about the goings on.”

Lionel tried to figure out where to look. Yardston had his breeches open and didn’t seem to care who was looking. Lionel pretended interest in the carpet.

“Seen the new centerpiece yet?”

“No, have you?”

“Scrawny thing, but tough. Takes a flogging well. Good mouth. Can’t wait to try it again. Farhill said the arse is good too, but can’t compare with old Regina, eh? Don’t understand why he doesn’t invite her to these parties.”

Lionel stared harder at the floor. How could the man talk about some poor fellow so coldly? Had people spoken about Jim like that? His precious Jim, who had been so surprised when Lionel had wanted to see that he enjoyed himself. He was probably the first to do that. He felt Robert bump his foot. Some of what he was thinking must have shown on his face.

Robert went on without so much as glancing towards him, so he couldn’t have looked too out of place. “Do you know where he got the fellow from?”

“The one he’d planned for never showed, so he had to find a replacement fast. Last week, according to Murdoc, and he always knows what’s going on. It’s one of his concubines. A former one, anyway. I don’t think it’s one I’ve met before, although who knows. I can never tell them apart.”

Robert nodded absently and let Yardston take it as he would. “I wonder why he came back. I’d think a year with Dixon would be enough for anyone.”

“Money,” Yardston said. “Dixon pays well for these special projects. Enough to set up his own brothel when he’s done.”

“I suppose. You’re certain he is one, not some trick of the servants?”

“Farhill identified him. Said he’d never forget that arse. Say, I’d better go find Dixon and make certain he’ll let me get a chance with it. Everyone’s eager to have a turn. Better have your friend get his place in line fast.”

Robert nodded in a way that could have been taken for agreement and watched Yardston jog off, his cock bobbing along in plain sight. Robert caught Lionel’s arm and turned towards the door. “That’s all right then.”

Lionel sighed. “It is?”

“He keeps concubines for a year at his country house. If one of them came back, they know exactly what they’re getting into. Although why one would come back... But that’s not my concern. Come along, you look ready to faint.”

Something about the conversation nagged at Lionel. “Don’t you want to see him, make certain?”

“If Farhill says he recognized his arse...”

Lionel swallowed. It was the same feeling he’d had about the tea company and about all the times he should have said something to Jim and hadn’t, and if he could just figure out what he was missing in Jim’s few words... “But if it’s someone you know...”

Robert looked at him. “All right. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

 

Jim wasn’t certain if Balford hadn’t told anyone he’d been late getting back, or if Dixon was so desperate for entertainment at his party that the fact had been ignored. Either way, he found himself in the small room off the main ballroom’s stage with Balford, preparing himself for the evening’s entertainments. He’d known he shouldn’t have come back to Lincoln-on-Marsh, and the events of the day proved it. He couldn’t control himself enough to stay away from Hensley House, and now Lionel knew he was in the area. And even worse, he’d finally placed the man who’d been looking at him so intently. Sir Robert Farnsdale. Normally, that would have made him feel better. Sir Robert did visit Dixon’s on occasion, but he was a regular at Madame Rosamond’s, and one of the few clients she trusted with any service the brothel offered and any special requests he made. He was someone Jim would normally trust to keep his past a secret. But Jim had the impression he was also a good friend of Lionel’s. Jim had even heard him mentioned in passing at Hensley Hall. And Jim was quite certain Sir Robert would consider loyalty to a friend more important than hiding the past of a whore. 

Balford looked him over then handed him a bottle. “Lordship says he wants you oiled up for your big show.” He leaned against the wall to watch Jim comply.

Jim took the bottle and started with his chest. It was something he’d done before, many times, but it felt tawdrier than it had the night before. Going out had been a mistake. He’d known the whole thing had been a mistake, but going anywhere near Hensley House had been especially stupid, seeing Lionel again, having Lionel treat him like a friend. If he could see him now, see what he was about to do... He sighed and finished oiling his body, making certain his passage was well lubricated. He turned to see if Balford was satisfied.

Balford leered at him, but Murdoc gestured from the hall, so Balford didn’t have time to do more than growl, “Get out there.”

Jim swallowed then sauntered out on stage. If he was going to do this, he’d best do it well.

“Here he is!” Dixon boomed. “Don’t be fooled by that slim body. I had him at the house for two years, and he served me well. He greeted some of you yesterday, and I’m sure you can all vouch for his skill. Show them how fine you are.”

Jim knew what was expected and leaned over the railing set up on the stage, his legs spread wide so his cock was still visible, his arse to the audience. He gave a little wiggle to show it off then reached behind and parted his cheeks so they could see everything.

“Imagine how fine that will look after you’ve all had a chance to use the flogger on him, with all of us leaking out of that lovely hole. All right, turn so we can see that skilled mouth.”

Jim turned so his left side was to the crowd, letting them see what went on at both ends.

“And don’t forget those hands. Just as skilled as the rest of him. All right, Romley, Yardston, you get to be first.”

Romley and Yardston were two of the guests who’d been there the night before. They had been regulars at the house when Jim had been there as concubine. Jim swallowed but didn’t let them see what he thought. “Yardston can start in front,” Dixon said. The squatter one came around to his head. Jim opened his mouth and made himself strain forward, trying to look like he wanted to take the cock that was poking out at him. Yardston ran his cock over Jim’s face, chuckling as Jim pretended he wanted to get his lips around it. He could feel Romley behind him, his hand coming down hard on his arse. He forced his body to reach towards the hand while straining for the cock he didn’t want. He turned his head to the side and ran his tongue along Yardston’s length. 

And then he saw Lionel, in the shadows, his face barely visible but recognizable to someone who’d watched its every nuance for days. It couldn’t be, he told himself, but it was. He was standing there with Sir Robert Farnsdale. Sir Robert looked vaguely interested, but Lionel looked like he was going to be ill. Of course. He’d just understood what Jim had said all along. He wasn’t worth it. He wasn’t what Lionel needed. He wasn’t worth Lionel’s notice.

Yardston pressed his cock against Jim’s lips, but Jim couldn’t seem to make himself move. He felt Romley give him a particularly hard swat, and he knew there was nothing he could do to make Lionel forget what he was seeing. It was perfectly obvious what Jim was willingly participating in, but he couldn’t make himself touch Yardston with Lionel watching. He saw Sir Robert turn towards Lionel, clearly sensing something was wrong. Now Lionel’s friends would know as well. Jim started to feel dizzy. He clutched at the railing he was leaning over, trying to stay upright. 

 

It was as bad as Lionel had imagined. No, it was worse. He’d known something about what Jim had said out on the lawn had bothered him, and now he knew what it was. He’d been telling the truth about the special project, only the project was for Dixon. He should have wondered how Jim was able to save for his cottage in the country. He’d known it had been an enormous amount of money for someone like Jim to amass. And now he knew. Jim had worked for Dixon for two years, doing precisely what he was doing on stage now, or what he was supposed to be doing, Lionel assumed. At the moment, Jim was staring at him with a look of complete horror. He should have insisted Jim come back to the house with him. He should have had Robert come with him when he was going to tell him he loved him. He should have dragged Jim back to the house first. Anything but let him run back into the woods. Above all, he should have said something sooner, before Jim had left Hensley House to begin with.

Robert turned towards him with a questioning look. Lionel leaned forward to whisper, “We have to help him.”

Robert looked back towards the stage then back at him. “I’m not sure what...”

And then Jim fainted. Lionel moved to run forward, but Robert’s hand on his arm stopped him.

“We have to get him out of here,” Lionel pleaded.

Robert looked at him. “You’re certain? He knew what he was getting into.”

“Please.”

Robert sighed. “Pull your collar up. I don’t want to be seen dragging the local magistrate up on stage. Someone’s bound to recognize you up there.” When Lionel had obeyed, Robert grabbed his arm and dragged him to the front of the crowd then left him there as he scrambled up onto the stage. “Come on, I’ll get him out of here.”

“But we can just prop him up,” someone called out.

“You know it’s no fun if they’re not conscious,” Robert yelled back then turned to Dixon. “Now, how much did you pay him?”

Lord Dixon was looking from the audience to Jim and back again, clearly not sure what was the best course of action.  “Nothing yet. He was supposed to get it when he left.”

“Then I’ll get him out of here before you can get in trouble for this. Do you really want an ill man here at your party? What will the magistrate say if you have to call a doctor, or worse, you end up with a dead whore with an arse like that?”

Dixon stared at Jim. “All right. But no connection to us.”

“I know what I’m doing. You!” Robert pointed directly at Lionel. “Get up here and help me.”

The implication that Jim was ill meant no one else in the audience was willing to get involved. Lionel made certain they couldn’t see his face and recognize him as the acting magistrate then hurried up on stage and helped Robert hoist Jim over his shoulder and get him off the stage. The group parted and let them through, all of them grumbling, half about losing the entertainment and half about Dixon bringing in someone who was ill and possibly contagious. Robert ignored them as he made for the door, so Lionel did as well and hurried after him. He remembered belatedly that he was supposed to be some random person pulled out of the crowd to help and rushed ahead to open doors to give him an excuse for following.

When they were outside, Robert kept walking briskly until they reached the cart. “Seems it was a good thing I left this here,” he said as he put Jim in the back. When Robert went to untie the horse, Lionel leaned over to see that Jim was comfortable. He took off his overcoat and wrapped Jim in it then brushed Jim’s hair away from his face. He knew all of Robert’s talk about illness had been to scare Dixon, but what if something was really wrong with Jim? What if he could have prevented it?

“Coming?” Robert asked from the driver’s seat. Lionel hurried to climb up beside him. The sooner they were back at Hensley House, the sooner he could start making things up to Jim.

 

 


Chapter 19

***

 

WHEN JIM REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS, all he noticed was the swaying. It took him a moment to realize that it was caused by the cart he was in riding in, and another moment to realize the warm, safe feeling he had was because he was wrapped in Lionel’s overcoat. He kept his eyes closed and held very still. Clearly, Lionel had gotten him out of Dixon’s, but he wasn’t certain why. He certainly couldn’t arrive at Hensley House naked and oiled, not under any circumstances, but certainly not when Lionel was hosting a house party. He could see that, even if Lionel couldn’t. No, the best thing to do was wait until the cart stopped and slip away. He hadn’t gotten paid by Dixon, and he certainly couldn’t go back there now. Dixon was desperate enough for entertainment to take him back, but it was the first place Lionel would look. There would be someplace for him to go—he just had to get away, far enough away that he could think.

And then the cart stopped, and Jim could hear Sir Robert ask, “How are we getting him inside?” 

“I’ll go in through the side door and find a clear path upstairs, or send the servants on some errand if I run into any. Once he’s in, we can send someone out to tell Garrett to see to the horse.” Jim could hear Lionel climb out of the cart and the crunch of gravel as he crossed the drive up to the house. Now was his best chance to get away. He’d have to be careful that Sir Robert didn’t see, but perhaps he would get out of the cart to tie the horse to a post or something. If he did, Jim would have to be ready to move.

But Sir Robert did not get out of the cart. Instead, he turned and draped his arm over the back of the seat. Jim could feel that he was being watched and held very still, but Sir Robert began speaking in a calm, conversational tone, “I know you’re not out anymore. I have three sisters who faint all the time. I know what a real one looks like. Lionel is my friend. If you hurt him...”

Good. He and Sir Robert felt the same. He didn’t want to take Lionel’s overcoat—well, he did but he knew it wasn’t proper—but he didn’t think he could go running naked through the forest. He clutched it around him and sat up. “I’ll leave now,” he whispered and started to get out of the back of the cart.

“I said if you hurt him. You think that wouldn’t hurt him?”

Jim sighed and leaned against the side of the cart. “Having everyone know about me would hurt him worse.”

“Then we’ll have to make certain that doesn’t happen.”

Jim looked over at Sir Robert. He was Lionel’s friend, and he did seem to have Lionel’s best interests at heart, and he knew far more about the sort of things Jim had done than Lionel ever would. Surely he could see this was a mistake. “What do you want me to do? Have him embarrassed in front of his guests?”

Sir Robert took the question seriously and considered his answer for a moment. “We can get you into the house without being seen. After that, I don’t know. Listen to him, I suppose. Hear him out before you decide what you’re going to do.”

It was such a sensible answer, it surprised Jim into staying put. “And if I still think the best thing I can do is to leave him?”

“Then I suppose I’ll help you get away.”

Before Jim could think of an answer to that, he heard Lionel coming up the drive. “It’s all arranged. I have Mrs. Barton arranging for a bath in my room, so we can sneak him up to yours now, if you don’t mind. If we can manage to revive him enough to get him up the servants’ stairs, that would make it easier.”

“I’m awake,” Jim said quietly.

Lionel hurried around to the back of the cart and helped him down. Jim was going to insist he could manage himself, but Sir Robert glared at him, so he held his tongue and allowed Lionel to wrap an arm around his shoulders and guide him into the house. They entered near the kitchen, and Jim could hear the sounds of the servants hurrying to heat water and ready the bath, but there was no one in the hallway or in the staircase leading to the bedroom. The servants’ staircase let out just outside of Lionel’s room, and it seemed Sir Robert had been put in the green suite, so it was a very short scramble to get him inside before any of the servants or guests entered the hallway.

When they were safely in the green suite, Jim tried to distance himself from Lionel, but Lionel pulled him into an embrace before he could. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

So pushing Lionel away would not be as easy as he’d thought. Jim reminded himself that he was doing this for Lionel’s own good and said, “I don’t see why.”

He felt Lionel’s arms tighten around him. “Jim, how can you say that?”

“Ask him what I’ve been doing. Ask him what it means to be Dixon’s concubine.” He could tell he’d shocked Lionel, so he gave a shove against Lionel’s chest. Lionel pulled back at once. He could see the hurt look on Lionel’s face, but that was a good thing. If he hurt Lionel enough, Lionel would realize he didn’t want Jim anymore. “Go on, ask him.”

Lionel turned to Sir Robert. “Fine, tell me whatever it is he wants you to, Robert.”

Sir Robert looked over at Jim. So he wouldn’t say anything if Jim didn’t want him to. But Lionel deserved the truth. He nodded once. Sir Robert turned back to Lionel. “All right. Dixon picks some prostitute to live in the house for a year as his concubine, at the beck and call of anyone he invites. From what I’ve heard, he pays well, as that’s the only way he can find someone willing. Imagine the party you were at just now, only every day for a year. The time I was there, the man spent most of the day in the meeting room with us, naked, bent over so we could enjoy his mouth or his arse when we wanted, with a selection of whips and floggers nearby. He was quite clearly used to the arrangement.”

“Clearly?” Lionel asked.

“From the state of his arse and thighs, yes. By the end of the day, there was spend from six men running down his legs and the same over his face, and it didn’t seem to bother him at all. He had no privacy, no break. They fed him stew from a bowl like a pet for meals.  I left after dinner when they were bringing out the chamber pots and putting a leash on him. Does that tell you enough?”

Lionel looked shocked, even more so than he had been at Dixon’s. Good. Now he would understand why Jim left, why Jim knew he wasn’t what Lionel wanted. Whatever romantic notion he’d had of Jim’s past was surely shattered now.

“Jim?” Lionel asked in a whisper.

Didn’t he believe Sir Robert? Even after what he had just witnessed? Perhaps it was too shocking. Perhaps he didn’t think such things could go on so close to his own house. “He’s right. Everything he said was right. Only I was Dixon’s concubine for two years. That’s how I got the money for my cottage. I’d just left six weeks before I met you. For two years I was naked in his house, serving his guests, his servants, anyone he wanted me to.”  Jim started to shake. Lionel was so quiet. Jim realized he had no way of knowing that Jim had lost the money. Didn’t know that he hadn’t had a choice in going back to Dixon. He probably thought Jim wanted to go back. It was probably best he believe that. “Now you see why I had to leave. You don’t want me. You deserve so much better.”

Lionel was pinching the bridge of his nose. He was probably trying to figure out how to get him out of his house.

“The bath should be ready by now. I had them set it up in my room. You’ll feel better afterward.”

Jim swallowed.

Robert gave him a small smile and nodded. “I’ll go down and find someone to tell Garrett to see to the horse. When I see Randall in the morning, I’ll tell him you didn’t want to interfere with his business deals and won’t be down. Good evening, Jim.” Just like he really was a naturalist friend with the boring job in town who was spending the night.

“I’ll walk you down,” Lionel said, “and make certain there’s no one in the hall so Jim can get across.”

Jim sighed. Clearly, Lionel couldn’t wait to be away. The bath did sound wonderful, though. He went to the door as Robert and Lionel left and saw the hall was empty, so he was able to dart across to Lionel’s room. Maybe he could take one of Lionel’s old suits he’d left behind the last time before he left. It would make it easier to run if he had clothes.

 

Lionel followed Robert down the servants’ staircase again. Robert didn’t say anything, but he didn’t tell him to leave either. At the bottom of the stairs, Lionel stopped. “You saw him at Dixon’s?”

Robert nodded. “It had to be him. The timing was right.”

“But you didn’t recognize him on the lawn when you saw him. You would have said something to me, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes, Lionel, I would have, and no, Lionel, I didn’t, not from Dixon’s. I did remember seeing him around at Rosamond’s, but you knew about that. When I saw him, he was dirty and naked and oiled, and his hair was falling in his face and his body was bruised, and he wasn’t how he is now. I don’t know, he was quieter, not so willing to talk. I assure you, if I didn’t recognize him, no one else who was there will. I paid far more attention to him than they did.”

“So what do I do?” Lionel asked. He didn’t think Robert would have an answer.

Robert shrugged. “What do you want to do?”

“Tell him I love him and ask him to stay.”

“All right,” Robert said, “then maybe that’s what you should do.” He leaned over and patted Lionel’s shoulder. “If it helps, he does care about you. I think the pair of you need to talk to each other.”

“That’s what you said before.”

“And I meant it. Go on, while he’s in your room. I’ll see the cart’s put away and take care of Randall for you in the morning.”

Lionel clapped Robert on the shoulder. “You’re a good friend.”

“Good luck.”

 

Lionel’s rooms looked exactly as Jim remembered them. The bath had been set up in the sitting room near the fire, with towels and soap and everything. It looked as if the staff had assumed it was for Lionel. Jim sighed. If he had any sense at all, he’d try to find some old clothes to change into and get away now, while Lionel was talking to Sir Robert. That would be the easiest thing to do. It would save Lionel the trouble of having to explain that he should go, that he would be happier somewhere else. Lionel might even offer him money for his cottage, which was the last thing Jim wanted. 

But he wasn’t going to do that, was he? Jim pulled off the overcoat and dropped it on the floor then stared at the bath. It would be easier to confront Lionel when he was clean, he supposed.

And then he had thought about it too long and Lionel had come back, standing in the room, staring, not sure what to say. “Did you have everything you needed?”

Such a polite question. “Yes, I suppose.”

“I’ll find you some clothes once you’re ready for them. I think the blue coat is still in the green suite. I can ask Robert for it.” He stepped forward and touched Jim’s bare shoulder.

“Don’t,” Jim said. Lionel being kind was harder than anything to walk away from.

Lionel stepped back as if he’d been burned. He must have forgotten what he’d seen. Jim turned to say something, but Lionel looked so concerned. 

“I’m sorry,” Lionel said softly. “If you’d tell me what I ought to do...”

“What you ought to do about what? Why would you want to do anything with me? Do you know what Dixon meant when he said I’d greeted some of his guests last night? Do you?” Jim was yelling now, but he couldn’t stop. “He had me naked and oiled, kneeling by his feet, and when they came in, I sucked them off. All the ones who came that afternoon. I don’t know how many, but they were in my mouth, and I made them come. Is that what you want kissing you? I’m not for you. You can find someone better than me. Anyone would be.” He turned away. He was on the verge of crying, but he couldn’t let Lionel know that. Lionel was too kind. He’d insist Jim stay even when he had a house full of guests. It was so much easier to be angry. And if he could make Lionel angry, it would be that much easier to leave.

Lionel stepped up behind him and ran his hand along Jim’s arm. “I’m sorry. I thought...I thought you didn’t want to be touched. I thought...perhaps....”

He understood what Lionel was trying to say. It was rather sweet, really, attributing finer feelings to him. “I’m an old whore, Lionel. Having men up my arse doesn’t bother me.” Just having you know about it.

He felt Lionel reach around and put a finger under his chin and try to guide it up. Jim resisted. Lionel sighed and came around in front of him, bending forward until he could see Jim’s face. He stroked his cheek. Jim closed his eyes. If only this were real.

And then Lionel leaned in and pressed his lips to Jim’s. Jim wanted to pull away, but Lionel twined his fingers in Jim’s hair and held him there while he tenderly stroked Jim’s lower lip with his tongue then ran his tongue along the seam of Jim’s lips. Jim sighed and let his lips part just a fraction.  Lionel’s tongue slipped into Jim’s mouth and began gently exploring. Jim whimpered. If only this could be true. But Lionel was holding him there, his fingers massaging his scalp, his lips tender and soft. When Lionel finally broke away, Jim leaned towards him instinctively. Lionel gathered him in his arms and held him to his chest, stroking his hair. Jim let himself rest there, smelling Lionel’s scent and feeling the soft linen of Lionel’s shirt. 

Lionel finally straightened, still holding Jim. “You’ll feel better after that bath I mentioned.”

Jim sighed. “Why don’t you just throw me out?”

“Why would I do that?”

“Everyone else would.”

Lionel pulled him closer. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? I love you.”

Jim had managed to hold back his tears until that moment. After everything Lionel had seen, that was his answer. Lionel was stroking his back, whispering nonsense as Jim sobbed. It took him a moment to hear the words Lionel was murmuring. “It’s all right, my dear. You’re safe, dearest, I’m here.” Jim nestled against Lionel’s chest and managed to whisper, “I love you so much,” between soft sobs. Lionel held him close and wiped his tears away with his thumb. When the worst of Jim’s sobs stopped, Lionel brought him to the tub and helped him in then began to take care of him, gently soaping his skin and stroking his limbs until Jim felt warm and loose. When the water started to cool, Lionel helped him out of the tub and dried him with soft towels warmed by the fire then brought him through to the bedroom.

“Your guests,” Jim murmured as Lionel pressed him back against the bed until he gave in and crawled under the covers.

“Robert will take care of them in the morning. Well, he’ll see that Randall takes care of them, as they are Randall’s guests, but that’s the roughly the same thing. Either way, I don’t have to worry about them.” Lionel pressed a gentle kiss to Jim’s lips then stepped back to undress before crawling into bed beside him.

Jim realized Lionel was perfectly content to sleep beside him with nothing more than a kiss, which was also sweet but not what Jim wanted. He rolled on his side and began to slide his hand along Lionel’s chest, tangling his fingers in the hair he found there and toying with the flat nipples. Lionel made a soft sound of appreciation then rolled over, putting himself on top of Jim. He caught Jim’s hands and brought them above his head. Jim let himself relax under Lionel, enjoying the feeling of Lionel’s hands everywhere and his lips and tongue following. When he felt Lionel’s cheek brush against his cock, he pulled away and managed to say, “I want to taste you.” 

Lionel wrapped his lips around the head of Jim’s cock and teased at it with his tongue, then he crawled around on the bed until Jim could reach him as well and went back to lavish attention on Jim, this time toying with his sac. Jim licked along Lionel’s cock then took it into his mouth. He was rewarded with a groan from Lionel that vibrated along his sac. Jim closed his eyes and enjoyed the sensation of his dear Lionel pleasuring him, and enjoyed the attention he was giving him. He remembered Lionel had said he loved him. If that were true... If Lionel was doing this because he loved him... He felt a particularly wonderful stroke from Lionel’s tongue and spent into his mouth. He intended to renew his efforts to please Lionel, only to feel his lover’s cock swell then the taste Lionel’s spend on his tongue. 

They lay as they were for a few moments, then Jim felt Lionel crawl around until his head was resting beside Jim’s. He leaned over kissed Jim tenderly, letting his tongue brush lightly over his lips. Then he pulled Jim close and whispered, “I love you,” as Jim drifted to sleep against him.

 

When Jim woke up, he was under a blanket. He wanted to struggle, to see what new game had been devised, but he was in a soft bed, and it smelled like Lionel’s soap and like Lionel himself. Jim stilled. His cheek was resting against a broad chest dusted with coarse hair. Lionel’s chest. It felt like it, anyway. If this game was of Lionel’s choosing, he would do it gladly. Anything Lionel wanted, he would do gladly. And then the blanket dropped to his waist, and he could see he was in Lionel’s bed, with the man himself beside him.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you. In fact, I was trying not to. The maid’s gone now, so we don’t need to worry.”

Jim relaxed even more. Not a game, not preparation for a new sort of humiliation, just hiding him from the maid while she laid the fire.

“I’m going to tell them not to come up until I ring for them in the future. I meant to before, but then you left, and I...”

Jim leaned up and kissed Lionel gently. “If you think they’ll suspect something…”

“No, we’ll be careful. If you stay, I mean. I’d like it if you stayed. I’ll find you the clothes I mentioned. Then we can tell the others you finished your project and agreed to stay for the rest of the party.” Lionel got out of bed and went to the bureau.

Jim stretched out happily in Lionel’s bed. Lionel knew everything and wanted him to stay. He turned to get out of bed and noticed a bag of money on the nightstand, and his heart crashed down. “You don’t need to pay me.”

Lionel turned from the bureau and saw where Jim was looking. “I wasn’t. That’s your money from Dixon.”

“He paid for those two days?” That didn’t sound like Dixon at all.

“No, and the way Robert got you out of there, well, I don’t think he will be. That’s yours from being his concubine—well, what you gave to Mr. Quincy.”

Jim sat up. “You got it back for me?”

“It’s yours. You earned it. Remember, I’m still acting magistrate here. Quincy came to warn me that there was a prostitute in the area who had tried to buy a house from him. I pointed out that keeping your money was stealing, no matter how justified he thought he was, and convinced him to let me take the money into custody so he wouldn’t be accused of the crime and ruin the rest of his business. Now I’m returning it to its rightful owner.”

Jim picked up the pouch and opened it, quickly counting the money inside. It was all there. Lionel had gotten it all back for him.

Lionel sat on the edge of the bed. “When you find your property, you could let my solicitor handle the transaction for you. Then you wouldn’t have to meet with the agent, and no one at Dixon’s will know you’re the one buying it. And no one would question you if they knew you had hired him on my recommendation.”

Jim felt his heart twist inside of him. Lionel had said he wanted him to stay, and Jim had thought he meant forever, but he must have meant stay for the house party. He was ready to let Jim go, let him run off to some corner of England and buy a little house and not see him again. It was what he’d wanted; he couldn’t blame Lionel for trying to give it to him. Only he didn’t want it anymore. He wanted to throw himself at Lionel’s feet and offer to stay any way he’d have him. Offer to be a concubine in his house if he’d let him. Anything to stay close to him. He leaned over to pick up the shirt Lionel had left on the edge of the bed. “It’s very kind of you to offer.”

“Of course, there’s always... I mean, I know you want your own cottage with a garden, and you worked so hard to get the money for it, but if you’d consider...” Lionel rubbed at the back of his neck. “I know it’s not what you want, but if you’d at least consider... I mean, this place is sorely in need of a gardener, and the Lotus Tea Company practically runs itself in London. I only need to go there a few days a month to sign papers, so if you were here, I’d be here most of the time too, and I know it wasn’t what you wanted, but I thought I’d say just in case...”

Jim sat frozen in place. Lionel couldn’t be asking what he thought he was. And then he saw how nervous Lionel was, playing with the sheets and worrying the rug with his toes and completely terrified that Jim would—would what? Say no? Lionel wanted him here, and he thought Jim didn’t want to stay. Jim flung himself at Lionel, wrapping his arms around him and pressing his head to the strong chest. “Of course I’ll stay, if you still want me. Anything you want. Gardener, servant, concubine. Tell me, just let me stay.”

Lionel’s arms slipped around him. “Lover?” Lionel whispered into Jim’s hair. “Or how about beloved?” He brushed a soft kiss against Jim’s forehead. “Could you love me?”

“I already do,” Jim whispered.

“Good, since I think I’ve loved you since the mail coach.”

Jim smiled. “I suppose we should dress before anyone comes looking for us.”

“I suppose. And once I’ve gotten rid of Randall’s guests, we can figure out what to do about the garden. I’ll leave the hiring of staff to you. Try to get some lads from the village, but if you need to bring people from London...”

“Hiring people?” Jim had thought he’d be looking after the gardens himself, which seemed like a huge amount of work, but work he’d do gladly to be near Lionel. But it sounded like Lionel intended him to have people working for him.

“Yes, whatever you think the place needs. You could ask Mrs. O’Brien on the kitchen garden. She might have special requirements. And there’s a room that faces out onto the lawn downstairs. Would you like that? We’ll have to figure out how you could sneak up here every night, but I think it’s better for you to have your own space so you can meet with your staff if you need to.”

A room of his own, staff to help him get Lionel’s gardens in shape, and Lionel wanting him with him every night. Jim wrapped his arms around Lionel. Lionel pulled him close. “Maybe we could build a secret passage between the rooms,” Jim said against Lionel’s shoulder.

Lionel grinned and rested his cheek against Jim’s hair. “Why not?”
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Matthew Greensleigh finally gets his chance to help in the family business, only to learn his father expects him to spend a year as a concubine for the notorious Lord Dixon.  Sir Robert Farnsdale prefers to keep his pleasure professional, but when Matthew asks to be shown what to expect from his time with Lord Dixon, Robert finds himself agreeing to an afternoon together.  Matthew knew it was only one afternoon, so why can’t Robert stop thinking about it?  More information at AdellaJHarris.wordpress.com


About the Author

 

Adella J. Harris lives in Ohio where she writes, watches far too much British television, and reads anything with words on it.  You can find a complete list of her books at AdellaJHarris.wordpress.com  

OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
J
—

.m./,w&p )

AN
P JMWMN
B

_Lord Dixon’s Shadow 1

gy
C






OPS/imported-image1.jpg
Sm———

)

C@Aﬁmf{

ADELLA Y. TARKRIS

Lgiixon's Shadow2_
|






