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The Earl of Klesamor Hall

By Adella J. Harris

 

{---*---}

 

After being arrested at a molly house and serving two years’ hard labor, accounting clerk William Hamond knows work will be hard to come by, so when Lord Hartley offers him the position of secretary to his father, the reclusive Earl of Trenwych, he’s eager to accept the position and devastated to discover that Lord Trenwych does not want or need a secretary.  But he’s been promised a salary as long as he stays six months, and Lord Trenwych seems content to have him do so. Then he witnesses an attempt on Lord Trenwych’s life, an attempt that could objectively have been made by Lord Hartley, and William realized he has another reason to stay, to try to save Lord Trenwych.

 

 

{---*---}
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Prologue

 

THE SWAN’S NEST HAD BEEN a new molly house. One of my best friends, Sir Arthur Holden, had been the first to go there and declare it a respectable place. That had been enough for my other best friend, Thomas Brook, and he convinced me to go along with him. We weren’t planning on requesting the services of any of the rent boys that roamed the downstairs pub, but Arthur had been right, the place was clean and friendly and as respectable as a place that was by its very nature against the law could be, so we rented a room upstairs for a couple of hours planning to have a bit of fun together. 

The room was surprisingly nice, with clean sheets, an ewer of water and soft cloths to clean up with, and a surprisingly tasteful print of a reclining Hercules—nude of course; we were in a molly house. Thomas and I had just finished undressing and were getting to the interesting bit of the evening—I was on my knees in front of Thomas, his hands in my hair, my tongue ready to stroke his cock—when the door burst open and the room was filled with watchmen. I said the first thing that popped into my head, “You’re not the girl.” That sounded good, so I continued on with as much outrage as I could muster. “What sort of trick is this? We paid for a girl.”

Thomas caught on quickly and added, “And a fair bit of coin it was too. We were promised she’d do two at once. Where is she?” 

But it didn’t work. Either we weren’t convincing enough, or they’d seen enough of the rest of the house to know we couldn’t possibly be waiting for a girl. Even the best efforts of the owner and some light-skirts he’d managed to bring in from somewhere nearby weren’t enough to convince them to let us go. We’d barely had time to struggle back into our clothes before we were dragged away.

 

{--*--}

 

It ended much as I’d imagined it would. A slow slog to trial, locked in a small cell alone while I waited to be taken to court, then the sentence: an hour in the pillory followed by two years’ hard labor. It was the expected outcome.

The night before we were set to go to the pillory, I realized I couldn’t bear the thought of two years in prison with my hair filled with whatever muck was thrown at me, so I asked the guard who brought the greasy stew that passed for dinner if I might have a pair of scissors. He laughed and was about to refuse until I told him what I wanted them for. Then he happily brought them and hacked off all my hair for me. I watched the locks pile up on the prison floor—greasy from my months in the small, hot cell—and told myself not to cry, that it was for the best, that it was going to be worse in the morning, and I was silly to be so vain over my hair. When he’d finished, I ran my hand over the stubble left behind and knew I was properly a prisoner. I wasn’t going to escape. There would be the humiliation of the pillory then two years’ hard labor, if I was stubborn enough to survive two years.

 

The pillory was worse than I imagined. It started in the open wagon as we rode to the site. Thomas was beside me, that was something. But the entire route was lined with people come to stare and throw whatever muck they could find at us. At least my newly shorn head meant there was less for it to stick to. No rocks, I noticed, and I suspected that had been Arthur’s doing. He was always one for managing things. 

I was in the first group called up. My head and hands were locked into the restraints, and we began the slow march in a circle. No rocks again, but plenty of mud and manure and leavings of butcher shops and fishmongers. I tried not to think as I made the slow, plodding circuit, feeling things splatter against my skin and drip down while the sun beat against my back and soaked my shirt with sweat and made everything smell even worse. 

Then it was over, and I was brought back to the wagon while the guard laughed at my reaction and my soft hands. Thomas was looking at me with such pity that I knew it was at least as awful as it felt. But just as they were unchaining the next group to bring them up, the crowd pushed in, eager for the next batch to pelt with filth. The guards had to turn from us to control the crowd, and, in their haste, they didn’t chain Thomas up properly. He noticed at once, and I saw him glance at me and hesitate. This was no time for him to be honorable and stay for my sake, not when he could avoid the misery of it all. “Run,” I hissed. “Go.”

He hesitated again and tugged on my chains, but I wasn’t so lucky. Mine held firm.

There was no way I could escape. One look at me and everyone would know I’d been in the pillory. Thomas was filthy from the ride over, but he could pass for some poor fellow who’d been sleeping in alleyways. He had a chance to get away from the pillory and the two years of prison. If I was stuck with my sentence, I was glad he would be free. “Go. At least one of us will be out. Hurry, though, before they get back.”

Thomas squeezed my hand, glanced at the guards who were still preoccupied with the crowd, slithered out of the wagon, and disappeared into the crowd.

By the time the guards had settled the crowd and turned their attention back to us, Thomas had disappeared. The guards didn’t notice as they unchained the other prisoners and brought them up to the pillory, but once they had them in place, I heard someone yell, “Where’s the last one?”

Thomas was out of sight, but he couldn’t have gotten far enough yet to escape detection. There was only one thing for it. I slid over one spot to his seat. We were all so dirty already, it would be hard to tell us apart even if the guards had been paying attention. 

They hadn’t. “He’s here! Just a minute.” And my hands were unchained again, and I was dragged back up to the pillory, my neck and hands locked back in place for the second hour of slow marching in front of the riotous crowd. As I passed the front of the pillory, the side nearest the wagon, I risked a glance at the street, and I spotted Thomas at the edge of a nearby alleyway. He met my gaze, and I managed a small smile for him. He gave me the smallest of waves and then turned and ran down the alley. At least one of us was free.

 

An hour later, the pillory was over—that was something at least—and we were driven in the wagon back through the crowd eager to pelt us with the last of their missiles. Now would come the unending drudgery of prison, and it started as soon as we were through the prison gates. The guard who refastened my chains after I climbed out of the wagon took one look at my hands and laughed. “Too nice for mucking about in the fields, I’d wager. Not done a day of work in your life, have you? What were you, hmm? Solicitor?”

“Accounting clerk,” I answered. No point in getting on his worse side.

“No accounts here for you. Picking oakum to start, that should settle those hands nicely. Then I’d bet the quarries at Broadhill, set you to breaking rocks.”

I didn’t respond. I had always been a scholar who was more comfortable with books than sports. I was fastidious, disliking to sweat on a playing field or to tumble in the mud with the other boys. I’d known that would not serve me well in prison. 

“Here now, can’t put that away in that state!” the fellow who I took to be the commander of the group said as the wagon that had brought us back was being moved. 

The guard who was adjusting my chains grinned. “I’ve got just the fellow to muck it out for you.” He grabbed my arm and dragged me over. “Good practice for you, getting that all cleaned out. What did they throw at you lot? Stinks like shit and old fish. That’ll drum the niceness out of you.” 

The commander barely looked at me. “Get him a shovel and get him to work.”

I knew better than to argue.

 

 


Chapter 1

 

SOMEHOW I SURVIVED TWO YEARS in prison. It would have been simpler if the pillory had drummed the niceness out of me as the first guard had predicted, but I remained fastidious to the end, falling into a sort of numbness as I ripped apart ropes and cleaned the prison common rooms then broke rocks and dredged canals, even helping to dredge the Thames at one point. Arthur came to visit me when it was allowed and paid for whatever small luxuries money could buy, even though I told him he needn’t bother, by which I really meant he shouldn’t put himself in danger considering he was as guilty as I was of what I had been arrested for. He ignored that and continued to visit and to pay.

And then I was moved back to Newgate, which meant my time was almost up. And then there was a long lecture from the chaplain, where I nodded at all the right places, then a rubdown with paraffin oil to kill whatever was crawling on me and what passed for a proper bath with lots of carbolic soap and a suit of clothes that didn’t fit, and then I was led to the prison gates and allowed to cross to the outside a free man—a free man with no family who would speak to him or hope of a position in anything he was remotely qualified for, but a free man nonetheless.

The buildings around the prison were almost as depressing as the prison itself, crowding around the narrow streets and blocking whatever weak light the fog let through. It was not an area of London I had been to before I’d been arrested, and I had no idea which of the narrow streets would lead me to someplace I recognized.

“Will!”

I recognized the voice at once. Arthur. I was tempted to pretend I hadn’t heard him—even out of prison I was still a danger to him—but I knew he’d still go looking for me, and his carriage would get me away from the prison faster than my own feet could, so I went to the open door of his carriage and climbed in. Arthur pounded on the roof and we were away.

“I am so glad to see you,” Arthur said grabbing my arm in a quick sort of embrace. “You’re staying with me, of course, until you get yourself sorted out. Or as long as you like. I’d be happy of the company.”

“Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say. It had been so long since I’d been able to have a proper conversation with a friend.

“And Mrs. Russell is making you a nice dinner. She wasn’t sure what you’d like, so nothing fancy tonight. We’ll celebrate tomorrow with whatever you’ve been missing.”

I smiled at that. I wasn’t sure I could manage anything too fancy after two years of prison food, and I suspected that had been the real reason for the simpler meal.

“And there’s a room waiting for you. You can see what’s there then decide what you need. I managed to get some of your things from your rooms before your family got there. Not as much as I’d hoped, I’m afraid, but I did salvage most of your books, so that’s something.”

“That’s more than something. Thank you.”

“Well, your family wasn’t terribly interested in those.”

“They wouldn’t be. You didn’t manage my watch, did you?” I’d been very fond of my watch. From his grin, I could tell he had.

“Smuggled it out in one of my gloves. Bought the books off of them cheap.”

“I’ll pay you back.”

“No hurry.”

“Good, since I haven’t any money.” Might as well get used to saying it. “I suppose I ought to get in touch with them and tell them I’m not dead.”

Arthur shrugged. “No hurry, I would think.”

I smiled at that. “Let them believe I might not survive to embarrass them a little longer?”

“Something like that.”

And now for the important question, the one I hadn’t wanted to ask while we were still in the shadow of the prison, even safe inside Sir Arthur Holden’s carriage. “And what became of Thomas? You hinted that he was all right.”

“He is. He escaped to Yorkshire and is living with the Marquess of Elmsby there as a sort of man of business, among other things.” Arthur grinned in a way that told me exactly what those other things were.

“So, he’s happy then?”

“Very, and in love, if his letters are anything to go by. That was a kind thing you did for him.”

“No sense us both being there.” I turned to the window to avoid talking about it and enjoyed watching the streets pass, knowing I could walk down any of them whenever I pleased now. Arthur kept up a relaxing chatter of gossip about friends, books that had come out, a gallery showing he’d been to—nothing taxing or needing me to answer.

 

Arthur’s butler and housekeeper were waiting for us in the foyer of his townhouse. Russell bowed as he always had. “Pleased to see you again, Mr. Hamond.”

Mrs. Russell smiled at me. “Indeed we are, Mr. Hamond.”

They seemed genuinely pleased that I was there, which was a relief. I had known that a warm welcome was the last thing I should expect after prison, even from old friends, so knowing there was at least one place in England where I wouldn’t be shunned was a relief. “Thank you. I’m glad to be here.”

“When you gentlemen are ready, I had the breakfast room table set for you as there are only the two of you. And there’s clear soup and roast chicken, and a strawberry tart for dessert.”

That was also welcome news, all of it. The breakfast room was smaller and less intimidating than the dining room, and the menu sounded just the thing for someone who was no longer used to rich foods, or even to wholesome, unspoiled foods.

Arthur smiled at Mrs. Russell and said, “That sounds just the thing for us. Come, William, let’s get you settled in your room.”

The guest room in Arthur’s townhouse had a large tub waiting for me, with jugs of steaming water and lots of soap. I soaked and scrubbed until I had either scrubbed off prison or most of my skin, then I lounged in the water until it became cold and uncomfortable. Arthur had salvaged a couple of my suits, so I was able to dress in something familiar, even if it no longer fit. And then there was the mirror at the end of the room. I supposed I could avoid it, but then I wouldn’t be able to tie my cravat, and that would tell Arthur that I had avoided it and make him worry. I sighed, collected up one of the long pieces of starched linen that had been left out for me, and went to confront what two years in prison had done.

I had never been a hale and hearty sort of fellow, but two years of hard labor and barely adequate food had left me thinner than I’d ever been, scrawny to the point of being sickly, despite the hard work I had done. Surely breaking rocks should have left me with muscles as it ruined my hands. My suit hung on my thin frame in a way that seemed to emphasize my thinness. My hair, which I had always worn rather long as I was a bit vain over the color—a lovely shade of blond, not too light or too red—was cropped close to my head out of fear of lice. I’d done that to myself before the pillory, not wanting to think about the sorts of muck they’d throw getting matted in it, then kept it in prison for much the same reason. It didn’t suit my face, making my cheeks look even more hollow than the thinness did. As I had spent much of the last year out of doors, I didn’t have the fabled prison pallor, which would have been closer to my normal coloring and therefore more myself. Instead I was as tanned as any cricket-playing, curricle-driving Corinthian, or perhaps as a farmhand was more accurate. 

I picked up the cravat and started to tie a proper mathematical, something I had always managed quite neatly before. Now, every time I saw my hands I was distracted by their state—made more obvious now that I was properly dressed again—hard, cracked, and calloused with ragged nails and a variety of cuts and other injuries. And they had been such nice hands before, slim and long and able to tie a proper cravat or play the piano or write a neat line of figures with no smudges or ambiguity. I wasn’t sure they could manage any of that now. I looped the cravat into a simpler Byron knot and went down to the breakfast room. At least I would have proper food at Arthur’s.

 

In the end, I did decide to let my family know I had survived. My middle sister, Mildred, had always been the easiest for me to talk to, so I composed a short note to her, telling her I had been released as scheduled and was staying with friends in town while I sorted myself out, so she would know I wasn’t asking for a place to stay or money. I didn’t tell her it was Arthur I was staying with, but I did tell the footman to wait and see if there was a reply and to tell her where he’d come from if she asked. She didn’t ask, but she did send a reply saying she was pleased to know I’d survived, although no invitation to visit was included or implied.

With duty to family completed, it was time to sort myself out.

I had received a letter from Lord Elmsby in Yorkshire shortly before my release offering me an unspecified position. It had confused me at the time as our family cloth business had a done a bit of work with him before he’d become the marquess but I doubted he knew who I was, until Arthur had given me the details of what had happened to Thomas after he’d escaped the pillory and found refuge with Lord Elmsby. That meant I couldn’t accept the offer, as kind as it was. If Thomas was safely away, I wouldn’t do anything that might bring him to the attention of the authorities. I had just spent two years in prison, and it was not a fate I would wish on anyone, least of all one of my best friends, so I would not do anything that might connect me to him—and me suddenly receiving an offer of employment from someone I’d never met was just the sort of thing to invite speculation. 

However, with no possibility of returning to my old position as an accounts clerk in my family’s shipping business, I still had to look for work. There were several registry offices in town that helped people find positions. Our family had used them on occasion when we needed to hire clerks, so I was somewhat familiar with the procedure. I asked Arthur if he knew of any nearby—I had no intention of using any of the ones my family used—and then asked Russell the same in case any of the servants’ registries also catered to clerks and other business work. Armed with the list of addresses, I set out.

I left the first two offices I tried without speaking to anyone. It was foolish, I knew, but I couldn’t face sitting across from the strict-looking men seated at the desks and telling them about the past two years while they made notes in the files and looked down their noses at me. I resolved that I would enter the third office no matter what and do the best I could. There were three men behind desks there, one of whom looked like someone I might be able to speak to. He was dressed as severely as the others, but his hair was a bit rumpled and he wasn’t glaring at the man seated across from him the way the other two did when their clients spoke. I sat on the long bench beside the other job seekers and waited.

The rumpled man was still with his client when it was my turn, but there were three men who had arrived after me, and I told the next he could go ahead while I worked up my nerve. I did the same with the man who’d come after him. I could tell the third man was expecting me to do the same with him, but the rumpled man was free, so I got to my feet when he said, “Next,” in a calm voice that carried easily through the room.

I wasn’t sure of the procedure, so I stayed standing when I approached him. He smiled at me, not too friendly, just enough to seem less threatening. “Name, please?”

“William Hamond.”

“Very well, Mr. Hamond. I am Mr. Dorsey. Please sit and tell me what you were looking for today.”

I took a deep breath and sat across from him. “Any job, really, but my background is clerical.”

I could see he was starting a new page in his ledger book for me, my name written neatly across the top, clerical beneath it. “I see. Very well. And what was your last position?”

“I was a clerk in my family’s shipping firm. An accounting clerk, although I did help out in other areas.”

More notes in his neat hand. “And you left that position because?”

I swallowed. At least I was getting this bit over with quickly. I leaned in so I wouldn’t have to raise my voice more than absolutely necessary. “You heard of the arrests at the Swan’s Nest? I was one of those arrested. I’ve spent the last two years in prison, and my family will have nothing to do with me now.”

“I see.” This time his pen did not move. “I will be required to tell any employer this information.”

“I understand. I mean, I expected it. And I realize it will make finding a position for me difficult. I would prefer to work in an office, but in prison I did perform many other tasks. If it would be easier to find me something building a road or digging a canal...” I realized I was babbling and stopped myself.

“I don’t think it will come to that. Not yet anyway. Have you any references?”

“I’m assisting my friend Sir Arthur Holden at the moment. I’m sure he’d be willing to write me one.” And I was certain could figure out something to help him with so he could do so honestly.

Mr. Dorsey’s pen started moving across the page again. “Good, good, a knighthood and a well-known businessman. That will count for something provided it is specific and glowing.” He looked up at me. “I assume it will be specific and glowing?”

“I’m sure it will.”

“Good, good. Then I will do my best. I take it you can do figures and write in a good clear hand?” When I nodded, he passed a few papers over to me which were covered in lines of sums to work out and standard sort of letters to copy. It felt quite a bit like being tested at school, but I filled them all out in my best handwriting, answered a few more questions about the kinds of work I’d done for my family, and then Mr. Dorsey extended his hand. “I will look through our files and try to find something suitable. Where can I send word?”

I gave him Arthur’s address. “Not to rush you, but when should I begin to expect something?”

He smiled. “If you haven’t heard from me in a week, stop by, and we’ll have a word.”

“Thank you.” I gave him a small bow and left the office. At least I had made a little progress.

 

 


Chapter 2

 

I SPENT MOST OF the following week in Arthur’s library, reading novels. I went to see Mr. Dorsey but was not surprised to find he had nothing for me. My second full week out of prison, Arthur tried to ask me to go with him to the theater or a gallery, but I politely declined. I was still too thin, with stubble for hair and ruined hands; there was no way to pretend I hadn’t been in prison, and besides, I didn’t want to see anyone I had known before. I took to reading the positions to be filled sections of the newspapers, noting anything that I might be qualified for, including the calls for men to help build roads or railroad lines. My third visit to Mr. Dorsey again proved fruitless, although he still seemed optimistic. I knew Arthur was worried about me, but I couldn’t bring myself to accept his invitations anywhere, not even to his tailor, where I knew he would insist on ordering me something and paying for it. 

As I went to see Mr. Dorsey on the third week since I’d applied to him, I was fully prepared to tell him the time had come for me to start considering the sorts of jobs prison had prepared me for. It was not what I wanted, but it was what I expected. The office was the same as always, with the long bench filled with job applicants and the three men at their desks interviewing them. At least I had a good excuse to let people go ahead of me until Mr. Dorsey was free to see me. He was smiling as I approached.

“Mr. Hamond, I was expecting you.”

“Hello, Mr. Dorsey. I was thinking that perhaps I should start considering other sorts of work.”

“I wouldn’t be too hasty, Mr. Hamond.” Mr. Dorsey produced a letter from his desk drawer. “This is what I was waiting on for you. I wasn’t sure it would come; after all, he may have given up on us and tried somewhere else or even filled the position, but here it is, on schedule, just as you are.” He placed the letter on the desk between us. “This same position comes up every six months, and every six months we send someone to fill it, and they leave exactly six months later. It would be quite a feather in my cap to fill it permanently.”

“I’ll take it,” I said at once.

“Perhaps you should ask what it is first.”

“All right, what is the position I’m accepting?”

Mr. Dorsey smiled. “Personal secretary to Lord Trenwych. He lives in Cornwall. His son, Lord Hartley, is here twice a year to have the position filled.”

“Is there something about the position that makes it so difficult? Cornwall doesn’t seem so far or so remote.”

“It isn’t, and there doesn’t seem to be anything. When the unsuccessful candidates return to find their next position, they say it is an acceptable household.”

“Then is there some mistake they are making that I should avoid?”

“Not so far as I can tell. They all receive perfectly acceptable references, both from the earl and Lord Hartley.”

That was a bit disappointing. I had hoped I could get some advantage, some advance information that would make Lord Trenwych consider me indispensable. “I see.”

Mr. Dorsey seemed to understand my predicament. “As I said, if you could get this position off of our books permanently, it would be quite a coup for me. But even if you don’t, three references from titled men will help you search for another position.”

So he wasn’t expecting me to manage where others hadn’t, merely hoping I would. “Thank you. And thank you for all your help. I do want to try the position at least.”

“Good. I had hoped you’d say that, so I arranged for you to meet Lord Hartley tomorrow. He’s staying in his rooms in Mayfair. I have all of the particulars here.” He handed me a sheet of paper with an address of a very respectable set of rooms in Mayfair and a description of the job, which was very short, really nothing more than he’d already told me other than the fact that the earl’s name was Edgar Thorson and he lived at Klesamor Hall, and a few notes I assumed came from the previous holders of the position. I confirmed the time and thanked him again for his help.

 

When I arrived back at the townhouse, Arthur was just coming out of the study. From the way Russell’s eyes darted in his direction as I came through the door, I suspected he’d done the same thing repeatedly while I’d been gone. “Back already, William?”

As he’d obviously been waiting for me, I didn’t want to make him wait for my news. “Good news. Mr. Dorsey has found me a position.”

“What sort?” From his tone of voice, I could tell he’d realized I was getting desperate enough to take anything. “If you don’t like it, you’re welcome here as long as you like.”

“It’s the best I’m going to get, I think. Secretary to Lord Trenwych in Cornwall. I’m to be interviewed by his son tomorrow.”

Arthur broke into a genuine grin at those words. “That does sound very suitable, provided you don’t mind going to Cornwall.”

“For me, that’s an advantage, I think. I won’t run into anyone there.”

“Then have you everything you need? Something to wear? What’s the address? Do you need the carriage ready?”

I started with the easiest to turn down first. “It’s not very far. Probably faster to walk.” I held out the paper with the address so he could see I wasn’t making it up.

“So, there is money there, then. That’s good. Now about clothes.”

 

In the end, I managed to convince Arthur that there wasn’t enough time for me to have a new suit made, not that I would have allowed it anyway as he would have been the one paying for it, but I did accept the offer of his valet’s services to dress me for my meeting with Lord Hartley. My clothes would still be ill-fitting and slightly out of fashion, but at least I would look as if I’d made an effort. The building Lord Hartley rented rooms in was indeed near Arthur’s townhouse, an easy ten-minute walk to a white-columned building facing a lovely square. There was a doorman, but Lord Hartley had sent his valet down to wait in the entryway and see that I was shown up directly. I had a glimpse of him and the doorman chatting before I knocked, and they both immediately became serious and professional. I took both actions as signs that Lord Hartley would be a good employer then reminded myself I would be working for the father, not the son. 

The valet led me through an elegant lobby to a sweeping staircase and up to Lord Hartley’s rooms, which were spacious, taking up two floors of the building, and elegantly and expensively furnished. They were also untidy, as the valet was required to move a pair of riding boots blocking the doorway and collect an overcoat and walking stick from the chair he was expecting me to sit in. “I will inform his lordship you’re here. I’m sure he will have some refreshments sent up when he arrives.”

“Thank you.” I wondered if he always told guests they’d be fed, or if I looked like someone in desperate need of feeding up. I sat in the chair I’d been shown to and tried to see what I could determine about the room’s owner from my seat, but as I seemed to be in a formal sitting room, it was hard to tell what was his and what had been put in the room to impress guests. I was just wondering if it would be permissible to get up and look out of the window, which I was fairly certain faced the square and had a lovely view of people walking past, when the door opened again. 

“Hello. You must be Mr. Dorsey’s latest. Either that or Harris just brought the wrong fellow up, and you’ll be very confused.”

I quickly got to my feet. “William Hamond, my lord.”

Lord Hartley was younger than I was. I put him at about twenty-four, blond, blue-eyed, dressed in the height of fashion for one of the sporting set. In fact, he looked the sort who would drive his curricle to the inch around corners and clip any buggy in his way, although when he crossed the room to me, he gave me a dazzling smile that made me think he would at least go back and offer to pay for any damage. I found myself wondering how old Lord Trenwych was and if Lord Hartley was a late in life child. 

“So, you are the newest one old Dorsey has sent. That’s good. I’d hate to have to tell Harris he made a mistake. I don’t think he’s ever done that before. I take it he’s given you the basic picture of the thing?” Lord Hartley gestured to the chairs by the window and went to the cabinet, where he produced a bottle of something and two glasses.

I sat where he pointed and noticed there was a table between us with a sheaf of papers in what I recognized as Mr. Dorsey’s hand. So Lord Hartley had prepared for this interview. “Yes, Mr. Dorsey gave me some details.”

“So, you know you’d be going to Cornwall, to Klesamor Hall, to be secretary to my father. Nothing too taxing, just keep him in order, reject invitations for him, that sort of thing.”

I nodded. I desperately wanted to know what sort of man his father was—was he merely a recluse or was he beginning to dodder like Fenning’s father had when he’d gotten old?

“That seem like something you could manage?”

“Yes, my lord, I’m sure I could.”

Lord Hartley sat across from me, put the glasses between us, and poured out. “Good, good. Now old Dorsey says you were in prison, and he’s not the sort to make jokes, at least in the office. I rather fancy he’s got quite the life outside. Chorus girls seem to be in his line, I would think. But he was rather short on details here. So, did you kill a man? Self-defense I would assume. Or protecting a fair maiden?” Lord Hartley seemed more interested in getting the drinks poured properly than in my answer, although I suspected he was watching me from under his lashes.

So we were getting straight to the point. That was good. I hadn’t known how to bring it up. And Mr. Dorsey had left it to me to explain the details, which, upon reflection, I appreciated. It allowed me to tell the story in my own way, although the truth seemed wisest. “Do you remember the Swan’s Nest scandal?”

“The molly house? You were caught up in that?”

I nodded.

“Well, I hope the fellows were worth it.” He looked up and seemed to read my expression. “Don’t tell me you didn’t even get to have a bit of fun first.”

“I was there with a friend. We took a room.” It was more than I had planned to say, but something about Lord Hartley, despite his being just the sort of fellow I would have avoided at school, made me think it was all right to tell him. He certainly didn’t seem the least bit bothered by the idea that I had gone to a molly house to have a bit of fun. 

“Worse luck that. And they gave you two years for it?”

I nodded. “And the pillory.”

“Well, at least no one has to worry you’ll murder them in their beds or make off with the family silver. Hideous stuff, you’d be welcome to it. And Mrs. Peyton won’t have to worry about you bothering the maids. Only fellow that got sent home early was one who was bothering the maids. Mrs. Peyton won’t stand for that, and Father likes to keep Mrs. Peyton happy. Not that he’d stand for it either. Go on, drink up. And qualifications?”

It seemed the question of my prison sentence was concluded once it was determined I wasn’t a thief or a murderer, which was much easier than I had feared. I took a grateful sip from my glass, which was a very good whiskey and quite welcome after discussing prison, and answered his question. “I was an accounts clerk in my family’s business.” I went on to describe my responsibilities, although I’m not sure Lord Hartley was paying much attention. 

When I’d finished, he hadn’t written a word on his papers. “And Sir Arthur Holden is giving you a reference?”

“That’s correct.”

“Glowing, I’d assume? Couldn’t trust a fellow if his friends won’t give him glowing references.”

“I’ll mention that to him,” I said without thinking.

“See that you do. It seems you’re well qualified then. The arrangement is this, six months’ trial on both sides. At the end of that time, if you’re still at the house, you get your full salary and a bonus of fifty pounds as well as a reference from me and possibly one from my father if he sees fit—he usually does—and the option to stay on if both sides are agreeable at terms we agree upon then. Leave before the six months is up and no bonus or reference from me, although you would be paid for the work you’ve done. Unless you’re bothering the maids, but that won’t apply here. Simple enough, I’d think. Have you any questions?”

I wanted to ask why no one had stayed beyond the six months, but I couldn’t quite find the words, so I settled for, “How many people have held this position?”

“You’re the seventh, I believe. I’ve rather lost count.”

I nodded, but I didn’t know what to make of that.

“You’re interested, then?’

“Yes, indeed, definitely.”

“Then you’re hired. Is it convenient for you to leave next Wednesday?”

I would have agreed to any date from immediately to three months from tomorrow. “Yes, that will be quite convenient.”

“Then I’ll meet you at the Red Lion on the North Road. You know it? I was planning on traveling post-chaise on Wednesday to fetch my curricle anyway. Axle got bent last time I was down, and Father’s man was fixing it for me. We’ll travel down together if that suits.”

“It suits quite well.” 

He looked me up and down. “You’ll probably want an advance on your salary. Not much to spend it on down at Trefield anyway, may as well spend it in London. Would twenty guineas suit?”

I was quickly calculating in my mind and determining that that sum would be quite enough to purchase a good suit, a spare pair of trousers, enough shirts to be getting on with, and a pair of proper shoes, provided I went to some of the cheaper places in town and managed to find the suit second-hand. “It’s most kind of you.”

“Excellent. I have some guineas in the study. You’ll sign a receipt, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Excellent.” He put the ink pot and a sheet of letter paper in front of me. “And you’ll write it out as well?”

I couldn’t help smiling at the way he said it. He wasn’t quite sure how to do it properly and was hoping he didn’t have to admit it. While he went for the money, I wrote out the receipt and signed it. There was a bit more discussion of meeting times and such, and then I was on my way back to Arthur’s house with a new position and twenty guineas in my pocket.

 

{--*--}

 

The days until Wednesday passed quickly as I replenished my wardrobe with the money I’d been advanced and made what arrangements were needed with Arthur. I turned down Arthur’s offer to see his tailor, knowing that would be beyond my still-meager means and he would insist on paying or quietly tell the man to charge me half and make up the difference himself. Instead, I went to a respectable fellow in Cheapside and had both of the suits Arthur had rescued altered to fit my new shape, asking him to keep as much of the fabric intact as possible so they could be let out again if needed, and purchased an uncollected suit that had been made up and was almost my size. Then I went down the street purchasing what else I’d need, things which had seemed commonplace before prison and now seemed like indulgences—shaving soap, a new razor, lavender bath soap—one could not possibly imagine one was still in prison when one smelled of lavender—and my final indulgence, a jar of Rimmel’s Hand Salve in the hopes that my hands were not completely unsalvageable.

To his credit, Arthur did not insist on outfitting me or forcing me to take money at all. He contented himself with reminding me that I could return to his house at any time and he would cover any expenses to bring me back to London should Lord Trenwych prove to be some sort of Bluebeard murdering his secretaries or if I simply became tired of rusticating in the country. I thanked him, stopped myself from mentioning that in prison I’d been in more remote and less comfortable places than anything a manor house in Cornwall could produce, and decided that if the Bluebeard prediction proved true, then I would most definitely take advantage of Arthur’s offer. 

After that, Arthur seemed content to help me by digging through his library for every book that might contain information on the Thorsons, their family connections, their house, and most importantly, the current earl. As he had an aunt obsessed with such things, there were plenty of books on the subject, and we spent our evenings with volumes spread across the library hearth rug, reading and speculating on what I would find when I arrived. 

There was plenty of information on the house; unfortunately, there was far less on its current master. He had been married to a woman of good family, distantly related to a Marquess, and had had a son a little too soon after. That would be Lord Hartley. She had since died. There were no other children, so whatever eagerness for the marriage bed they had experienced before the wedding, it seemed to have faded after. None of that told me about my new employer or why the other secretaries might have left, although it did seem to put Arthur’s mind at ease.

 

I did accept Arthur’s offer to drive me to the Red Lion and see me off on Wednesday. It would be good to have a friend there if nothing else. The Red Lion was a comfortable pub with a coaching inn. The ostlers in the yard seemed to have been told to expect me as they were not surprised when I told them I was there to meet Lord Hartley. My trunk was wheeled off, hopefully to the carriage he was renting, without a word. Arthur clasped my hand. “Good luck. Write when you get there. And if it doesn’t look like it will work out, I can send a carriage for you at any time.”

I smiled and tried to look certain as I said, “Thank you, but Lord Hartley seems very nice, and the job doesn’t seem too taxing. I think it will be fine.”

He nodded and patted my arm. There didn’t seem to be much else to say, so he got into his carriage, and I waved as he pulled out of the yard. When Arthur was out of sight, I turned to the pub and went to meet Lord Hartley.

As soon as I walked through the door, I spotted Lord Hartley at a table. It helped that he began waving in a way that resembled a small bird trying to fly. I waved back in a more restrained manner and made my way to his table. 

Lord Hartley seemed eager to be a good host. At least, he started speaking before I’d even approached the table. “Have you eaten already? I can have something ordered for you. I’ll have someone get your baggage loaded into the carriage.” 

“I’m fine. I had breakfast at Arthur’s, my friend’s. And the ostlers took my bags when I arrived. Thank you, though.”

“Then let’s get underway. I’d like to get down there so I can pick up my curricle and get back. My future fiancée is having a dinner party, and I need to be back for it. Well, her mother is having the party, but she’ll be there, you see. And their father won’t let Miss Maria marry anyone until her older sister does, you see. And Miss Lanyon’s a horse-faced old bitch. Horse-faced I could manage, plenty of fellows I know would be happy with a large dowry and an amiable companion, but she’s an interfering old biddy, and not even twenty, so no prospects at all.”

“I see,” I said when he stopped for breath. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to say more, but Lord Hartley was already leading me towards the door. 

“So, you see, I have to get back for it. I wouldn’t want her to think I was abandoning her.”

I nodded and followed him out.

 

Lord Hartley had rented a very comfortable carriage to take us to Cornwall, and I was relieved to see my trunk strapped to the top with his things. Belatedly, I wondered if I was supposed to ride with the driver as I was an employee now, but Lord Hartley was cheerfully climbing in and called, “Didn’t forget anything, did you?”

“No, no, just wanted to be sure my trunk was loaded on the right carriage,” I answered and climbed inside. Lord Hartley had taken the forward-facing seat, so I settled into the other one and leaned back as I heard the horn blast, signaling we were leaving. The carriage jerked forward, and I watched London fly past my window.

 Once we were underway, I found I was remarkably relaxed, despite not knowing where I was going or who would be meeting us in Cornwall. It couldn’t be worse than prison, and if I could figure out where the other fellows had gone wrong, perhaps I could keep the position and spend the next few years as a secretary to a lord. No matter how remote a place, it would suit me better than digging ditches, and I would certainly be better at it. I leaned back against the cushions and wondered what the correct procedure was for traveling down with the son of your future employer. Was one supposed to make conversation or stay silent and invisible? Lord Hartley startled me out of my thoughts by saying, “One thing you will notice, I do not resemble my father at all.”

That seemed to require some response, and perhaps I could find out a little of my new employer. “In looks or temperament?”

“Neither.”

“So, you resemble your mother then?”

“Not in the least.” He grinned at my confusion. “I’m sure the village is rife with rumors, so I wanted you to hear it from me first. I was already preparing to come into the world when Father married Mother.”

“I see.” He seemed so casual about what ought to have been quite the scandal that I wasn’t certain I was even understanding correctly.

“I think you do. Mother never did tell me who he was. I asked Father once, but he never asked her either. We didn’t like to; she was such a nice person, you see, that we didn’t want her to think the scandal mattered. Not that there was a scandal; Father marrying her took care of that, but still...”

So Lord Trenwych was not Lord Hartley’s natural father but had married his mother and taken him as his own. “And that is why he stays at Klesamor Hall?”

“I think it was, but Mother has been gone awhile now, so he could come to Town if he wanted. But then Klesamor Hall is a very nice house. I lived there until I went away to school. That was when Mother moved to London.” He shrugged. “As I said, better you hear it from me than the village. I shudder to think what stories they’d tell.”

“Thank you.” But I couldn’t help wondering why he cared what I thought of him. Or was it his mother’s reputation he was worried about? When it was clear he had said his piece for the moment, I settled back in my seat and tried to figure out what that story told me about the personality of my new employer until the motion of the coach lulled me to sleep.

 

 


Chapter 3

 

WE MADE GOOD TIME. Lord Hartley had spared no expense in planning our journey, so there were good horses waiting for us at every posting inn. As neither of us minded sleeping in the carriage, we only stopped to stretch our legs and accept baskets of food at the better inns. It meant I barely had time to start worrying before we were stopping in a small town where Lord Hartley hopped down with a cheerful smile and began scanning the area in front of the inn as the driver was unstrapping the luggage. I climbed down beside him and got my first glimpse of the area around my new home. Arthur and I had pored over maps, so I knew this was probably Penmor, the nearest town of any size to Klesamor Hall. There was a village called Trefield within walking distance of the manor house, but this is where I would come if I needed anything that couldn’t be found there. 

There wasn’t much I could see from where we were. The inn yard was bustling, but it was impossible to tell who was from the town and who was visiting. Still, most of the people, with the exception of two drunks sprawled by the door to the taproom, looked happy and well-fed. I hoped that was due to my new employer’s sensible policies or something equally flattering to him. The village would no doubt be a better place to judge. Most of the people passing looked at Lord Hartley with curiosity, but it was cheerful curiosity; there was nothing hostile in their looks. The arrival of the heir to the title would always be a source of interest to the locals, but they seemed pleased to have him visit. I took that as a good sign. They regarded me with more open curiosity, but that was only to be expected as I was new and they were no doubt unsure of how I fit into the life of the manor house. 

“There he is,” Lord Hartley said and began frantically waving, again making me think of some odd little bird trying to take flight. I couldn’t tell if he was speaking to me or himself, so I said nothing and turned in the direction he was looking. There was only one person he could be waving at, a man standing near the entrance to the inn, scanning the faces passing through the yard with the look of someone expecting to see someone specific. There was no doubt in my mind that his lordship had come to collect his son and I was looking at my new employer.

Lord Trenwych was not at all what I was expecting. Far from being old or doddering, he was no more than a few years older than I was, not much beyond forty. He was dressed fashionably but not overly so, someone who had gone for quality tailoring over the fad of the Season, and his clothes had been cut expertly to conform to the plains of his chest, showing off the broadness of his shoulders and leanness of his waist. I forced my eyes upward before they became too interested in the cut of his breeches. His hair was dark, a bit longer than fashionable, thick, and slightly curled. It reminded me of a dark and less styled version of what my own hair had looked like before I’d hacked it all off that night before I’d been sent to the pillory. I couldn’t see the color of his eyes, but they were finely shaped and intelligent. Then he spotted Lord Hartley and started towards us, and I forced my mind into more professional thoughts, or tried to at least.

Lord Hartley was already hurrying towards him. “Father, you did get my message.”

“All three of them.” He sounded a bit gruff, but Lord Hartley didn’t seem to think that worth worrying over.

“Then you’ll know this is Mr. Hamond, here to be your secretary.”

“And I take it you told him I don’t need one.”

I could feel my legs freezing in place. It had never occurred to me that Lord Trenwych might not want me.

“I thought I’d let you tell him that to his face, and explain that it has nothing to do with his past.”

Lord Trenwych turned to look at me. I tried to hide my disappointment. Without this position, I was sure I’d be digging canals or clearing fields.

“Besides I’ve already advanced him twenty guineas against his salary, and I think he spent it all in London but will insist on paying it back, and how is he to do that if you don’t need him?”

Lord Trenwych glared at his son, but all he said was, “Might as well come to the house, as you’ve come this far,” and started towards a phaeton that was waiting. 

I glanced back at my trunk but saw that two of the inn’s servants had already collected it and were bringing it to the phaeton. 

Lord Trenwych was sitting in the driver’s seat when I arrived. Lord Hartley climbed up beside him, so I took the seat behind. My trunk was loaded in without question, Lord Trenwych absently handed the two men some coins for their trouble before I could even wonder if I ought to, and we were on our way.

I sat silently, trying to interest myself in the countryside, but there was a feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach. I had been counting on this post, counting on impressing Lord Trenwych with my abilities and making it into a permanent position, one that would have me back at a desk doing the sort of work I was good at. Had I been going to Klesamor Hall with that hope intact, I might have enjoyed the landscape we passed—rugged, as it was near the coast, but dotted with flowers in places and showing all the signs of care and good planning. Now I was looking at it with an eye towards work, the sort of backbreaking jobs I’d had in prison, surrounded by men who would ridicule my small size and delight in sending the worst jobs to someone with my accent and bearing, but I would be paid. Surely there was land to clear or canals or roads or something for me here. I didn’t want to go back to London, to Arthur and Mr. Dorsey, with nothing to show for my journey.

Lord Hartley didn’t seem to mind his lordship’s lack of interest in his plans. He kept up a cheerful stream of banter, which occasionally reached me. “You know I could drive, Father.”

“And put us all in a ditch,” Lord Trenwych answered flatly. 

“I am a very good driver.”

“Then why is your best curricle sitting my barn with a newly mended axle?”

“The vicar’s fault entirely. If he hadn’t been in my path, I wouldn’t have had to swerve to miss him.”

“And as we can’t be sure he’ll stay in the parsonage, I’ll drive.”

“You ought to say something to him, you know,” Lord Hartley said cheerily, “Or he’ll think you don’t like him and just want to be rid of him.”

I thought Lord Hartley was still speaking about the vicar, but Lord Trenwych seemed able to follow his son’s twisting conversation. At least he snorted, but then he turned to me. “You have very nice hair.”

I stared, unsure of what to make of that.

“Your turn to respond,” Lord Hartley said cheerily.

“Thank you.”

“And now you, Father.”

I expected Lord Trenwych to ignore his son, but he said, “You should wear it longer.”

I swallowed and answered without thinking. “I used it wear it longer, over my ears, but I shaved it off before the pillory. I couldn’t bear the thought of having it full of muck and rotted food. And then prison, there were so many things, lice and fleas, and it seemed best to...” I could almost feel my skin itching again, the little red marks of fleas, the ever-present itch of lice, the smell of unwashed bodies after days of labor in the quarries or the river, the unemptied slop buckets, the slop that passed for food. I forced myself back to the present and realized Lord Trenwych was looking at me with the queerest expression on his face. Worry, I realized, and something like sadness. He was probably regretting not putting me right back on the first mail coach to London. I tried for a light tone as I said, “Not to worry. I was quite thoroughly deloused before I left the prison. Nothing could survive the quantities of paraffin and carbolic soap they used. I almost didn’t.” I probably wouldn’t have when I’d first entered the prison.

Lord Trenwych turned his attention back to the horses. “You should grow it out.”

I blinked, unsure what to make of that. 

Fortunately, Lord Hartley seemed to think we had conversed enough and changed the topic. “I really could drive us, Father.”

“And avoid wandering vicars?”

“Then you and Mr. Hamond could get acquainted.”

“You’re planning on leaving him here?”

“There’s no room for him in the curricle.”

“Then we’ll have plenty of time.”

It seemed Lord Trenwych was planning on keeping me around then. I had no idea what to make of that, or his comments on my appearance, or why I had suddenly felt able to say something of prison with Lord Trenwych looking at me in that queer way, as if he were trying to read something written just out of his view. At least if he was planning on keeping me on at the manor house, I would have the chance to show him how useful I could be.

 

{--*--}

 

I was just beginning to ignore Lord Hartley’s chatter when Lord Trenwych unceremoniously interrupted him. “You’ll be able to see the house in a minute.”

I realized he was speaking to me and leaned forward, curious in spite of the knowledge that I might not be staying for long. Klesamor Hall was not a pretty sort of house. It was old, old enough to have stone turrets and a moat and none of the fancy bits and flourishes I was used to seeing in country homes. Even the land seemed devoid of decoration, being mostly flat except for the trees we were driving through, which seemed to cover the lower edge of the hill. A good defensive position at a time when knights would charge, I assumed, but I had never been one for simplicity. Even the current fashion of Brummel’s simple wardrobe of black and white had never appealed to me, although I had certainly emulated his penchant for daily bathing, before I’d been to prison at least. Still, had I not been so worried about my eventual place in the household, or lack thereof, I might have been able to find some beauty or at least romance in the ancient place. As it was, I remembered the descriptions I had read in Arthur’s books and our lighthearted speculations that had included a Bluebeard-esque figure. This was the sort of house that could hide bodies in almost any wall, or at the bottom of the moat, or, I was sure, plenty of other places. 

Fortunately, neither of my hosts seemed to notice my dark thoughts.

“Have you ever stayed anywhere with an actual moat?” Lord Hartley asked cheerfully as the carriage passed over the bridge that covered the moat in question.

“I don’t think so,” I answered.

“You can fish or boat if you like. I wouldn’t recommend swimming. Too many weeds on the bottom.”

“As he discovered every summer,” Lord Trenwych said dryly.

“He’s just mad because he had to jump in and save me a few times.”

“You were fifteen the last time. I would have thought you’d learned your lesson.”

“When have I ever learned my lesson? Is that Cormac? I wonder if he knows the status of my curricle.”

There was a red-haired groom waiting by the front of the house, presumably Cormac, and he ran up as soon as the carriage came to a stop to hold the horses. Two footmen hurried out of the front door to collect the baggage. If they were surprised by how little there was, they didn’t show it. Lord Trenwych and Lord Hartley ignored them and went right through to the front hall. I followed.

The butler, the cook, and the housekeeper were in the front hall waiting for us, along with two maids who were trying to look busy polishing the already-gleaming handrails of the staircase.

Lord Hartley put a hand behind my back and pushed me forward. “Mr. William Hamond, this is the finest butler in Cornwall, Mr. Janik.”

I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to respond to that, but fortunately Mr. Janik seemed used to this sort of introduction and gave me a very small bow. I responded the same way.

“And Mrs. Peyton. Always stay on her good side.”

Mrs. Peyton gave him an affectionate smile. “You only say that because it got you out of trouble more than once. I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr. Hamond. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Thank you.”

Lord Hartley steered me along the row. “And Mrs. Wilson is going to adore you. As you can see, after two years of prison food, he needs feeding up. And Mrs. Wilson is the one to do it.”

I’m sure I blinked. Having my time in prison mentioned so casually was a shock. But as no one else seemed surprised, I realized they must already have been told about my past, and I was suddenly very grateful to Lord Hartley for making the whole thing so easy for me.

Mrs. Wilson leaned over and patted my arm just as our old cook had when I’d been a child. “We’ll see you built back up, dear, don’t you worry. You just ring whenever you want a bit of tea. Or come down if you want a bit of gossip with it.”

“Thank you.”

Lord Hartley swung me around and all but dragged me along the hall. “Now that that’s finished, Father was going to offer us some brandy.”

“Oh, I was?”

“Of course. It’s the only polite thing to do.”

Lord Hartley swept us along until we reached what was quite obviously the study, a warm, masculine room with leather chairs and wood paneling and shelves of books and a large desk in the middle of it. Lord Hartley was right about the brandy, or Lord Trenwych didn’t want to disappoint, as the earl went to the sideboard and poured out three glasses. Lord Hartley collected two of them, stuck one of the glasses in my hand and steered me to the chairs by the fireplace. Then he left me to take the seat closer to his father and immediately began asking about various people I didn’t know but who seemed to be villagers or servants. Lord Trenwych answered the questions then began talking about estate matters. None of it seemed to involve me, so I allowed my mind to wander and got a good look at my new employer.

If anything, he seemed larger sitting in the study, taller and broader, his dark hair slightly untidy, as if he’d combed it before coming to fetch us and fiddled with it since. He really did look nothing like Lord Hartley, not only their build and coloring, but Lord Hartley seemed to be made of energy, the sort that wanted to be everywhere in a room at once. Lord Trenwych was a steadier sort, content to sit in his chair and watch until Lord Hartley wore himself out then say something quite to the point. I found myself wondering what Lord Hartley’s mother had been like. Had she flitted around as he did, and had Lord Trenwych found the contrast to himself a refreshing balance to himself or merely exhausting?

I realized I had completely lost track of the conversation when Lord Hartley got to his feet and said cheerily, “Then I will be on my way,” then surprised me by going to Lord Trenwych’s chair, leaning over, and kissing him on the cheek.

Lord Trenwych managed to surprise me even more by clapping Lord Hartley on the arm and giving him a bit of a squeeze. “Not staying to dinner then?”

“Miss Maria’s party is tomorrow night.”

“Ah. Miss Maria. And how is her sister?”

“Unmarried, more’s the pity, and still trying to rule everyone’s affairs but her own. I hate to think what she’ll be like at forty.”

Lord Trenwych chuckled. “Well, if you have her for a sister-in-law, you’ll know, won’t you?”

“I suppose, although Miss Maria and I will live far away, I assure you. So, I must go to beat the other fellows off.”

“Mrs. Wilson will be disappointed.”

“Not when she can feed up Mr. Hamond. Au revoir, mon père. I shall return sometime. Mr. Hamond, keep an eye on him.”

I was feeling rather grateful towards Lord Hartley for accepting me for the position even if it wouldn’t last, and for making it so simple for me to admit to having been in prison, so I had been giving his problem a bit of thought in the back of my mind. I’d known families like the Lanyons before I’d been to prison, and I could imagine Miss Lanyon’s type. “Is she any good at nursing?”

“Miss Maria? I haven’t had the chance to know, but I’m sure she is. She is good at everything she tries her hand at. Singing, sewing...”

“But not match-making,” Lord Trenwych murmured.

“I meant her sister,” I said quickly.

“Why...” I could see Lord Hartley’s brain working as he caught up to my suggestion. “That’s actually brilliant. A nice old codger—well, not too nice, this is Miss Lanyon we’re talking about—who wants a nurse in his declining years. Yes indeed, that could work. And if I could get her a rich one, she’d jump at it. Better yet, old family name, older than ours, something she could lord over the others. Hmm. I wonder how Freddie’s uncle is doing. Decrepit, I hope. Really Mr. Hamond, you’re already earning your keep.” He gave us a cheery wave and left the room.

Lord Trenwych leaned back in his chair and sipped his drink. I wasn’t sure what I was expected to do, so I kept my gaze lowered and sipped the excellent brandy. I had several questions about my position, starting with whether or not I actually had one, but if Lord Trenwych wanted to be silent, it seemed best to stay silent myself. Perhaps it was a test of some sort to see if we would suit. Or perhaps Lord Trenwych wanted to give me the chance to finish a fortifying glass of alcohol before he sent me on my way. Or perhaps he wanted to have a bit of time to look at the man his son had dropped on his doorstep. That seemed likely as I could feel his gaze on me. I was tempted to look up and see if I could read in his face what he saw, but I didn’t want to know what he thought of the former convict sitting in front of him, so I kept my attention on my glass.

I’d barely finished my drink when Lord Trenwych startled me out of my thoughts by saying, “Despite what my son said, I truly have no need of a secretary. Occupy yourself as well as you can, and in six months, you will get your reference, as promised.”

My head snapped up. I knew I was staring but I couldn’t help myself. I’m sure there were plenty of applicants for the position that wouldn’t have minded being told that, who would have seen it as an extended holiday and a chance to leisurely look for another position. But I had no illusions about my chances of finding something else, even with references from Lord Trenwych and Lord Hartley. Not with my past. If Klesamor Hall was willing to take someone who’d been to prison as I had, I needed to take advantage of it. “I’d like to be useful to you. If you’ve no need of a secretary, I’ve done several other things. I was at the quarries in Broadhill Prison, or dredged the Thames when I was on the Retribution. There must be something on the grounds I could help with.” It wasn’t what I’d been hoping for, but it was what I had resigned myself to.

I couldn’t read Lord Trenwych’s expression beyond the fairly well-concealed look of shock. Perhaps my willingness to speak of my time in prison bothered him when it was me speaking of it rather than his son. But all he said was, “We’ll see. You should ring for someone to show you to your room so you can unpack, as you’ve no valet to do it.”

I took it as a command and a dismissal. “Yes, my lord.” I went to the bell pull and rang, then went into the hallway to wait in case he wanted me gone at once.

 

It was Mrs. Peyton who answered my summons. “So, Lord Hartley’s left then, has he? Pity he didn’t stay to dinner, but you’ll keep his lordship company so that’s something. Come along. He had the stag room made up for you. I think you’ll find it comfortable. Collin’s already brought your trunk upstairs. He’ll be by later to take it up to the attic for storing, but you’ll have plenty of time to unpack.” It seemed everyone around Lord Trenwych chattered. I wondered if that was something he liked or if everyone simply felt the need to fill the space around his silence. It was a pity I didn’t know Mrs. Peyton well enough to know how to ask without seeming rude. It might have helped me figure out how to win over my new employer.

“It can be a big house, and confusing, but you can see the main stairs from your door, and there should be someone about to point you the right way if you go wrong. His lordship doesn’t insist on the servants’ stairs unless there’s company, so don’t worry yourself about that, although they can be quicker for getting down to the kitchens. It is a big, rambling place to be sure, but you’ll only need to worry about the main rooms until you get settled. Here we are, then. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ring. Someone will come. And if you get lonely, there’s always someone about in the kitchen, but Mrs. Wilson will start feeding you up as soon as you get there, although you look like you could use a bit of nourishment. But that’s enough rambling from me. I’ll leave you to your unpacking. Someone will come and show you the way to dinner, don’t worry.” And with that, she was gone.

My room seemed to be on the same floor as the family rooms rather than on the servants’ floor. I had no idea what to make of that, but perhaps there was no room on the servants’ floor and putting the secretary here was easier on them. At least it was obvious why this was called the stag room. The headboard of the bed had been carved with an enormous stag at the top of it, its antlers curling up to support the bedposts and bed-curtains. The walls were painted a dark green, and two walls had large forest scene tapestries. The rest of the furniture—mainly a desk, two chairs, a bench at the foot of the bed, a nightstand, and a dressing table with a mirror—was simpler, still carved, but only with repeating leaves and vines. I spent several minutes checking every corner, but there were no other stag heads or heads of any kind in the room other than the animals carved into the fireplace surround and the wardrobe and those in the painting above the fireplace, which was a relief as then I would have had the debate over whether to risk offending my employer by asking to have them removed or getting no sleep at all as I imagined myself being watched by lifeless eyes. But wooden stags I could manage quite well if I simply imagined they were rather odd pets.

Not that I would be in this room for long, I reminded myself as I pulled off my coat and dropped on the foot of the bed. If I was determined to be useful and there was no way for me to be useful as a secretary, then it was back to laboring in some field or quarry for me, and Lord Trenwych would not want some sweating field laborer with muddy boots and filthy hands sleeping in his fine, soft bed with its white linen sheets. No, I’d have to find somewhere else to bed down, in a corner somewhere, no doubt, or above the stables. I gave the bed one last look and went to see to my trunk so it could be moved out of the way.

As I shook out my suits and hung them in the closet, I wondered what to do about them. I’d brought clothes meant for a clerk in an office, not someone working in the fields or building roads. But surely I could sell them in town and get something more appropriate. The same with my shoes. I lined them up neatly and wondered if it was possible to find boots that were suitable for the work and more comfortable than what I’d been given in prison. There wasn’t much else in the trunk. I arranged my razor and shaving soap and brushes on the dressing table and put my nightshirt out on the bed. There was the jar of Rimmel’s Hand Salve I’d treated myself to. I wouldn’t need that indulgence, not if I was going back to working out in some quarry or field.

I was startled out of my thoughts by a knock on the door. The footman Mrs. Peyton had offered to send up, no doubt. I opened the door and started to say, “It’s there,” when I realized it wasn’t a footman at all but Lord Trenwych. “My lord, I’m sorry. Mrs. Peyton was sending up a footman for the trunk.”

Lord Trenwych looked me over, from my loosened cravat to the jar in my hand, then seemed to realize he needed to say something. “I thought you might like a tour of the grounds.”

“That was kind of you. I’ll get my coat.” It would give me a chance to see what sort of work there was, what I could ask to be allowed to help with. I went to the bed, tossing the unneeded jar of hand cream into the trunk as I passed it and closed the lid so the footmen would know it was ready to be taken away, then gathered up my coat from the bed and put it on as I returned to the door. Lord Trenwych was still looking at the trunk as I approached him. I wasn’t sure what he was thinking, although he definitely seemed to find something interesting about my trunk, so I asked, “Do you think I should drag that into the hall? It would be easier for them to take it away.”

“No, no, they’ll find it. Come along.” He turned and started down the hall. I followed.

 

 


Chapter 4

 

LORD TRENWYCH LED ME DOWN the stairs and along the corridor, past the room where he’d entertained his son, and finally to a pair of large doors that had been carved with a lovely pattern of vines and leaves. As they opened easily, I realized they had been restored and were well-kept by their current owner. I followed him through and found an enormous room filled floor to ceiling with bookshelves.

“This is the library,” Lord Trenwych said quite unnecessarily. 

Something in his voice pulled me out of my contemplation of the shelves and shelves of books and made me turn to look at him. A little tremor. A little bit of hesitation. I realized it had been some time since he’d given anyone a tour of his house, which was surprising considering the number of secretaries he must have employed over the past few years. I smiled to show him he was doing well and added, “It’s amazing”—an equally unnecessary if true statement.

A hint of a smile drifted across Lord Trenwych’s lips. “You can borrow whatever you like while you’re here. I have new books sent up from London every other month.” He started speaking more quickly as he warmed to his subject. “Novels, essays, a few books on sciences. The newest ones are on these shelves. You probably missed quite bit while you were... Anything you’re interested in that isn’t here can probably be found.”

So we weren’t ignoring the fact that I had been in prison, even if his lordship wasn’t quite sure how to refer to it. That surprised me, but it also made it easier if I didn’t have to guard my words. “It’s very kind of you. One of the things I missed most in prison was books. I managed to get used to just about everything else, more or less, but I did miss books.”

“Well, you’ll be spoiled for them here. But come, I’ll show you the rest of the house.” He seemed to relax now that he’d had a bit of success with his tour. No doubt he was more than a bit house proud, not surprising considering the house he lived in.

I followed Lord Trenwych out of the library and down to the kitchens, where Mrs. Wilson was preparing what smelled like an excellent dinner. She plied us with scones and made me promise to visit her whenever I was in need of tea. I suspected Lord Hartley had been right to say that she wanted someone to feed up. We went back upstairs eating our scones and out through the garden door. 

The grounds were lovely, with what seemed to be a small army of gardeners hard at work on them. Lord Trenwych led me around the side of the house and out to the stables. It was a large complex with room for several animals. The phaeton he’d come to collect us in was parked around the side with a someone polishing up the brass and generally seeing it was ready to be put away. I saw a broken length of wood I assumed was Lord Hartley’s axle leaning against a wall—waiting to be taken away and put to some use, no doubt. 

But that wasn’t what I ought to be thinking about. If Lord Trenwych didn’t need a secretary, then, if I intended to stay on, I needed to find some way to make myself useful to him. I looked around the stable yard. I knew nothing of horses beyond how to ride and drive a curricle or similar vehicle, but the yard was so full of people hurrying around, I doubted there would have been any work for me there. As we passed, I tried to listen to the murmur of voices, and, while most of it was the sort of nothing people talked about while they worked or conversation specific to the tasks of the stables, I did hear one person mention dredging a canal. It was not my favorite task by far, nor one I was good at, but it was something I had done before and a way to be useful. I thought I heard someone mention land to be cleared, not something I had done in prison, but I’d learned to do quite a few things there I wouldn’t have imagined doing, so if they needed another pair of willing if unskilled hands, it was another possibility. I filed the information away to consider later and tried to see who precisely had mentioned it, but Lord Trenwych distracted me by waving at a burly man who seemed to be in charge. “Tibbetts, this is Mr. Hamond.”

“The gentleman Lord Hartley brought down? Pleased to meet you, sir.” He held out his hand for me to shake.

“I wanted you to know him in case he needs the gig to go into town.”

“I’ll be sure the lads know he’s allowed to take it out, my lord.”

Lord Trenwych nodded and started walking again. I hurried to follow. It seemed that was the sole purpose of that visit.

I followed Lord Trenwych past the kitchen gardens and through to the ornamental gardens, stretches of smooth lawn gliding down from the house until they reached neat hedges and beds of flowers, all neatly trimmed and weeded. In the distance, I could see an orchard, also neat but with a wilder look to it and several people walking through it with more purpose than we were, clearly doing something useful to the trees. It reminded me of how much I’d missed things like apples in prison. We kept walking as the lawn gradually became less neat, less tame, and finally gave way to trees—not quite enough to be considered a forest, but enough that it gave the illusion of one. Again, everything was neat and well cared for. The paths were clearly marked and clear of most debris. Even I could wander through them and not get lost. It seemed Lord Trenwych employed a massive number of gardeners to keep the grounds in order and most likely would have no use for an unskilled pair of hands there. Perhaps the indoor servants would have something for me to do. I hadn’t done much that would be useful there beyond the basic cleaning of the prison cells and common areas we were all required to do, so I had scrubbed floors and emptied slop buckets. It was not how I wanted to spend my life, but after prison, there didn’t seem many choices left to me.

“You’re finding the trees depressing, or merely the company? Surely it can’t be the falcon’s nest.”

I looked up and realized while I had been musing on my future, Lord Trenwych had been pointing out a falcon’s nest in one of the trees. “I’m sorry. My mind wandered.”

“Mmm. I was just saying that Joe, he’s the hall boy in case you didn’t hear that, climbed up there last week and saw there were two chicks in the nest.”

That was interesting enough to distract me from my own worries. “He didn’t disturb them, did he?”

“No, he stayed well away, and he watched until the mother returned.”

I nodded, not sure what to say to that. I walked forward a few steps, pretending I was trying to get a better view while I collected my thoughts, when it happened. 

There was a loud sound first, which the back of my mind registered as a pistol shot. Most of my mind was focused on Lord Trenwych, who had darted forward and shoved me to the ground as the leaves made a sort of rustle that I imagined was caused by a bullet flying through the air just above me. 

We lay on the ground, very still, straining to hear anything else. Lord Trenwych was on top of me, covering me with his body, warm and solid. He was taller and broader than I was, and from my position, there was no doubt that it was hard muscle filling his coat and breeches, not corseted fat or padding. Naked he would be magnificent, which was definitely not something I ought to be considering at any time but most definitely not while we were in this position or this predicament. His chest was pressed against my back, and I could feel it rising and falling with his breaths, quickly at first then slowing as we realized the danger was past. I was in no hurry to move, though. Lord Trenwych’s leg was between mine, his thigh pressed against me, and it was causing stirrings in places that were dangerous, especially considering what he knew of my past. I was desperately hoping lying on the cold ground might give me a chance to get my cock under control, but every shift of Lord Trenwych’s body above me only made it worse. 

It was the falcon that finally got us to move. She returned to her nest with something hanging from her mouth I didn’t want to consider. If she was comfortable flying around, then the shooter must have been gone. Apparently, Lord Trenwych had reached the same conclusion. He shifted his weight and slid off of me. I told myself this was a good thing even if I missed the contact of our bodies. It had simply been too long since anyone had touched me with any sort of friendly intent, or so I told myself. I pushed up onto my hands and knees, paused long enough to be certain I was all right, then got to my feet. I could see Lord Trenwych doing the same, only when he pushed himself up, he made a grimace of pain and paused. 

“You’ve hurt your arm,” I said as I watched him favoring the left. “Here, let me help you.” Concern for his well-being pushed all thoughts of desire out of my head and fortunately the rest of my body as well.

Lord Trenwych looked ready to insist he didn’t need my help, but I stuck out my hand and he seemed to think the better of it, taking my offered hand firmly in his and allowing me to get an arm around his waist and help him up. “Is it badly injured?”

“Just a sprain,” he said immediately. I was going to insist he let me look at it. Some of that intent must have shown on my face as he added, “I hurt it a few weeks ago. It was tender to begin with. As I said, merely a sprain.”

I considered arguing, but he had already started towards the nearest tree. I understood his intent and went to help. With two of us looking, we found the bullet hole easily, and it was quite sobering when we did. I turned to look where we had been standing. “That would have hit me if you hadn’t been so fast.”

He shrugged, then winced as his shoulder hurt. I resolved to have Mrs. Peyton send for the doctor but said nothing of it to him. “Why would someone try to shoot me? I don’t know anyone in the area, and I don’t think the reason for my time in prison is well-known here.” I knew of no one who would want to shoot me for myself, but perhaps someone in the area had heard of my past and thought shooting at sodomites was protecting the area.

“A hunting accident, no doubt,” Lord Trenwych said gruffly and started on the path back towards the house.

“With a pistol?” I asked as I followed him. “I definitely heard a pistol.”

“We heard a gunshot,” he answered.

“It was a pistol,” I insisted. “When I was at Cambridge, I had rooms near a field that some of the idiots used for their duels. I was awakened at least once a term by the sound of pistols at dawn. I know the sound. Someone took a shot at me.”

Lord Trenwych slowed. “Not at you, at me. We were standing close together, even a crack shot would have had trouble in all those trees.”

Part of my mind welcomed that news. At least I wouldn’t have to wonder who in the village hated what I was enough to try to kill me before we’d even met. The rest of my mind worried about Lord Trenwych. I’d only known him a few hours, but he did not seem to be the sort of man to make mortal enemies. I was going to ask why he was certain he was the target and did he know who the shooter was, but Lord Trenwych distracted me by pointing out where they were clearing some trees to expand the path to the village—which led me to wonder if there could be some work there for me—and another area where he was hoping to expand the orchard. It stopped me from speaking but left my mind free for thinking. I tried to listen, to look for more opportunities to be of use on the grounds if he had no need for a secretary, but my mind kept going back to the shooting, trying to figure out why. Who would have a motive to shoot Lord Trenwych?

 

{--*--}

 

Lord Trenwych kept up his chatter, which I had the impression was unusual for him, all the way through the trees. When the stables were in sight, he stopped talking abruptly and kept walking. As I followed Lord Trenwych back into the house, I wondered if I ought to bring up the incident. Before I could even form an idea of how to do so, there were brisk footsteps in the hallway, and a familiar voice calling, “Father, did I leave my gloves in here?”

“Say nothing,” Lord Trenwych hissed and gave me a look that reminded me that, as well as we had been getting along, he was still a lord and still the man upon whom I was depending for a position.

“Father? You around here? Oh, there you two are. I realized my gloves were missing and as they’re a good pair...”

Lord Trenwych pulled away from me, and I realized he was trying to distract Lord Hartley from his arm. I didn’t particularly approve, but then it wasn’t for me to approve, so I said, “Are you sure you had them when we left the post-chaise?”

“That’s what I was afraid... Father, what is it?” Apparently, Lord Hartley was not going to be put off by a discussion of his gloves. He kept watching Lord Trenwych as Lord Trenwych tried to look nonchalant resting against a table. “Did you re-injure your arm?”

“It’s nothing. I hit it against a tree.”

“That doesn’t sound like you.”

Lord Trenwych moved in what I suspected was an attempt to prove that he was not badly injured, then winced and spoiled the whole effect.

If he was determined for Lord Hartley not to know about what had happened in the woods, then the best I could do was see to it he had the arm looked at. I had noticed Lord Hartley’s choice of words, so he knew about the previous injury. “It does sound like me, I’m afraid.” Both of them turned to look at me, so I stumbled on. “I may have stumbled when his lordship was showing me the grounds and pushed him into the tree. I’m not used to anyplace wilder than Hyde Park, I’m afraid.”

Lord Hartley stared at me, but he didn’t protest or call out my lie. He turned to Lord Trenwych instead. “Let’s get you into the study and a brandy into you, and I’ll stop by Dr. Morgan’s on my way out and send him back to look at it.”

“I’m fine.”

“Then raise your arm over your head.”

Lord Trenwych muttered something about infuriating boys but allowed himself to be led to the study. Lord Hartley settled him in one of the leather armchairs, then had him stand up again and fussed about helping him out of his coat and waistcoat in anticipation of the doctor’s arrival. I found the brandy and fixed him a glass. As I brought it over, Lord Hartley looked at me then gave a pointed look at something to my left then looked at me again. It took me a moment to see what he wanted. His gloves were on the table. I managed to sweep them onto the floor without Lord Trenwych noticing. Lord Hartley’s fussing and Lord Trenwych’s protesting made it a fairly simple operation.

Once Lord Hartley had gotten his father settled in to his liking and properly medicated with brandy, all with Lord Trenwych insisting he was fine and several challenges to raise his arms above his head, Lord Hartley turned to me. “Your first task then is to keep our patient calm until the doctor arrives. And you must listen to him, Father, as he’s already received twenty guineas advance on his salary. Write and tell me how you are. And Mr. Hamond, write and tell me how he really is. Ta!” And he breezed out of the room with a quick glance at the table that had held his gloves.

I understood what he wanted and gave him enough time to get outside, then pretended to be putting the brandy decanter back on the sideboard. That gave me an excuse to spot the gloves where I’d dropped them. I knelt and picked them up, letting Lord Trenwych see I’d done it. “He forgot his gloves again. I’d better bring them out.”

“Don’t want him coming back.”

I wasn’t sure if that was a statement or a question so I pretended I hadn’t heard.

Lord Hartley was taking his time sorting out the reins of his curricle when I got to the front drive. “You found them,” he said so cheerily I almost believed he hadn’t known where they were. Almost.

Still, I played along. “They’d fallen under the table.”

Lord Hartley came over to take them from me. When he was close enough to be heard, he whispered, “What really happened?”

I stared at the gloves. Lord Trenwych didn’t want me to say, but Lord Hartley wanted to know. So whose man was I? Lord Hartley had given me the job, but Lord Trenwych was my employer. I sighed and settled for a half-truth. “I don’t really know. We were in the copse behind the stables, but I didn’t really see what happened.”

Lord Hartley nodded. “So, it could have been an accident.”

I said, “Yes,” although I doubted either of us believed that. As I doubted I would get many answers from Lord Trenwych, I asked, “You said re-injured his arm?”

“I suppose you ought to know. He was in the curricle with me when I broke the axle. He was thrown and landed badly. It was lucky he only sprained his shoulder. He said it was healed, and it did seem so, but it was probably still a bit tender. I’ll send Dr. Morgan to have a look anyway, to be safe.”

I nodded. “I’ll keep an eye on him.” I wondered if that was the real reason Lord Hartley had wanted a secretary for his father, to keep an eye on him and report back, and if that was the case, was I willing to do so?

“It’s probably nothing. Don’t worry yourself about it. But do write and tell me what Dr. Morgan actually says and prescribes, not just what Father wants me to hear.”

I promised I would and watched as Lord Hartley got into his curricle and started back down the drive.

On my way back to the study, I wondered what to tell Lord Trenwych of Lord Hartley’s instructions. It was the same question, whose man was I? Where did my loyalties in the house lie? Lord Hartley had been kind to me, hiring me in spite of my past, but so had Lord Trenwych. I liked Lord Hartley. It was easy to like Lord Hartley. But Lord Trenwych, in spite of his gruffness, was more the sort of person I could see myself being comfortable around. Which shouldn’t matter at all when considering loyalty. 

I still hadn’t answered the question for myself when I entered the study. Lord Trenwych didn’t turn in his chair, but he seemed to have heard me enter as he said, “You saw him off then?”

“I did.”

“And I suppose you’re to report to him.”

I certainly wasn’t going to lie to my new employer. “He wants to know what the doctor says.”

“Hrrumph. Well, don’t worry him.”

That was an instruction that shouldn’t be too hard to follow. After all, I didn’t think Lord Trenwych was badly injured. “He’ll be more worried if I don’t tell him what’s happening.”

“Probably.”

I took that as approval to write and give Lord Hartley a summary of the doctor’s diagnosis. 

“What did you tell him about what happened?”

I was very glad that I could answer that question honestly. “The truth, mostly. That we were walking through the copse behind the stables, but I didn’t see exactly what happened.”

“But no mention of the shot?”

I shook my head.

Lord Trenwych chuckled at that. “The truth, mostly. You’re certain you weren’t training as a barrister?”

“That was my friend, Thomas. A solicitor, anyway. His father wanted him for a barrister, but he wasn’t suited to it.” I had a slight pang as I remembered Thomas, who was hiding out somewhere in Yorkshire after escaping from the pillory. It would be too dangerous for me to visit him, but I did miss him.

Lord Trenwych turned in his chair and looked at me but didn’t say anything. I tried to school my face into something cheerful or at least bland. I’m not sure I succeeded. Lord Trenwych looked ready to ask something, then seemed to change his mind and settled back in the chair. “Is there any more brandy in the decanter?”

“I think so, yes.” I hurried to get the requested decanter and refill his glass then accepted his suggestion that I have one myself. It gave me something to focus on when I wasn’t speaking. Lord Trenwych didn’t seem to think there was a need for any more conversation, so we both sat staring at our glasses until the door opened and Mr. Janik came in. 

“Dr. Morgan, my lord.”

“Show him in.”

The doctor was an older man, a bit portly with hair greying at the temples, but he crossed the room with the confidence of someone who knew his business. “Lord Hartley said you’d had a bit of an accident and I ought to have a look as, I believe his exact words were, you’re ‘too stubborn for your own good.’ He was a bit vague on the details, though.”

“Tripped over a tree root,” Lord Trenwych muttered.

Dr. Morgan smiled. “I see, and you had to put your arm out to catch yourself. Let’s have a look.” He noticed me then and gave me a very pointed look, clearly expecting me to leave.

Lord Trenwych didn’t seem to have seen the look, but he said, “That’s Mr. Hamond, the latest secretary. Al’s wanting a report, of course.”

Dr. Morgan laughed. “Still trying, is he? Well, he’s not one to be speaking of stubbornness then, is he? Pleased to meet you, Mr. Hamond.”

“And you, doctor.”

Dr. Morgan seemed to be looking me over properly now. “Would you like me to have a look at you once I’m through with him?”

I’d been so worried about Lord Hartley telling everyone about my past, I had completely forgotten how frail and sickly I looked. I was wondering if it would be easiest to submit to an examination or simply tell Dr. Morgan the truth when Lord Trenwych shifted in his chair.

“He’s fine. All that’s over with. If he has some sort of relapse, he can send for you.”

“If you’re certain.” Dr. Morgan still looking at me.

I smiled and nodded at him, hoping he’d understand that Lord Trenwych was right.

It seemed Dr. Morgan accepted our explanation. He turned his attention back to Lord Trenwych. “Then let’s have a look at your shoulder. Shall I help you off with this?”

As Dr. Morgan helped Lord Trenwych off with his shirt, Lord Trenwych turned and caught my eye and gave me a small grin. I smiled back and hoped he’d understand I was thanking him for keeping my secret from the doctor.

While Dr. Morgan poked and prodded, I had a very good view of Lord Trenwych without his shirt. I didn’t bother trying not to look. He knew I was there, knew I was reporting to Lord Hartley. If he’d been concerned, it would have been simple enough to send me away for the examination or find me something to do that would take me away. At least that was what I told myself. Having had him collapsed on top of me in the trees had given me a very good idea of the shape and form of his chest, and seeing it proved that it was every bit as good to look at as it had felt, broad and muscled, although now I could see that there was a scattering of dark hair dusted across it—not too much, just enough to rub against while lying atop him—mostly concentrated in a dark triangle between his pectoral muscles then narrowing to a smooth line down to the waistband of his trousers. I couldn’t help wondering how far it went, and I quickly pulled my thoughts back to the doctor’s examination. Any sensible man would have told me I should have learned my lesson at the Swan’s Nest, but I wasn’t feeling particularly sensible as I watched him turn and move his arm so Dr. Morgan could examine him. 

I could see where he had been hurt before; there was a clear bruise on his left shoulder. It was in the difficult phase where it looked mottled and ugly, although I knew from experience that it probably hurt less often than when it had been fresher and less ugly, although it had probably pained him quite a bit when he’d received it, and when he had thrown himself on top of me in the trees. No matter who had been the intended target, I had no doubt he had saved my life there and had re-injured his shoulder in the process, and that made me feel grateful to him and guilty for staring, although not quite guilty enough to stop staring. He moved his arm according to Dr. Morgan’s instructions, raising and lowering it, stretching it across his chest, each movement making the muscles bunch and ripple in the most appealing ways. Naturally, I was only watching so I could report to Lord Hartley that his father seemed to have recovered a good range of motion, which was true. Every movement seemed easy for him except those that involved moving his arm over his head. Those could still be accomplished but not without a grimace of pain which made me feel guilty every time, both for my part in his re-injuring himself and for the amount of staring I was doing. 

It didn’t occur to me until Dr. Morgan had finished his examination and was helping Lord Trenwych back into his shirt that Lord Trenwych must have known precisely what I had been doing. He’d been facing me several times, and I doubted I’d had any more control over my expression than I’d had when I’d returned from seeing Lord Hartley. It was a fault that had gotten me in trouble more times than I’d liked in prison when my inability to hide my disgust at a task had led to me being assigned the task on a regular basis. Now, however, Lord Trenwych was sneaking looks at me over the doctor’s arm as he settled his shirt in place. Try as I might, I couldn’t read his expression. I would have said smug, but that made no sense.

“It’s still tender, so your fall in the woods did you no good, but I don’t see any serious signs of injury. Go to bed, have Mrs. Wilson mix up some more of the poultice I gave you before, then put cool cloths on it before you go to sleep. It will be a few more days before you’re back to yourself, but I don’t think you did anything more than delay your full recovery a bit.”

“Thank you, doctor. You can send the bill as always.”

Dr. Morgan turned to me. “And you’re certain you’re not injured?” He gave me a small smile. “I tack the expenses onto his bill. He won’t notice, not with what Lord Hartley sends him.”

I smiled back, finding the doctor’s concern for my financial state so easy and open that I couldn’t feel uncomfortable with it. “Really, I am fine.”

“All right then. Rest, your lordship, and I do mean bed.”

“Very well, I’ll go upstairs. Mr. Hamond will see you out, then go and tell Mrs. Wilson what he said.”

“Yes, my lord.” I gestured towards the door, and Dr. Morgan walked out with me.

It was rather funny to be the one showing Dr. Morgan out, as he was the one who led the way to the front door. But as soon as we were in the front hall, Dr. Morgan said, “He really won’t notice any extra medical expenses, and he does pay for servants who have complaints, so you needn’t feel you’re taking advantage should you discover some injury that wasn’t apparent now.”

Again, kindly giving me a way to seek assistance while saving face, on Dr. Morgan’s part certainly, but I was also quite certain that I had now found the reason Lord Trenwych had asked me to show him out. “Thank you, but I am well. I know I look poorly, but that’s all in the past.”

“And he’s aware of it?”

That stopped me short. So Dr. Morgan recognized the signs of someone who had been in prison. “Yes, the full circumstances.”

“All right, then it’s none of my business. The quickest way to the kitchens and Mrs. Wilson is those stairs over there, behind the curtain. I’ll call in a couple of days to check on my patient, but you can tell Lord Hartley I don’t anticipate any problems. The offer to look you over still stands.”

“Thank you.” 

When Dr. Morgan had gone, I found the stairs to the kitchen and delivered my message to Mrs. Wilson, who fretted over Lord Trenwych injuring himself again so soon after his recovery as she fixed me a plate of sandwiches, cold meat pie, raspberry tarts, and a small pitcher of ale to bring upstairs for my dinner, as his lordship wouldn’t be up to eating in the dining room. With the tray balanced carefully, I went up to my room to eat and compose my letter to Lord Hartley. The letter proved simple enough. Lord Hartley had asked for an account of the doctor’s visit and his father’s condition, and Lord Trenwych had more or less given me permission to share that information, so it was simply a matter of relaying the doctor’s diagnosis as clearly as possible. I didn’t even need to make it sound anything other than what it was, as the diagnosis itself wasn’t particularly troubling. That left me free to enjoy the excellent meal. 

But my mind couldn’t help straying to Lord Trenwych sitting in his chair bare-chested, twisting as the doctor instructed, his muscles making the most attractive bulges. It was definitely not something I should have been thinking about, not fresh from prison for being caught in a molly house, and yet I could have sworn Lord Trenwych had been doing it on purpose, deliberately turning towards me, moving to show himself off in the best way possible. As I sat in my room, it became easier and easier to put that down to my imagination, to say that I had wanted to look at him and was seeing what I wanted in his expression. Why on earth would the Earl of Trenwych want to show off for a secretary he didn’t want, let alone one who had been in prison for engaging in just the sort of acts that led to? No, it had to have been in my head. And if I was allowing my imagination to run away with me like that, I would have to take my mind firmly under control. I had no desire to lose this position, whatever my position ended up being.

With my head firmly convinced that that was the correct course of action, even if other parts of my anatomy rebelled, I finished my meal—which really was excellent, collected up the tray and the letter and brought them downstairs, where Mrs. Wilson insisted she would have sent someone up to get them and I wasn’t to trouble myself. I didn’t tell her I would most likely soon be some sort of day laborer and not someone to be waited on and instead asked where to put the letter. Once I’d been directed to the table in the front hall where such things were left and had managed to follow the directions and actually find it, I went back upstairs. Lord Trenwych had told me I could borrow any of his books, so I stopped in the library and selected the first volume of a novel I’d been wanting to read before I went to prison. Hopefully, it would keep my mind off of the path of hair down Lord Trenwych’s bare chest and speculation on where it led.

When I got back to my room, it was to find a pair of footmen preparing a tub. It was so unexpected, I didn’t know what to say. Something of that must have shown in my face as the taller one said, “His lordship said you might want a bath after all that traveling.”

 “That was very kind of him. And of you two.”

“Our job, sir. We’ll be back for it in an hour unless it will disturb you.”

“Not at all. If I can help...” But that statement seemed to shock them, so I thanked them again, refused the offer of valet services as I was perfectly capable of undressing myself and more than a little self-conscious of how I looked after prison, and saw them out.

The water was deliciously warm, and lemon-scented soap had been set out. His lordship’s, I wondered. I allowed myself to enjoy the feeling of hot water and good soap and being clean. There would be time enough in the morning to go back to sweating in the dirt of a field. I’d allow myself to pretend I was going to be a sort of clerk again, at least for one night.

 

 


Chapter 5

 

I MANAGED TO SLEEP WELL THAT NIGHT. Lord Trenwych had been right, and a bath to clean away the dust of travel had been exactly what I would have wanted had I allowed myself to think of myself as a guest. My bed was soft and warm and the room very comfortable. I knew I ought to enjoy being a proper guest while I could as Lord Trenwych wouldn’t want someone who’d been clearing land or dredging canals in what was clearly a nice guest room. And that was what I needed to do today, to find some way to be useful as my clerking abilities did not seem to be needed here any more than they were in London. With that in mind, I put on my oldest suit with a slight pang as I would have liked Lord Trenwych to see me in something nicer than my travel clothes at least once, and set out to find some breakfast.

I had assumed I would be dining in the kitchen, but Mrs. Peyton spotted me in the corridor as I was looking for the stairs to the kitchen and greeted me. “Trying to find the breakfast room?”

“I thought I’d eat in the kitchen.”

“Oh no. The secretaries always eat in the breakfast room. I think his lordship likes the company.”

He hadn’t seemed particularly eager to have my company when Lord Hartley had arrived with me. Some of that must have shown on my face as Mrs. Peyton smiled and said, “He does say to send the secretaries to the breakfast room. What other reason would he have?”

I laughed. “I don’t suppose we ought to ask him.”

“No, just go and enjoy the food. Mrs. Wilson is right. You do need building up.”

I decided it was time to cede the field and followed Mrs. Peyton’s directions to the breakfast room, which was small and sunny with a round table in the middle. Lord Trenwych was already seated with his back to me, facing the window that looked out over the gardens. He turned when I came in but said nothing. There was one other place set, so I sat there and looked at the dishes spread out before me. Instead of the usual sideboard, the serving dishes had been set out on the main table, platters piled high with eggs and sausages and toast and cheese and jam. I helped myself to a little of the nearest platter of fluffy eggs and considered asking his lordship to pass the sausages then decided against it. I took a mouthful and appreciated the excellent cooking. By the third mouthful, Lord Trenwych still hadn’t spoken, although I had the feeling he was watching me when I wasn’t looking at him. I remembered what Mrs. Peyton had said about him wanting company and decided to break the silence. “I wrote to Lord Hartley last night.” When that didn’t get a response, I asked, “Are you feeling better?”

He didn’t say anything but raised his arm above shoulder height, something he had not been able to do the day before. 

I smiled and hoped I looked pleased then looked down at my plate, not sure what the correct procedure was for taking breakfast with an employer who apparently wanted company but didn’t want to talk.

“Did you have plans for the morning?” Lord Trenwych asked out of nowhere.

I was halfway through a mouthful of eggs and had to chew quickly so I could answer. “I wanted to see if you needed me for anything before I made any.”

“I don’t.”

It had been worth trying, at least. “Then I thought I’d go over to the stables and see if they know of any way for me to be of use. I believe they said they were getting some people together to clear some land.”

Lord Trenwych snorted.

I took a second helping of eggs. If I was going to be moving rocks or whatever clearing land required, I’d need to keep my strength up. Mr. Janik came in quietly and left a silver try beside Lord Trenwych’s place. The post, I assumed. Lord Trenwych flipped through the letters, pulled one out, which from the excessive flourishes and occasional ink blots in the address I assumed was from Lord Hartley, and slid the rest of the stack towards me. “If you’re desperate for something to do, you can sort those after breakfast. Reject the invitations and bring me the rest.”

I wondered why he seemed so determined to keep me from working in the fields or the quarry if he intended to pay me but didn’t want a secretary, but I wasn’t about to argue. “If you’d like, of course.” I pulled the stack to me and began to look at the addresses.

“Finish your eggs first. And you didn’t try the toast. Mrs. Wilson does excellent toast and currant jam.”

I obediently dropped the letter I was holding and reached for the toast. Lord Trenwych put the plate of sausages in front of me, so I helped myself to those as well.

“So I suppose you have questions.” He sounded resigned to the idea but not particularly upset about it.

I did have quite a few questions, but I had no idea where to start and found myself asking, “What is Lord Hartley’s name?”

“Algernon.”

I nearly choked on my toast.

“Don’t blame me. Entirely his mother’s doing.”

“I can see why he might prefer Al then.”

Lord Trenwych chuckled. “And he’s probably glad you asked me and not him. My turn. You said Cambridge yesterday. How long were you there?”

“Four years. I started out reading Classics and discovered I was better suited for Mathematics.”

“That would seem helpful for handling accounts. I suppose that makes it your turn, then.”

By that time I had a question, even if it was a bit of a risk. “Why does Lord Hartley seem so determined to find you a secretary?”

“My son thinks I’m lonely.”

“And are you?” I asked without thinking.

“I’m surrounded by a full staff, with a village a short walk away and more invitations from neighbors than I know what to do with.”

“That’s not really an answer, is it?” I said and put my fork on the table.

“Why not?” he asked. “Are you afraid you’ll be lonely out here? Is that why you think the others left?”

“I’m quite used to lonely. I’ve never been lonelier than when I was in prison, always surrounded by people. I can manage lonely if I have to, but I can understand why your son wouldn’t want you to have to.”

“I’m sorry for bringing it up,” Lord Trenwych said quite sincerely. 

“No, I’m the one who should be sorry. I seem to keep rambling on about things I should forget about.”

“Rambling probably makes it easier to forget. Not that you’re rambling on. It won’t count as rambling on until you can at least match Al.”

I managed a chuckle at that. “Has anyone ever matched Lord Hartley for rambling?”

“Not to my knowledge, but there’s always a first time. Why are you so eager to get outside and work my land? Did you develop a taste for moving rocks and digging canals while you were in prison?”

I tried not to show how incorrect that suggestion was, but from Lord Trenwych’s expression, something of it must have shown on my face. I thought of saying something trite and polite, that the place was so beautiful or something equally banal, but Lord Trenwych struck me as someone who would see through that and resent me for saying it. Besides, he’d taken me in despite knowing my past, he deserved the truth. I looked down at the table to avoid seeing his expression. “Because all that prison taught me to do indoors is pick oakum, scrub floors, and empty slop buckets. I know I won’t be able to find another position as a clerk, not with my past, not even with letters of recommendation from you and Lord Hartley and Sir Arthur Holden. I’ll be lucky to find work digging ditches or mucking barns. At least if I stay here, I won’t have the humiliation of hunting for another position and being turned down over and over, or of mucking barns in London while people I used to know are going on with their lives around me. And here I don’t think I’ll be looked down on or forced into the worst of it because they can see it disgusts me and I used to be a man of some small standing who’s fallen or because I’ve been in prison. That’s really the best I can hope for.”

Lord Trenwych snorted then surprised me by saying, “You sell yourself too cheaply then.” There was silence after that. Our game of questions seemed to be over. I took a second helping of toast with jam and watched as Lord Trenwych polished off a few more sausages. When he’d cleared his plate, he rose from the table and said, “Eat your fill, then you can use the library to work. I’ll be in the study.” With that, he left.

 I stared at the place where he’d been sitting and tried to decide what all of that had meant, but anything I thought of seemed more like wishful thinking than anything sensible. Certainly, the Earl of Trenwych wouldn’t be flirting with me, or worried about how I’d been treated in prison and trying to make up for it. No, it was far more likely that Lord Hartley would be annoyed to find out that the secretary he’d hired was working in some field and Lord Trenwych wanted to keep the peace. As I thought that, I realized that had to be the answer, and there was no reason I should be disappointed that it was. After all, it had gotten me work dealing with his correspondence. And once he saw how much easier it was when he had someone to handle the annoying parts day to day business, he’d be glad to have me around. With that determined, I stabbed another sausage so I could honestly say I’d had some more when he asked—and I had the feeling he would ask and would see through any lie I told—then collected up the letters and made for the library.

 

My task was simple enough. Most of the letters were invitations to local dances, with a surprising number invitations to balls in London that I suspected were more hopeful than serious. I couldn’t find any answered letters in the desk that might serve as a model of what Lord Trenwych normally sent and spent a few amusing minutes wondering if they were stored in the study or if perhaps Lord Trenwych never bothered to send his regrets and simply allowed his hostesses to assume he wasn’t coming. I could just imagine the sort of stir him deciding to attend would make if that were the case. When I’d finished amusing myself with my speculations, I composed the sort of bland, neutral letter of regret I’d seen countless times before and made a copy with minor changes for each invitation. As I had plenty of time and very little work, I copied each letter quickly on some cheaper paper I found in the drawer so Lord Trenwych would have a record of his rejected invitations before turning my attention to the rest of the post. 

Removing the invitations left a small number of letters. Three were charity appeals. As I didn’t know how he handled those I stacked them together. Most of the others were reports on various investments. I stacked them in order of when the letter was written and put them aside as well. There was one letter from a tenant, which I put on top of all the others, and another which from the tone I took to be from the vicar, which I put under the tenant letter. I went through everything one last time to be certain it was neat and everything was clear, then collected everything up and went to find Lord Trenwych.

When I entered the study, Lord Trenwych was seated by the fire, reading. He looked up when he heard the door.

“I have everything ready for your signature, my lord, and a few letters which will need your personal attention.”

He held out his hand, and I brought the letters over. As Lord Trenwych flipped through them, I stepped back and waited to be dismissed. The task hadn’t taken as long as I would have liked, but I had wanted him to see that I was efficient. That meant there was still plenty of time to see if I could be of use somewhere else.

I was beginning to wonder if he’d forgotten about me when Lord Trenwych said, “You were an accounting clerk, you said?”

“Yes, my lord,” I answered, hoping for another way to show I could be helpful as a secretary.

“Then go find Mrs. Peyton and see if she needs any help with the household accounts.”

“Yes, my lord.” I bowed and left the room, trying to keep a straight face. In the hallway, I allowed myself to grin like a fool. Accounts were something I was good at, something I could do easily. If there was anyplace in the household where I could demonstrate my worth, it would be with a ledger book. I only hoped Mrs. Peyton wasn’t offended by my offer to help.

 

I found Mrs. Peyton in the linen room down near the kitchens. She seemed hesitant at first, and I worried that she had been offended, only to find the problem was much more easily solved. “All that needs to be done at the moment is entering some receipts, hardly the sort of thing you expected to do.”

I relaxed as I was able to say quite honestly, “I spent a great deal of time in my family’s company entering invoices. I’m quite good at it, and it will save you a good bit of time.”

“If you’re certain you don’t mind...”

“Just show me your system and give me a place to work.”

So Mrs. Peyton brought me into her sitting room and showed me her ledger book, which was quite logically set up, and the stack of receipts to be entered, which looked as if it had been waiting at least a couple of weeks and slowly growing the whole time, and left me to it.

I settled in at Mrs. Peyton’s small desk and began to enter the amounts in the ledger. It was the sort of dull work I had done a great deal of in my family’s offices, and the familiarity was comforting. Perhaps there would be more of these sorts of tasks, things I was well qualified to do, which would free up time for the servants and give me a purpose at the house. Perhaps Mrs. Peyton would tell his lordship what a help I was, and I would be allowed to stay on. She had certainly seemed pleased enough once she realized I really didn’t mind doing the task. And if it meant I could continue to stay at Klesamor Hall, I was quite happy to be a secretary to the servants instead of the earl.

 

{--*--}

 

The household accounts were simple enough, but there was quite a lot to be entered, so it took a fair bit of time to finish them, not that I minded as it meant it would have taken Mrs. Peyton just as long to do—and the more time I saved Mrs. Peyton, the more useful I would seem to the household. Mrs. Wilson brought me a sandwich and a glass of ale when I was about halfway through, clucking over how I shouldn’t work too hard. I had the feeling she wanted to ask if I would be doing her accounts as well, but as she didn’t ask, I didn’t say anything. I hoped I would be assigned that task though. Perhaps I could mention it to Mrs. Peyton or even his lordship at some point. Mr. Janik came into the room as I was checking the last of my work. “His lordship said I was to bring you these to begin on.”

I looked up and saw he was holding the afternoon post. “Yes, of course. Thank you.” I took the letters from him and flipped through them. Mostly invitations, it seemed. I suspected I would become very good at politely rejecting invitations. “Is there someplace I could work where I won’t be in Mrs. Peyton’s way?”

Janik nodded. “His lordship is in the study, but if you give me a moment, I could see that the library is prepared.”

“I don’t want to put you to any trouble.” The last thing I wanted was to have the servants consider me more work and be eager to be rid of me.

But Mr. Janik didn’t seem the least concerned about the extra trouble. He almost smiled at me as he said, “It shouldn’t take more than a few moments to set up one of the tables as a desk and see there’s enough light. Nothing to worry about.”

“Then thank you.” If the library was set up as a place for me to work, I would be even less trouble to Mrs. Peyton and the other servants, not to mention Lord Trenwych. I slipped the post into my pocket and went to tell Mrs. Peyton I had finished my task.

 

The letters were all invitations to be rejected, some duplicates from this morning I noted, sent by the more determined match-makers no doubt, so it was simple enough to copy the same letter I’d used in the morning, being careful to make small changes to the duplicate invitations. When I’d finished, I stacked everything neatly and went in search of Lord Trenwych. Hopefully, he would see some value in the work I’d done. Mr. Janik had said he was in the study, so I started my search there. 

Lord Trenwych was still in the study, at his desk with what looked like the letters I had given him that morning. He looked up when he heard the door. “Have you been fed?”

“Mrs. Wilson brought me a sandwich while I was working on the accounts.”

“Good.”

As that seemed to be the end of the matter, I brought the letters to his desk and put them on the corner. “All invitations. I’ve regretfully declined them for you.”

“Don’t know why they bother. They know I’m not going.”

“Perhaps they hope,” I said with a bit of a smile. “My mother invited the Prince of Wales to every one of my sisters’ weddings.”

That made Lord Trenwych smile. “Me attending one of those parties would cause a bigger stir than the Prince of Wales going to all your sisters’ weddings. How many have you?”

“Three, all married. And one brother.”

“Only child, like Al,” he offered without having to be asked. That threw me enough that I lost the thread of the conversation, and when he asked, “Would you like to see some more of the house?” all I could do was nod and follow him out of the room.

Lord Trenwych didn’t seem to find my silence odd. He led me down the hallway towards the front of the house, then turned off into a smaller side corridor. “You’ve probably been curious about this.” He led me halfway down then stopped in front of a painting. “My wife.”

Of all the things I’d thought I might be shown, a painting of his dead wife had not even entered my mind. It was a formal, seated portrait of a young woman with chestnut hair; a pretty, delicate sort of face; and wide, green eyes. She was sitting quite straight and formal, looking slightly to the side as if there was something incredibly interesting just above the viewer’s left shoulder. The painting made her seem far more still and sober than her son. I’d been imagining her as someone who had thoughtlessly gone off with some rake for a bit of fun and nearly paid the price for it, but this was someone who would have known exactly what she was doing and would not have gone off with someone she didn’t intend to. It wouldn’t have surprised me to learn she had done the seducing herself. So why had Lord Trenwych married her? Had she seduced him as well and then left him to live in London, or was theirs always a sort of business arrangement? I realized I’d been silent for too long, and the painting required some comment. The best I could manage was, “So, that’s Lord Hartley’s mother?”

“Yes, that’s Isobel.” Lord Trenwych did not seem bereft, more like someone remembering an old friend. So perhaps it had been more of a handshake arrangement than a kiss.

I leaned in to get a better look, trying to see if there was any of Lord Hartley in her face. Without thinking, I said, “He’s right, he doesn’t resemble her at all.”

Lord Trenwych laughed. “So, he told you about that, did he? He must like you then. He doesn’t often mention it.”

That surprised me considering how readily he’d brought it up on the journey. Lord Trenwych didn’t seem bothered by the subject, so I asked, “You knew?” and allowed him to take it as he wanted.

“When I married her? Yes. We were friends before we married. She was a few years older than I was, and she knew I wouldn’t give my heart anywhere that I could marry, so when she realized her predicament, she came to me. I offered her marriage as it solved both her problem and mine.”

That sounded very much like he was trying to tell me that we shared at least one interest, but was that what he was saying or merely what I wanted to hear? “Getting an heir.”

“Exactly. I wasn’t about to let my cousin Stewart inherit the lands. Al will be a much better steward of them than Stewart.”

I looked at him from the corner of my eye and saw him watching me with a slight grin. “That was a very bad pun.”

“I will be sure to tell Al you said that, as he is the one who came up with it.”

If he was comfortable enough to joke, it seemed acceptable to ask, “Do you know who it was?”

He shook his head. “She said he was someone she liked but couldn’t marry, but nothing else. No mention if he was already married or a servant or a soldier called away. But she did like him, so that was good. I wish I had pressed a little. Al asked me after she died, and I had nothing to tell him. I couldn’t even think of anyone of her acquaintance who he resembled. I think he’d like to know.”

I nodded. I could understand wanting to know, although I was beginning to understand that Lord Hartley loved the man who had become his father very much and was lucky his mother had chosen well. I changed the subject slightly. “How did she die?”

“Childbirth, three years ago. Not mine, of course. An artist fellow she’d taken up with. He left for Paris soon after with his wife.”

“This time you asked.”

“No, Al did, to be able to tell the child, I assume. That’s how I know he’d like to know.”

“And the child?”

Lord Trenwych shook his head. 

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.”

“And Lord Hartley?”

“He’s recovered more or less. Miss Maria has been good for him. I haven’t wanted to interfere in that. Let him win the fair maiden on his own. But I don’t think he needs to do much to win her. She seemed quite smitten when he brought her family to visit last year.”

“Should I not have mentioned nursing for the sister then?”

“Oh no. That was a brilliant tactical move. It gave him just enough of a nudge to solve the thing himself. He’ll be on the doorstep of every rich old codger in Mayfair looking for one that will take on Miss Lanyon. It will be a great relief to her younger sisters.”

“Then I am happy to have been of service.”

“Yes, you have been of service.” Lord Trenwych looked at me in that strange way he had, and I began to wonder if maybe he might think Lord Hartley had been right and I was needed at Klesamor Hall. “I suppose if I don’t find you some more work, you’ll be thinking you ought to go out and dig ditches or something.”

“I do want to be helpful.”

“Then you can address the replies I wrote to the business letters and see that they’re sent off. Have you seen the basket in the front hall for them?”

“I have. Would you like me to make copies as well?”

“Copies?” I saw the idea hadn’t occurred to him.

“At the shipping company, we made copies of all our correspondence so we had a record of what we sent various people.”

“If you think it would be useful, then yes, why not. Come along, I’ll show you the way back to the study.”

I followed. He did seem determined to find me something to do, and hopefully that would lead to him deciding he did need my help.

 

When we reached the study, Lord Trenwych handed over the letters he’d been working on when I entered earlier. “Have you a place to work?”

“Mr. Janik set up a desk the library for me.”

“Good.” He pulled the letters I’d written that morning towards himself, preparing to sign and seal them, although not read them, I noticed. It seemed he was trusting what I had written. “If you’d like to write to your family, you could slip the letters in with mine.”

“That’s very kind,” I said in what I’d hoped was a noncommittal tone. 

Lord Trenwych saw right through it. He looked up from the letters at once. “Not interested in letting them know where you are?”

“They’re not interested in hearing,” I said without thinking. Lord Trenwych seemed to do that to me, get me to speak without planning my words first.

“I’m sorry. You must miss them.”

So he thought it was my time in prison which had led to our rift. It would probably be best to allow him to think that, but somehow having him know the truth seemed important, particularly after he’d told me so much about his wife. “It’s a long-standing estrangement.”

I had expected him to say something vaguely comforting and go back to his papers. Estrangements were not that unusual, after all. But Lord Trenwych surprised me by saying, “Really? I had the impression you’d worked for them.”

If he was going to be interested, then the least I could do was offer an answer. “I did, as a clerk. That wasn’t what I was supposed to be. Paul was always going to inherit the firm—that was known and what he was groomed for. I was supposed to have a ship and sail away for months at a time finding us new markets or some such. It was not a life I was cut out for. I get seasick, to begin with, which was not helpful when I was housed on the Retribution. And I’m not the least athletic. I don’t think I could manage to haul a rope let alone climb one, at least not before prison. I did quite a few things there I never thought I would.” I sighed and stared down at my hands. Why did every conversation seem to go back to prison? And why was I surprised by that? I had spent two years there. “And I couldn’t see myself willingly taking on a life more or less outdoors, with bad food often as not and little chance to wash. It sounds so vain and trite to say it.” And Lord Trenwych was one person I didn’t want to sound vain or trite in front of.

I was worried that I had just told him more than he wanted to know and was thinking of a graceful way to allow him out of the conversation when he said, “Would your brother have been more suited to it?”

“Paul? He’s more athletic and commanding, but it was never suggested.” I stared at my cracked nails, trying to picture Paul out commanding a ship. “And he’s too fond of his hearth and his brandy and his club. He might have liked a voyage or two, but not a life at sea.” 

“And was he any good at accounts?”

“He never tried them.”

“It seems to me accurate and honest accounts are rather important to a business, while sea captains are found in every port. They ought to have been pleased to have someone they could trust with the money.” Lord Trenwych dipped his pen into the inkwell and pulled the first letter forward. “I don’t dress for dinner, but we will eat in the dining room.”

It seemed that was the end of our conversation. As I picked up the letters I was to address and left the study, I realized I felt better than I had in a long while. Lord Trenwych had asked the question I had never thought to ask: would my brother have been able to manage in my role any better than I had? The more I considered it, the more I realized that, while he would no doubt have done better as a sea captain than I would have, he would not have been any more suited to the task than I was. Certainly not as well suited as Lucinda’s husband, who had served in the Navy and then taken over what should have been my role in the company. But he would not have made a good accounting clerk, so perhaps Lord Trenwych was right and I had been of some value to the family business while I’d been there. At least it was something to consider the next time I felt I’d let them down.

 

 


Chapter 6

 

WHEN I’D FINISHED COPYING and addressing the letters, it seemed I’d done a good day’s work even by my standards. But I did want to be available if Lord Trenwych found something else for me to do. I certainly didn’t want him to have any doubts as to my usefulness. So after I’d left the letters in the front hall to be collected by the postman, I returned to the library, found another book to read, this one a biography so I wouldn’t confuse the plot with that of the novel I was reading upstairs, and curled up in one of the chairs by the fire. That was where Mr. Janik found me when he came to announce that dinner was ready. He also guided me through to the dining room, which was much larger than the breakfast room and more formal, with a table that could seat twenty easily and high-backed chairs that made me think of ladies in ball gowns and men in uncomfortable suits. When I entered, Lord Trenwych was seated at the head of the table again. There was only one other place set on his right, so I sat there and tried not to fidget. We were dining à la française again, with the serving platters set out on the table in front of us ready for us to take what we wanted. 

“That will be all, Janik. We’ll ring when we need you again.”

“Yes, my lord.” Mr. Janik bowed and left us to our meal.

“Help yourself. Mrs. Wilson seems to be in good form today. I’m sure it’s because of you.”

As I helped myself to the platter of roast beef in front of me, I asked “Do I really look so miserable?” then regretted saying it at once.

Lord Trenwych chuckled. “No, but you do look like you’ve had a hard time of it. Hardly surprising as you have. I hope your afternoon didn’t add to your troubles.”

I realized he was asking what I had been doing. “No, after I finished the letters, I did some reading.”

“Good.” And that was that, I realized, as he helped himself to the bowl of haricots verts with butter sauce then slid it towards me. I took a large serving and turned my focus to the excellent food in front of me. It seemed Lord Trenwych preferred to eat in silence.

I was just taking a second helping of carrots and thinking how restful the silence was; it meant I didn’t have to worry I was saying the wrong thing or that Lord Trenwych would take something I’d said in a way other than what I’d meant, when he surprised me by speaking—and even more by what he said.

“Was it a nice molly house?”

“What?” I understood the question well enough, but it was not at all what I had expected to be asked.

“Was it a nice molly house?” he said more slowly. “It’s been a long time.”

I sat there blinking at my plate as the words sunk in. It’s been a long time. That implied that there had been a time when he’d gone to a molly house... when... I forced my mind back to the conversation at hand. “It was. It was clean.” That seemed like such a trite thing to say, and yet it had mattered to me at the time, still would, I imagined, should I ever feel safe enough to return to such a place. “The owner was a good man, or seemed to be. He tried to get us out of it, sent in women to pretend we had been waiting for them and that he’d been offering some sort of special for the girls to take two at once.”

Lord Trenwych chuckled at that.

“And the men looked pleased enough to be working there, not coerced. The wine was good quality, but not extravagant, at least not what we had. The food looked quite good, a bit above the usual pub fare, although we didn’t try any. Thomas and I rented a room for ourselves, to have a bit of fun between friends.” It seemed important to me that he not think Thomas and I had been anything more than friends, and I did not allow myself to consider why it mattered so much. “And the room was very nicely appointed. Really, it was no different than any of the better brothels my brother’s friends used to drag me to, except that there was a good deal less lace and flowers and more smoke and leather.”

Lord Trenwych looked at the plate in front of him. “I wondered if they’d changed at all. It seems they haven’t.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so I quickly sipped my wine so I wouldn’t have to answer. By the time I’d put my glass down, Lord Trenwych had lapsed back into silence.

 

I went up to my room that night feeling more hopeful than I had in years. Lord Trenwych had gone to a bit of effort to find me work that suited the role of secretary, work I was able to do well. If he continued to find me useful, or if Mrs. Peyton and anyone else I managed to help told him that I was useful to them, perhaps he would decide that he did need me in the house, and I would have a proper position. Being a sort of secretary to the servants suited me fine if that was where I was most useful, but I hoped my work on Lord Trenwych’s letters had been of some help. 

I washed up with my lavender soap thinking how I could wear one of my nicer suits the next morning if Lord Trenwych was going to have me writing letters and copying invoices into ledgers. Perhaps I could even let my hair grow out again. I brushed at the longer bits of it in the mirror. It wouldn’t be too long before it was long enough to comb à le Brutus, which was a style that suited me. What would Lord Trenwych think of that? Not that it should matter. 

I turned down the lamps and made certain the fire was banked, resolving to keep any speculation on Lord Trenwych’s thoughts purely professional. As I was climbing into my bed, I noticed the jar of Rimmel’s Hand Salve on the nightstand. I knew I’d left it in the trunk, so how had it gotten there? Most likely it had rattled around as the trunk had been moved, and whatever footman had been moving it had thought it had been left there by mistake, but as I nestled under the blankets, I couldn’t help imagining that it had been Lord Trenwych who had rescued it and put it by my bedside, although his motive escaped me.

 

{--*--}


As the days passed, I began to find a bit of a place at Klesamor Hall. Lord Trenwych had me take my meals with him and had me sort his correspondence then sent me off to help with various household ledgers. There seemed to be several accounts involved in running a large household; Mrs. Peyton and Mrs. Wilson both had household accounts, Mr. Tibbetts also had a set of books for running the stables, and there was another to keep the records of repairs around Klesamor Hall, and another to keep track of the linens, and one for the silver— although I had only had one item to enter in that—and one for the wine cellar— although Mr. Janik guarded that jealously and I never saw it. But it was all similar enough to what I had done before that I was comfortable with the work and able to do it well. My afternoons were spent copying business letters for Lord Trenwych and politely rejecting invitations to various balls and fetes, with occasional lists of supplies to be ordered or responses to charitable requests. Lord Trenwych did not seem to find my presence bothersome, and I found him surprisingly companionable once I realized his gruffness was part of his nature and not a result of anything I’d done. He simply didn’t like to speak if he didn’t need to. After a week of being kept reasonably busy, I began to feel secure enough in my position that I took to rubbing Rimmel’s Hand Salve into my calloused and scarred palms before bed and allowed my hair to grow as it would.

I’d been at Klesamor Hall for nearly two weeks when the first truly fine spring day came, not too cold, not rainy, not too cloudy. It was also the first morning my hair was long enough to curl again and coax into something vaguely resembling à le Brutus. To celebrate, I wore my best blue coat and managed a reasonable mathematical knot. So I was feeling a bit vain but also pleased as I made my way down to breakfast. 

The weather seemed to be affecting Lord Trenwych as well. At least he smiled when he saw me in the hallway and gestured for us to walk together to the breakfast room. I had become used to the silent meals with him. Sometimes we could go whole courses without speaking to each other. I had come to find the silence restful. I didn’t need to worry about minding my tongue or saying something wrong. Occasionally one of us would ask for something to be passed, and I had soon learned that Lord Trenwych did not consider it rude if I was too deep in my own thoughts to hear him the first time. The servants only came in at dinner to change courses, otherwise, we dined alone à la française, with plates arranged on the table before we entered and brought back to the kitchen when we had finished. So it was quite a surprise when Lord Trenwych sat in his accustomed seat at the head of the table and almost directly said, “Have you seen the views from the tower yet?”

So he must want to take advantage of the weather himself, I thought. “Not yet. Are they nice?”

He nodded. “Al used to pretend he was looking for his pirate crew to come and rescue him from his tutors. I used to wait for knights to come storming over the rise. I’ll show you this afternoon.”

“Thank you.” I wasn’t sure what to make of his sudden burst of friendliness. Perhaps the weather was pleasing him as well, or he wanted me to learn a little bit more about Lord Hartley as a child, or to see his lands in what had to be one of the more flattering sorts of weather. Part of my mind said he was glad I had taken his advice from that first day and was wearing my hair longer, but I doubted he’d even noticed my hair.

 

With the promise of an afternoon outing with Lord Trenwych, no matter how small, the morning passed quickly. When I’d finished sorting through Lord Trenwych’s post and writing out the refusals—there seemed to be fewer of those, which seemed to confirm my theory that he hadn’t been sending out any sort of response to invitations before—I went down to the kitchens in search of more work. Mrs. Peyton and Mrs. Wilson were seated at the table, which seemed odd as Mrs. Wilson was normally busy supervising some sort of cooking, and I didn’t think I’d ever seen Mrs. Peyton not rushing about overseeing at least three tasks. I didn’t want to disturb them if they were taking a well-deserved tea break, but then I noticed that there was no tea set out on the table and they were bent over what appeared to be a stack of receipts. That was something I might be able to help with, so I made a bit of noise with the kitchen door so they would know I was coming and gave them a cheerful, “Good morning, ladies.”

Mrs. Peyton looked up and smiled at me. “Mr. Hamond. Just who we needed. You have a moment to help?”

“As long as you need.”

Mrs. Wilson pulled out the chair beside her so I could sit down. “Mr. Newton is in Bristol on business for his lordship, and there are bills to be paid. I could put them off, but his lordship does pride himself on paying his debts when they’re due. And the miller, in particular, gets a bit testy if he’s not paid—not that you can really blame him with the amount on our accounts, and it has been well over a month since his last payment, and I don’t want to worry about getting flour with anything nasty in it from him.”

Having had bread in prison with an impressive variety of nasty, I quite agreed with her desire to keep the miller friendly. “How can I help?”

Mrs. Peyton slid the stack of invoices to me. “Mr. Newton handles the paying of the accounts and recording them in the main ledgers for his lordship, but he’s never shown us how he does it. I had a look at the books, but I don’t recognize his system, and I don’t want to make trouble for him. I was going to get the money from the strongbox and leave him a note, but as you’re here...”

I’d heard Mr. Newton’s name mentioned before and understood him to be some sort of factor or man-of-business for his lordship. “I’d be happy to look it over and see if I can sort it all out.”

“That would be a help,” Mrs. Wilson said with relief. “Then I could settle up as the deliveries come this morning.”

Mrs. Peyton got to her feet. “I’ll show you where the books are kept.”

Mrs. Peyton had keys to Mr. Newton’s office and to the strongbox. Mrs. Wilson had already checked the invoices and verified the amounts due, so it was simply a matter of getting everything in order for Mr. Newton. As soon as I opened the books, I could see why Mrs. Peyton and Mrs. Wilson had been afraid to touch them. The whole system was needlessly complex. I had thought the house had quite a large number of ledger books floating around, but it seemed Mr. Newton’s system of settling accounts and paying out money needed them. Still, I was used to complex accounting systems and to figuring out the systems used by clients and ship’s captains who had sent the family business the most appalling messes as accounts. I found myself wondering if Mr. Newton felt threatened by the secretaries Lord Hartley kept sending, thinking one of us might come to replace him, and had made his system complex and difficult to understand to help secure his own place in the household. I hadn’t met him yet; he didn’t live in and rarely left his office when he was around. I wondered if I ought to try to meet him and explain that I had no intention of taking anyone else’s place, but then, if I was going through the books, he might think that was exactly what I was doing. I gave up worrying about Mr. Newton and concentrated on his books.

It took a while, but I managed to understand his system and get the amounts recorded correctly and the appropriate accounts marked as paid. I put everything back where I’d found it and left a detailed listing of the amounts I’d added on his desk in case he wanted to check my work. Mrs. Wilson was in a much better mood when I finally emerged from the office and went to tell her it was all settled. She was putting the finishing touches on our midday meal, and as I could smell chicken pie, which was becoming my favorite, I suspected she was indeed relieved to have the accounts settled for another month. I told her what I’d done and went upstairs to tell Mrs. Peyton she could get the money to settle the accounts from the strongbox before going up to the library to read a bit until the meal was ready.

 

{--*--}

 

Finding Mrs. Peyton took longer than I’d anticipated as she had been called away to deal with missing cushions in the parlour that had ended up being used by the footmen to muffle the sounds of teaching Joe, the hall boy, to play skittles in an upstairs hallway, so by the time I’d found her and the accounts had been sorted, the gong for the midday meal had sounded, and I had to rush if I didn’t wish to be late. Lord Trenwych met me in the hallway outside of the breakfast room. I smiled at him and was surprised when he started speaking again immediately. “Did you have a productive morning?”

“I did. I helped Mrs. Wilson with paying the accounts.” I gave him a brief summary of the issues involved.

“So, there was enough ready money on hand?”

“Yes, Mrs. Peyton had the keys for that.”

“Good. I don’t want the locals waiting on money from us. Not when we’re such a large part of their trade. I’ll remember not to send Newton out anywhere at the start of the month. Did you want to see the tower?”

It seemed the matter of the accounts was finished. “If you have time to show me. Whenever it’s convenient for you.” I hoped I sounded interested but not disappointed if he was busy.

“The weather’s still fine. We should go after we eat.” And nothing else was said until the meal had finished, which did include a particularly excellent chicken pie, and then it was only a quick “Follow me” as Lord Trenwych left the room.

 

The old tower was more or less as I’d imagined from the brief description. There were stairs to be climbed, of course, ending in a spiraling staircase that had to be climbed single file. My feet were small enough to manage more or less in the middle of the staircase, although the inner edge did require careful foot placement to avoid the narrowest parts. Lord Trenwych’s large feet meant he had to stay as close as possible to the wider end of the treads near the wall. The staircase let out into a small room at the top of the tower, with old bolt holes for archers to shoot off their crossbows. I was prepared to use one of those to see the view when Lord Trenwych started to tug on the set of iron rungs embedded in the stone. He seemed convinced they would hold and started to climb. I went to follow, then waited at the bottom as I realized I would have an excellent view of his arse if I followed too quickly, although the view from the base of the ladder was quite nice as well. He was wearing his buckskin breeches again, and they clung to his form in a most attractive manner.

Lord Trenwych stopped partway up to release the trap door that led to the roof of the tower. That made as good an excuse as any for not following him up directly, so I put my foot on the lowest rung and started up as Lord Trenwych disappeared through the roof. When I reached the top, Lord Trenwych held out a hand and helped me over the edge to the roof. I was lucky he had, as I was too busy looking around me to notice where my feet landed. 

The manor house was on a hill, so the view from the tower spread out around me on all sides. In front of me were the formal gardens with their neat patterns of path and shrubbery and flowers like some grand tilework mosaic, and beyond that, the lawns stretched to the ha-ha and the grazing pasture beyond. To one side, I could see past the stables and the men leading horses out to run all the way across to the patch of trees we’d walked in the first day I’d arrived, which was larger and denser than I’d imagined, almost qualifying as a forest, and beyond that, the neat rows of the orchard. In another direction, the road swept out over the moat, which was sparkling in the sun, and I fancied I could see the roofs of the village houses, although that might have been my imagination. But the most interesting was the west side, where I could look past the road and fields and just catch the cliffs and the sea beyond. The view was as spectacular as promised. I leaned on the parapet and looked out over the cliffs to the coast. “It is a beautiful place.”

“I thought you would appreciate it. I usually watch the fishing boats from here. There’s a break in the trees where the moat runs out to the sea that lets you see more of the coast.” He meandered over to another parapet and leaned against the stone battlement, which was more his height, as he was taller than I was. 

Just as I was crossing over to see the view he recommended, there was a scraping sound, rock against rock I realized, and the stone he was leaning on began to shift. Very quickly, less time than it would have taken me to cross if I hadn’t already been halfway there, the stone slipped forward far enough to overbalance, teetering for a moment on the edge of the parapet. I darted forward and grabbed onto Lord Trenwych as the stone tumbled forward, making him overbalance as well and almost pulling him down after it. He wobbled, trying to regain his balance. For several moments I worried that we would both tumble down the side of the tower, and for the first time I was grateful for the months of splitting and hauling rocks. It had made me strong enough to keep a grip on him and experienced enough in balancing myself against heavier weights that I was able to wedge myself against a flagstone that had risen a bit above its neighbors. It wasn’t much of a foothold, but it was enough to anchor me in place until Lord Trenwych was able to regain his balance and not be in danger of toppling over the edge of the tower. 

For the first few moments, we were both shocked and panting, but I soon felt some of the weight come off of my arm as Lord Trenwych regained his balance. I kept my grip on him until he stumbled over to the nearest intact bit of wall and rested his hands on it. That was when I realized I’d grabbed him by the waistband of his trousers and my hand was almost resting on his arse. I quickly pulled it away and tried to focus my attention on the bit of stonework he was now leaning on. It seemed sturdy enough, but I wasn’t moving far from him or any nearer the edge until I was certain.

The silence stretched for a few more minutes, then I had a terrible thought. “Was anyone below hurt?”

“No. It landed in the moat.”

That was a relief. It was far too cold for anyone to go swimming there. 

Lord Trenwych turned away from the wall. “If you hadn’t been here, I would have fallen over.”

“Then I’m glad I was here.”

“So am I.” He started for the ladder without another word.

I wasn’t about to stay up there alone, so I hurried after him. I managed to find the rungs of the ladder even though my legs had started shaking now that the danger had passed, or perhaps they had finally realized how much danger we had been in. I nearly jumped when I felt a steadying hand on my thigh, which would have been quite the feat considering I was on a makeshift ladder. Then my mind caught up, and I realized it was Lord Trenwych making certain I didn’t fall. When my feet touched the floor, he turned and started down the stairs without waiting for me. I followed.

 

When we got to the main part of the house, Lord Trenwych started for the study. I followed without being asked. He didn’t say a word as I entered behind him or when I went to the drinks cart and poured two large glasses of Scotch. I took a sip of mine then brought the other one to him. Lord Trenwych took it without a word and finished half of it in one swallow. I got the bottle and topped up his glass. 

I waited until he had drunk about a third of what was now in his glass, which gave me enough time to sip a bit more myself and put the bottle away, and enough time for him to say something about what just happened on the roof. When he did not, I realized I would have to. It seemed simplest to ease into the conversation. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, thanks to you.” He raised his glass in my direction.

“What happened up there?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to send some masons up to check the parapet. It is kept in good repair, but something must have weakened the mortar.”

I stared at him. That hadn’t been an accident, and he had to know it. “You mean someone.”

Lord Trenwych looked up from his drink. “This is an old house. I do my best to keep it in repair, but occasionally something slips by me. Don’t worry, everyplace you will be working will be perfectly safe.” He put his glass down on the nearest flat surface, which happened to be a bookshelf, and turned to the door.

But I had had enough. This was the third time I knew of that an attempt had been made on his life; someone had to say something. “So, that’s it? You’re going to allow whoever it is to kill you? They’re trying hard enough. You’ve been lucky three times now. Do you want them to succeed? I, for one, do not intend to allow it.”

Lord Trenwych turned with a look of complete shock, and I was forcibly reminded that I was in the house at all on his sufferance. Lord Hartley had arranged it so he would feel obligated by his finer feelings to keep me on, but there was no real need for him to. He could toss me out at once if he so chose, and there would be no references. I was considering the various ways of apologizing and was tending towards either pleading madness or fear for my own life when Lord Trenwych sighed and sat on the edge of the leather chair nearest the door.

“It’s the fourth by my count. And I don’t want it looked at too closely.”

“Whyever not?”

He looked up. “Who do you think would be the main suspect?”

I blinked. “But no one could think Lord Hartley...”

“It’s rather obvious to anyone who’s seen the family that he isn’t my natural son, but he is next in line and on the verge of marriage. I’m rarely in London. It would be natural for people to assume we are not close.”

“But you are close. And Lord Hartley wouldn’t do anything...”

“He nearly killed the Duke of Brexley.”

Now it was my turn to stop and stare. I couldn’t see Lord Hartley... and yet I could. He was athletic. I had no trouble believing he was a good shot. And if he were properly provoked... “Why?”

“The man importuned his mother, and when she rejected him, spread rumors about her.”

“And Lord Hartley wanted to protect her honor.”

“He missed, but that was luck. He’d been aiming for the man’s heart, got him in the shoulder instead. The surgeon patched him up.”

“But a duel isn’t the same as shooting someone from behind a tree.”

Lord Trenwych shrugged. “I’m alive, and he’s not a suspect. I intend to keep it that way.”

“So, you’re not going to do anything to stop the attempts?”

“Of course I am. I’ve been particularly careful since the first one, and increasingly so each time one fails. I haven’t been in the woods alone since our trip there. Every cart and gig in the stables has been inspected by Tibbetts, who is definitely not a suspect.”

“And what was the first attempt?”

Lord Trenwych stared at me, and I could sense he was trying to avoid telling me. “I’m not certain that it was an attempt on my life and not an accident.”

“You said the same thing about the others.”

“I suppose I did.” He sighed and dropped his gaze to his shoes. “I fell asleep in the study one evening, and when I woke up, the candles had tipped over and started a fire. As I said, it could have been accidental.”

It was my turn to sigh. “And what have you done to prevent that sort of death?”

“Not fall asleep in the study, obviously. If you’ve no other questions, I’ll allow you to get back to your work.” He left the room before I could ask any questions.

I brought my drink over to the window and stared out at the gardens. Someone had been able to come into this room and knock over the candles while Lord Trenwych was asleep. That meant it had to be someone in the household. I didn’t think someone from the outside could have managed to get in. Unless Lord Trenwych had been more lax about security before the incident. Perhaps he’d had a habit of keeping windows open, or there had been some trees nearby that had since been trimmed back. But I could see why he would think such an incident would point to Lord Hartley. 

I finished my drink and went to the shelf to collect Lord Trenwych’s glass and bring them both to the desk where one of the maids would see them and take them away. I wished I’d been able to ask for more details. As it was, I didn’t even know where the fire had started. Near a window, I might believe accident, or someone finding a way to climb up, but further into the room, it would have to be someone who had found a way inside. But wherever it had happened, the staff had cleared away any trace of it, and Lord Trenwych was probably waiting for me to leave the study so he could go back inside and do whatever it was he normally did in the afternoon. I took one last look at the floor by the desk but saw nothing and left.

Of course, I had no work to return to. I considered going up to my room, but I was still shaken by the events on the tower. It would be better to be somewhere where there were people and better to be busy with something other than my thoughts, so instead, I went down to the kitchen to see if Mrs. Wilson had any more receipts. It was something simple to put my mind to. Neat rows of figures without any worrying about who was a suspect or why someone was trying to kill Lord Trenwych. I was nearing the bottom of the kitchen stairs when I heard a voice I didn’t recognize speaking. I didn’t want to disturb Mrs. Wilson when she had company, so I waited on the landing out of sight. Of course, I had no choice but to listen. How else would I know when it was all right for me to enter the kitchen?

“Mrs. Wilson, I have said you don’t need to trouble yourself with updating the main ledger books.”

“Oh, that wasn’t me; it was Mr. Hamond. He’s Lord Hartley’s latest. The deliveries came today, and you know how his lordship wants everyone paid at once, and how they all depend on his doing that. If I’d known you’d be back today, I’d have asked them to wait until tomorrow, but we thought you’d be gone a week at least, and they were waiting to be paid.”

“Lord Hartley is a stubborn one, isn’t he?” I could tell the man was trying to sound light and jovial, but he was failing miserably. 

“That he is. And I think this one will last a bit. He’s trying to find ways to be useful, and I think his lordship is falling for it. He’s been copying out the kitchen ledgers for me, which is a help I can tell you.”

“I see. Well, I didn’t want you to be troubling yourself needlessly with my work.” But he didn’t sound any happier about it.

I realized that had to be Mr. Newton. If that were the case, it seemed my theory that he was worried that I was trying to take his position from him was quite probable. It would certainly explain his surly tone. Of course, within minutes of meeting me, he’d realize that I knew absolutely nothing about land or farming or any of the other things I assumed a man of business did on a country estate. I certainly didn’t want to cause any strife for Mrs. Wilson or worry for other members of the staff. I went down the last few stairs quickly, making a bit of noise as I did so, so it wouldn’t seem as if I’d been spying on them, and stepped into the kitchen. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Wilson.”

“Mr. Hamond, hello. I was just telling Mr. Newton about how helpful you’ve been. Mr. Newton, Mr. Hamond, the new secretary.”

I held out my hand and smiled at him. “Pleased to meet you. I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds, but I was working on the household books and there were some things to be entered into the main ledgers, and as they were so well organized and it wasn’t any trouble to figure them out... As I said, I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds.” That was a bit of a stretch considering how Byzantine the accounts had seemed, but I wasn’t about to criticize them without being asked to by his lordship.

“No, no, you did quite a competent job of it.”

More than competent and he knew it, but I didn’t want to antagonize anyone when I was hoping to stay on. I considered telling him I had been an accounts clerk prior to coming to Klesamor Hall, but that might lead to questions about my past, so I settled for a simple, “Thank you.” 

Mr. Newton nodded in response to me then turned back to Mrs. Wilson. “I won’t keep you from your work, Mrs. Wilson.”

“It was a pleasure to meet you,” I said and gave him a slight bow as he walked away. No point in returning rudeness with rudeness.

“We should have warned you,” Mrs. Wilson said once he was out of hearing. “He is very particular with his things. You probably put the pen back in its case with the wrong end facing up.”

I smiled as I knew I was supposed to. “I don’t want to make things difficult for anyone.”

“Would that more people thought that way,” she said with a meaningful look towards the door Mr. Newton had left by. “But that wasn’t why you came here. Can I help you with something?”

“I just came to see if there were any more receipts or anything else you needed done, but with Mr. Newton here...”

“I’m still in charge of my kitchen, and the day that changes is the day I leave. I’ll show you what I have. There aren’t many after all you did this morning, but seeing as you’re offering.”

I nodded that I was and followed her into her sitting room.

 

Lord Trenwych did not mention the tower at dinner, and I thought I had overstepped my bounds enough times in one day so stayed silent myself. But that didn’t stop me from thinking about it, particularly as there was no conversation at dinner so plenty of time to think. I didn’t know if the silence was finally grating on Lord Trenwych or if he was worried I would eventually ask something he didn’t want to answer, but we did not go to the study for drinks when we’d finished. I didn’t mind at all. If Lord Trenwych wasn’t going to do anything, I was. I’d managed to come up with something that resembled a plan. 

I had decided that if I had a little more information about the parties involved, I could think about the attempts on Lord Trenwych’s life logically, maybe find some reasonable suspect. With that in mind, I wrote to the one person I could trust. Arthur would discreetly look into anyone I asked him to and wouldn’t ask any questions—at least not in a letter where they could be intercepted and read. In person was another matter entirely. In my room, I went straight to the desk and composed as cheery a note as I could manage, telling him about my work, praising the beauty of the area, then trying to make it sound as if I were interested in gossip, asked him if he’d heard anything interesting about the key players, mentioning Lord Hartley, the late Lady Trenwych, Miss Maria Lanyon, and the Duke of Brexley by name although trying not to connect the latter to the other three. Arthur would figure out what I was trying to tell him if not why I wanted the information. And Lord Trenwych couldn’t object to me writing to a friend in London and telling him about my new position. He’d told me to write to my family if I liked, and Arthur was as close to family as I had.

 

 


Chapter 7

 

AFTER THE INCIDENT ON THE TOWER, I tried to be alert for any signs of trouble, but it was hard when I didn’t know what I was looking for. The morning after it happened, there wasn’t much in the post, so I took the opportunity of a free morning to gather up my courage and have a look at the broken bit of stonework. I was certain Lord Trenwych would arrange to have it fixed as soon as possible, so if I wanted to see it, it would have to be soon.

I managed to find my way to the tower without having to ask for directions and explain what I was doing. When I’d climbed to the roof, I knelt by the stones and looked at the marks. There were jagged gouges in the stone, new marks that hadn’t had time to be worn down by rain and wind. And they were not the marks of someone repairing the stonework. They were the sort of shallow, irregular marks I’d made when I’d first been assigned to the quarry, before I’d learned how to do the work, when my only concern had been finishing the tasks assigned to me before I dropped from exhaustion or found some new place on my hands to form blisters. But I had no idea what that meant. That the falling stone had been deliberate? I already knew that. That it had been done by someone who didn’t know what they were doing? That included most of the household. It would have to have been someone strong enough to break the stone—I knew full well how hard that was to do—but still, it wasn’t impossible for a large number of people in the household to have managed it. And it didn’t rule out Lord Hartley or even Lord Trenwych himself, as both would have been strong enough—not that I suspected either one of them.

My musings were interrupted by the arrival of several workmen who clearly knew what they were doing and were equally clear in wondering what I was doing near the broken stone. I quickly said, “I’ll get out of your way. I just wanted to see it. I was up here when it happened, you see...”

One of the younger ones nodded. “Best get back on the horse before it seems worse than it was.”

I nodded. “Something like that.” It seemed as good an excuse as any, and all of the men nodded in a way I took to mean they understood that motivation. I smiled and hurried back to the safety of the library and the letters to be sorted.

 

As the days went on with no other attempts on Lord Trenwych’s life, I began to wonder if he was safe. I would have loved to have asked him if there was any sort of pattern. Had he mapped out the number of days between incidents, perhaps compared it to the comings and goings of the staff and anyone from the village who might have reason to pass the house? But it was quite clear that Lord Trenwych didn’t want to talk about the attempts on his life, and while I supposed I couldn’t blame him for not wanting to think about it, I couldn’t forget the panic I’d felt when I’d seen him lunge towards the edge of the tower. And I couldn’t ignore the fact that Lord Trenwych’s safety had become important to me, even if I didn’t want to think too hard about why. I’d already been in prison for my desires, and simply because Lord Trenwych had implied he was sympathetic to them didn’t mean he wanted me to indulge in them. And if I was beginning to think it was more than my desires fluttering when I looked at him, well that would be even worse as I couldn’t see why a reclusive earl would have any interest at all in a clerk, let alone a former prisoner.

Aside from the constant worry that Lord Trenwych was going to be murdered in front of me and the unrequited bits, life at Klesamor Hall settled into a comfortable pattern for me. I dealt with Lord Trenwych’s letters, both rejecting invitations and copying other letters he sent out for his records, and set up a filing system for him to keep all of the new copies organized. Whenever I didn’t have any work from him, I went to see if any of the household wanted help with their accounts. That was mainly copying invoices and receipts into ledgers, but as that was most of what my job at my family’s shipping business had been, it was comfortable and familiar. It also meant I was on good terms with Mrs. Peyton, Mrs. Wilson, and Mr. Tibbetts, and by extension with most of the other staff. At least everyone was friendly with me—genuinely friendly, not the rather stiff formality I was used to from servants—when they came to take a tray away after I’d eaten a meal at my desk in the library or to bring water to my room for my bath. Lord Trenwych seemed to have ordered I have those daily in the model of Beau Brummel, a luxury I had not hoped to have again after my arrest. It all made me want to do my best to impress Lord Trenwych and possibly have a chance at staying on at Klesamor Hall in some capacity.

Of course, there were some days when there simply wasn’t any work for me once I’d finished Lord Trenwych’s morning post. Then I would settle into one of the large armchairs by the fire and read. Lord Trenwych had a truly impressive library, with everything from scholarly and scientific tomes to novels to philosophical pamphlets, so there was no shortage of things for me to read. And I had thought it was a clever way to be certain I was nearby should Lord Trenwych come up with something he needed me to do, but he saw through that almost at once. At dinner on the second night I had spent most of the day reading, he said in his abrupt way, “You don’t need to wait on my pleasure. If there’s something for you to do, I’ll tell you. Otherwise, you’re free to occupy yourself as you will.”

As he’d figured it out, I didn’t pretend I had been doing anything else. “I do have a lot of books to catch up on.”

“Well, if you want to rest in your room or go out walking, don’t think you can’t. Mrs. Wilson was just saying you’re looking a bit peaky.”

I wasn’t even certain what she would mean by that, so I tried shifting the topic. “So, she’s acknowledging there’s something her cooking can’t cure?”

“Apparently so. Maybe you can stop Al from chattering on next.”

“I think I’d need to work up to that.”

That had made Lord Trenwych smile and lapse back into silence.

But I kept his suggestion in mind, as I certainly didn’t want him to think I would ignore something he said. So a couple of days later, when a light morning post coincided with a truly sunny morning, I decided to go outside and look at the grounds. Since that first day when the shot had been fired in the woods, I hadn’t gone beyond the stables, and that only to see if Mr. Tibbetts had any receipts he wanted me to log. I got my hat and overcoat then went down to the kitchens, ostensibly to ask what was a good path to take for a short walk that would give me a sense of the place, mainly so that if Lord Trenwych did need me for something, someone would know where to find me. Mrs. Wilson suggested a path that would take me down towards the ha-ha then turn in the direction of the coast and give me a good view of the sea. That seemed as good a destination as any, so I set out.

The walk started well enough. The sun was warm but not hot enough to make me regret my overcoat, and the path was clearly marked. Lord Trenwych’s grounds were beautiful. I could understand why he wanted to stay here, particularly as he liked silence. The formal gardens gave way to an expanse of rolling, green lawn that I could imagine Lord Hartley running across on some dare or another as a boy. Then there were fields of some yellow flowers I didn’t know the name of but made a beautiful splash of color, occasionally broken up by patches of purple flowers. There was no one around and nothing to break the silence but birds calling to each other. It was a kind of peace I hadn’t felt outdoors since I’d been in prison, and the open fields meant no one would sneak up on me with a gun or shove me off a cliff without my knowing about it. That was a sobering thought, that I had become so used to the attempts on Lord Trenwych’s life that I was starting worry about my own.

I had just found a nice tree to lean against and watch the clouds and try to think of nothing at all when the first drops of rain fell. I told myself it wasn’t much rain and that on such a lovely day it would pass quickly. Besides, in prison, it had taken a downpour for them to bring us inside when there was work to do.

But the rain didn’t let up. The few drops quickly multiplied until they obscured the view and turned the path to mud. I reminded myself that I had certainly spent time outside in worse weather, but I had become used to the warm rooms and dry clothes at Klesamor Hall. I sighed. Perhaps it wasn’t the worst thing in the world to become used to my old life. I had no intention of being caught and arrested again. Perhaps I was being overly dramatic and I ought to be glad I had a warm fire and dry socks nearby. Surely becoming more my old self wasn’t a bad thing—it was what I had longed for the entire time I’d been in prison. I turned my steps back towards Klesamor Hall.

By the time I reached the house, I was running through a proper downpour, with thunder threatening. I could swear I saw lightning as I went inside. I was hanging up my dripping coat when I heard familiar footsteps. “So, you chose today to view the grounds?” I could hear the smile in Lord Trenwych’s voice even before I turned around.

“I don’t think I saw them at their best though. However, in my defence, it was sunny when I started out.”

Lord Trenwych smiled again. “And this being England... Why don’t we go to the study before lunch and have a bit of brandy to warm you up? Al brought a fine bottle over. We could open that and have a bit while they’re setting out our meal.”

My first impulse was to say no, to wonder if it was proper for me to have brandy in the study with his lordship. Then I reminded myself that I was to stop being melodramatic. He’d asked me, and he wouldn’t have if he considered it improper. The most I allowed myself was, “If you don’t mind sharing it.”

“I enjoy the company. Come along.”

The idea of Lord Trenwych enjoying any sort of company shocked me into compliance. I divested myself of the rest of my outerwear and followed Lord Trenwych to the study.

Lord Trenwych went to the drinks cupboard and bent to open it. As he moved, I saw him hesitate. It was a tiny movement, but one which told me that he was in some pain. I wondered whether I ought to offer to help, but I knew he would see that as interference or perhaps even take it as a sign I saw some weakness in him. But he was clearly favoring his left arm. I settled for what I hoped was a neutral, “Your shoulder is still paining you?”

“It’s nothing.”

But it was clear his arm was stiff. My reprieve from worrying about death threats seemed over. “Did something else happen?”

“Yes, it started raining and my shoulder doesn’t like it.” It was almost a growl, but he didn’t make any move to send me away. In fact, he removed two glasses and a bottle and began to pour out. “Go stand by the fire. You’re starting to shiver.”

I realized I was cold and went to the fire. I wasn’t going to say anything more about his shoulder, but as Lord Trenwych brought the glasses over, he nearly dropped one, the one in his left hand of course. I felt I had to say something, if not about his injury directly, at least about the circumstances. “I went back up to the tower the day after it happened, before the workmen came. Someone had chiseled away at the stone.”

“And that surprises you?” He handed me one of the glasses.

I sighed and sipped the brandy. “It was someone who didn’t know how to break rock.”

“And you could tell that from looking at the stone?” 

The question was asked ironically, so I took a little bit of pleasure in being able to respond, “Yes, they were the same sort of marks I made before I learned to break rock efficiently.”

Any pleasure I’d taken in my response was pushed away by the look he gave me. A bit sad, a bit angry, and softer than most of his looks—almost as if he wanted to shove me behind him and keep the world away from me. And then he turned his back to me and sat down in one of the armchairs.

“I thought perhaps it might give some clue as to who it was. If we knew when people were here, who’s been up to the tower.”

“I said I wanted it kept quiet, and I meant it.”

From his tone, I knew Lord Hartley had been up there sometime recently, and that he knew that whoever had chiseled away at that stone had to know which tower he watched the sea from and which end of it he would lean on. “I’m not saying we need to bring the magistrate into it. At least allow me to look into it. Perhaps I can see something...”

“You know my reasons.” He slammed his glass down on the table without drinking from it and got up. I thought he was going to leave the room and go to the dining room without me or skip the meal altogether, but he merely went to the window and stared outside.

“I do appreciate your reasons. I won’t tell anyone what I find, certainly nothing that might cast suspicions in Lord Hartley’s direction, but maybe there would be a way to prevent another attack, or at least predict it. There’s no reason for you to face this alone.”

“So says the man who won’t accept that his job involves waiting around for the obligatory six months to pass.”

“That’s nothing at all like this.”

“And how isn’t it?”

I took a sip of brandy to give myself a moment to think. I knew the two topics were completely different, but I needed to phrase it properly. “I’m being paid. Your life is in danger.”

“And I am prepared to pay you no matter what. And I get to decide what my own life is worth.”

“What about its worth to other people?” I asked without thinking how it would sound. When I realized what I’d said, I quickly added, “Lord Hartley, for example, or your staff. Don’t they have a say in it?”

“My claim to it is better than theirs.”

I could think of several things to say to that, most of which sounded even worse than what I had said a moment before. Belatedly, I managed to say, “I wonder what Lord Hartley would think of that.”

“Probably the same as what he’d think of you going off to break rocks or muck stalls or whatever you were planning on doing when you got here if I hadn’t found you some accounting work.”

I was going to answer that what I did was none of Lord Hartley’s business when I was hit with a wave of nausea. I reached for my glass and tried another sip of the brandy. It didn’t help.

“Are you all right?” Lord Trenwych asked, all of the anger in his voice replaced with worry.

I nodded and tried to wave him away, hoping it looked as if I’d swallowed wrong or been seized by a coughing fit. But it wasn’t working. I could feel bile rising in my throat. I’d been made nauseous by food several times when I’d first arrived at Newgate until my body adapted to the rough, barely edible fare it was given there, and twice I had been made properly ill by spoiled food. This was worse than either. I closed my eyes and tried to will myself back to some sort of equilibrium. I would not cast up my accounts, not in front of Lord Trenwych. It had been humiliating enough in prison; I would not do it here, no matter how my throat seemed to burn or my guts clench.

I was wondering if it would be possible for me to get outside when it felt like my legs wouldn’t work when I felt a chair bump the back of my knees. I sat down gratefully. Then there was something metal pressed against my legs, and I felt a cool hand against the back of my neck. “Best to get the poison out quickly if you can,” Lord Trenwych said. He sat on the arm of my chair and began rubbing small circles against my neck and murmuring, “It’s all right. It will be all right.”

I tried not to think about him watching me as I cast up my accounts then retched when there was nothing left, but he stayed beside me, rubbing my neck and brushing my hair away from my face. When I’d finished, I felt weak and drained but also a bit better. Lord Trenwych shifted beside me. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

I managed to nod and open my eyes. It had been the coal scuttle that Lord Trenwych had brought over, now it was sitting on the floor in front of me. I ran my fingers through my hair and felt a film of sweat on my skin. I’d barely had time to register that when Lord Trenwych was back and pressing a glass into my hand. “It’s just water. You’ll feel better.”

I didn’t feel up to water yet, but I rinsed my mouth and spat into the coal scuttle. As I straightened up, Lord Trenwych offered me his handkerchief, which he’d been dipping in another glass of water. I took it gratefully and wiped my face. The door opened behind me, and I felt Lord Trenwych turn towards it. “Mr. Hamond has been taken ill. Send for Dr. Morgan.”

“Immediately, my lord.” I recognized Mr. Janik’s voice even though he sounded agitated. Lord Trenwych must have rung for assistance when he’d gotten me the water—and jangled the bell most violently, judging by the speed at which it had arrived.

Lord Trenwych put his arm around me. “Come along. Let’s go to the settee. You’ll be more comfortable there while we wait.”

My legs were still refusing to work, but with Lord Trenwych’s arm around me, I managed to push myself to my feet and allowed him to help me across the room to the settee by the study fire. I leaned back against the cushions and closed my eyes.

“Stay with me, William. Dr. Morgan will want to speak to you.”

I was so tired, I almost didn’t note the use of my given name, but there was some flicker of acknowledgment somewhere in my mind, and I pushed myself up a bit and opened my eyes, doing my best to stay awake while Lord Trenwych brought me pillows and a blanket and adjusted the fire screen. It seemed that as long as I kept my eyes open, Lord Trenwych wouldn’t require me to speak, so I stared into the fire and tried to will myself into feeling better. The last times I’d been so ill, I’d had no choice but to carry on—the prison physician had the reputation of being worse than anything the food could do, but here Lord Trenwych was fussing over me quite gently, removing my cravat, helping me out of my coat and waistcoat so I would be more comfortable, and running another damp handkerchief over my face.

Dr. Morgan arrived so quickly that someone must have ridden hell for leather to get him. He was shown into the study and came to kneel beside the settee. “So, you’ve been taken ill, hmm? What are the symptoms?”

I told him as best I could what had happened, with Lord Trenwych adding what he thought was helpful. Dr. Morgan nodded as he listened, then he leaned over to feel my forehead. “I can take care things now, your lordship, if you’d be so kind...”

I realized Dr. Morgan was trying to dismiss Lord Trenwych and that I didn’t want him gone. “I don’t mind if he stays. He might remember things I don’t.”

Dr. Morgan gave me a searching sort of look so I gave a small nod. I had the impression that he would have insisted on Lord Trenwych leaving otherwise. “Very well. My lord, if you’d like to sit by the table.”

Lord Trenwych obeyed quite readily.

With Lord Trenwych out of the way, Dr. Morgan got down to a more serious examination, looking in my eyes and throat and embarrassingly, the coal scuttle and asking about everything I had eaten that day. “So, nothing that was not shared with anyone else?”

I shook my head. 

“Other than the brandy,” Lord Trenwych added.

Dr. Morgan looked over at him. “You didn’t have any?”

“I had poured a glass, but Mr. Hamond took ill quite suddenly, and I didn’t have the chance to drink any.”

“And no one else is ill?”

“Not so far as I know. You could ring for someone from the kitchen to confirm it though.”

“I did ask when I came in. I’m afraid, Mr. Hamond, your symptoms point to poison.”

My head had cleared enough for all the implications of those words to register in my mind. I wasn’t sure how much Lord Trenwych wanted Dr. Morgan to know, so I asked, “Where do you think it happened?”

“The brandy seems to be the only possibility, and as it was intended for his lordship...” Dr. Morgan looked over at Lord Trenwych.

“Do you have treatment for it?” Lord Trenwych asked, ignoring Dr. Morgan’s implied questions.

“The best I can do is get it out of his system. I have some purges here that will do the trick.”

“I don’t think there’s anything left in me to purge,” I muttered as I leaned back.

Dr. Morgan ignored me and began pulling things out of his bag. Once he had administered his cure and was satisfied there was indeed no more poison or anything else inside me, he left me to rest on the settee and went to have a look at the remains of the brandy we’d been drinking. Lord Trenwych brought me another glass of water and adjusted my cushions then went to show Dr. Morgan exactly how the glasses had been prepared.

I leaned back against the cushions and tried to rest, but my mind kept going back to that one word. Poison. The brandy had been poisoned. Clearly, I hadn’t been the target; Lord Trenwych had. And as I thought back over the last hour, I realized he’d suspected it at once. He’d mentioned poison almost as soon as I became ill, although I had been too miserable to notice the significance then. The brandy had come from Lord Hartley, and he would have known no one else in the household would have had any, at least not before Lord Trenwych did. Except for me. He would have known about me. And that seemed to be enough to exonerate him, in my mind at least. And it made a good argument should Dr. Morgan bring it up. 

I interrupted my train of thought with a jaw-stretching yawn and started to wonder if I was now allowed to fall asleep. I was just thinking I didn’t particularly care if it was permitted or not when Dr. Morgan and Lord Trenwych returned. Dr. Morgan examined me again and declared me out of danger and promised to call again after I’d rested. Then Lord Trenwych rang for a servant to see him out. 

Once Dr. Morgan had left, I wondered if we were going to discuss the poison, but Lord Trenwych helped me to my feet and had me lean on him as we made our way up the stairs, with frequent breaks for me to rest against the banister. When we got to my room, a cool bath and a clean nightshirt were waiting for me. I was trying to force my tired brain to decide whether to insist that I didn’t need the bath or that I could manage it myself when Lord Trenwych simply began helping me undress as he had downstairs and supporting me as I climbed into the tub. I was too tired to be modest or to realize I was naked in front of him until I was already wearing my nightshirt and bundled into the bed. As I fell asleep, Lord Trenwych was still fussing with the covers, and my thoughts drifted to the question of why—why fuss over me when he could easily have sent a servant to do it now that I was out of danger? I didn’t have any proper answers before I fell asleep.

 

{--*--}

 

It was dark outside when I awoke, but there was a small point of light from a candle flame. I turned slowly to see if I was alone in the room, pleased to find that I did not become nauseated as I did so, and found Lord Trenwych seated by the fire—watching me sleep, it seemed. “Hello,” I murmured, to let him know I was awake.

“Hello,” he said quite gently. “Are you feeling any better?”

I sat up slowly and took stock of myself. I would not have expected blunt, gruff Lord Trenwych to have such a comforting sickroom manner, but it seemed there was a great deal I hadn’t known about him. “I think so. I don’t feel nauseated when I move.”

“Dr. Morgan said you’re to spend the evening in bed. He’ll come back tomorrow to check on you, but he seemed confident in your recovery. And Mrs. Wilson sent up some dinner for you. Nothing too taxing, but you ought to try something.” He further surprised me by picking up the tray from the desk and bringing it to the small table beside the bed.

As he’d said, the food was the sort of thing that went well for a queasy patient, several pieces of toast, a bit of butter and jam on the side, and a pot of tea under a woolen cozy. I nibbled at the toast until I began to feel able to eat a bit more and managed to ease myself into finishing most of what was on the tray. When I had finished what I was going to have, I tidied the tray as best I could and moved to get out of bed and take it somewhere, only to have Lord Trenwych, who I’d been quite certain had left once he’d ascertained that I wasn’t going to die, sweep in, leave the tea on the small table should I become thirsty, and carry the rest of the tray away. This time I was quite certain he’d gone, as I heard the door open and a few moments later close. 

I wasn’t certain what to make of that. Lord Trenwych was not the sort of man to be bringing trays around and waiting on servants or sickbeds. Perhaps when Lord Hartley had been young, but not for random employees. Although the poison was most likely for him so there may have been an element of guilt in it. I seemed to bring that out in people, in Arthur and Thomas at least. I sighed. That was the last thing I wanted to do, make people feel obligated to me in some way, but I didn’t know how to stop it. I leaned back against the pillows and resolved to stay awake at least long enough to be certain the toast and tea had been a good idea.

To distract myself, I leaned over and took the jar of salve from the nightstand. I felt a bit vain, but my hands bothered me still. I was surprised to find Lord Trenwych was still in the room, but there he was, crossing to the bed and sitting on the edge of it. He must have put the tray outside the door and returned. Without saying anything, he took the jar out of my hands and opened it, dipping his fingers in then taking my hand in his and gently rubbing the salve into my skin. His hands were warm and large and gentle. I leaned back against the pillows and watched as he made slow circles over my skin, sometimes stopping for more salve and pausing to pay special attention to the callouses that lingered on my fingers and the small scars on my palms. He was smiling as he stroked my skin—the first time I had seen him truly pleased since I’d arrived. I couldn’t help commenting on it. “You’re smiling.”

“I suppose I am.”

“Something pleases you?” I hoped it was my recovery or anything to do even marginally with me.

“I like knowing you do this; it means you know that you’re staying.”

I stared down at my hands, at his large hands gently touching them, gentle fingers sliding over the scars left from picking oakum. “I suppose it does, and I am. If you want me, of course.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I realized they could have many meanings, all of which I was quite happy for him to accept.

He was quiet for so long that I thought he was ignoring me. “I didn’t think I was lonely,” he said without preamble, “but perhaps, sometimes, Al has the right of it. I’m glad you’re here, in any case.”

I smiled at that. “So am I.”

We sat in silence while Lord Trenwych finished massaging my hands, then he got up to put away the jar. “You should rest,” he said.

I thought of protesting, but then I yawned, which made the idea of protesting seem foolish. 

When I offered no resistance, Lord Trenwych arranged my blankets for me and fluffed my pillows. I settled in, ready to sleep but sorry to see him leave. It was quite a surprise when he went not to the door but around to the other side of the bed and sat beside me, on top of the coverlet. “Rest,” he said softly, “I’ll see that you’re all right.”

I thought I ought to say something, but I suddenly felt quite safe and sleepy. Lord Trenwych slipped an arm around me and tucked me against his side. I relaxed, with my head half on his chest, and drifted back to sleep.

 

When I woke up, it was still dark in the room, still night. My head was resting on Lord Trenwych’s chest. I quickly took an inventory of my position, but I didn’t seem to have done anything embarrassing like drool on his shirt, and I was actually feeling more like myself. I tipped my head up just enough to see that Lord Trenwych was dozing beside me, his eyes closed and his breathing regular, but not deeply asleep. I wondered if I ought to wake him or enjoy where I was for a few more moments. I was just thinking how nice it would be to fall back asleep where I was when I felt him stir and his chest rise and fall with a bit more irregularity under my cheek. So he was waking up. It wouldn’t do for him to find me lolling about on his chest. I slid over so my head was back on the pillow where it belonged and watched as his sapphire eyes opened. He turned towards me at once, leaning over to look at my face. I gave him a sleepy sort of smile and pushed myself up to a sitting position.

“Did I wake you?” he asked quickly.

“No, I may have woken you though.”

He shook his head. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better. I slept well.”

He nodded and moved to push himself up. I saw a slight twinge of pain in his face as he put weight on his left arm.

“I don’t think you slept quite so well.”

He gave me a wry smile. “It’s nothing to worry about. Are you certain you’re all right?”

“Yes, I do feel much better. I think I might stay up a bit.”

“Dr. Morgan said you needed to rest.”

So did he, and not hunched up on my bed, although a part of my mind that should have known better pointed out that he would be quite comfortable if he got under the covers with me. “I think I’ll read a bit before I go back to sleep.”

Lord Trenwych seemed to approve of that. He lit a candle for me, asked if that was enough light, brought the books that had been stacked by my chair, brought a second candle to be certain I had enough light, arranged my pillows for me twice, then seemed to run out of things to fuss with. He stood there looking at me for a moment, then patted my arm and wished me a good night. I watched him leave the room, really leave the room this time, going all the way into the corridor and closing the door behind him. I was not at all sure what to make of the evening, but I felt for the first time since prison that there was someplace where I was truly wanted and needed, which was odd as Arthur had been so welcoming. I put those thoughts aside and settled in to read my book.

 

 


Chapter 8

 

IN THE END, I WAS TOO TIRED to read much. I finished a chapter in my book out of sheer stubbornness, then put out the candles, curled up under the covers, and slept. When I woke next, it was morning and I was feeling more myself. The meal of toast and jam had stayed where it ought to, and my legs seemed willing to function again. I considered that a victory and climbed out of bed to wash and dress for the day. I still had several questions about what had happened. Did whoever had put the poison in the bottle know that particular bottle had come from Lord Hartley, or had it simply been one they thought Lord Trenwych would drink from? Did they know they had missed their target? Or was I somehow a target as I was asking questions? Did they know I was asking questions? Who besides Lord Trenwych would know I was asking questions? 

Many things to wonder about, but I was certain answers would not be forthcoming. Lord Trenwych wanted to protect his son, and I could understand why. Certainly it would be nearly impossible for a magistrate to get a conviction against an earl’s son for murder, most particularly when the earl himself was the target and insisting that his son wasn’t the culprit, but that wouldn’t stop the whispers. Lord Hartley was unlikely to go to prison, but the rumors, combined with what I suspected was an open secret about his illegitimacy, could very well spoil his chances to marry into a good family, and Miss Maria’s family seemed just the sort to be scared off by such gossip, unfounded or not. I doubted that Lord Hartley would put his marriage hopes ahead of his father’s safety, even if he did love the girl, but Lord Trenwych would not want his son to suffer any disappointment that could be avoided, and I could understand that. So I was resigned not to have any answers. I dressed carefully, but there was no repeat of the nauseous feeling from the day before. Still, I opted for a simple knot in my cravat and didn’t bother to comb my hair into any particular style before I went to begin the day.

Lord Trenwych was entering the breakfast room as I came downstairs. He stopped in the doorway and waited for me. “Are you well enough to be up?”

“Yes, I feel very much myself.”

“You could spend the day in bed if it seems advisable.”

I shook my head. “I’ve slept enough.”

He didn’t say anything else, but he was very careful to arrange the toast so it was near me and the soft-boiled eggs and whatever else might be bland enough to suit a patient. From the number of bland foods and the complete lack of sausages, I assumed Mrs. Wilson had been told to cater to my health, and it seemed Lord Trenwych was content to eat whatever would suit my recovery. I took some tea and toast and ate it cautiously. I certainly didn’t want to insist I was well and discover I wasn’t while at the breakfast table. When it seemed to agree with me, I filled my plate and began to enjoy Mrs. Wilson’s excellent cooking.

“Have you plans for the day?” Lord Trenwych asked casually, and since he never asked things casually, I knew he was wondering if I had really accepted my place in the household.

“I was going to see if you needed me for the post then go downstairs and see if Mrs. Peyton would like any help with the books. Perhaps see if we can work out some sort of schedule that would be convenient for her so she knows when I’ll be working on them.”

Lord Trenwych nodded, and I saw a bit of a smile cross his lips. “Don’t work too hard. Remember, you were poisoned yesterday.”

“I’m hardly likely to forget it. Don’t worry, I was poisoned by spoiled food in prison twice and back in the quarries the next day.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew that had been the wrong thing to say.

“You’re not in prison now, and you do need to rest.” Lord Trenwych’s voice was firm. “Dr. Morgan will be in to see you today.”

“And he’ll see that I’m recovering well. I’ll write letters and do accounts, nothing to worry about.”

“And rest this afternoon?”

“Have you been resting your arm?”

That got a bit of a glare.

“I thought not. But when I’ve finished my work, I’ll sit in the library and read. Will that do?”

Lord Trenwych nodded. “And if you’re feeling up to it, I’ll show you a bit more of the grounds later.” 

Mr. Janik came in then with the post, so our conversation ended, but Lord Trenwych did hand me most of the letters, which I took as acknowledgment that I was well enough to work.

 

There weren’t many letters in the morning post, so composing replies didn’t take very long. I thought I could probably guess which families in the county had marriageable daughters and how many by the number of invitations they sent despite the regular rejections, a thought which made me smile. Once the rejections had been finished and left in the study—Lord Trenwych wasn’t there so I merely left them on the desk—I went downstairs to find that Mrs. Peyton was busy discussing the correct time and place for a cricket lesson with the footmen. I didn’t want to disturb her with something that could wait, so I returned to the library and did as I had said I would and selected a book. The window seat had the best light in the room and gave me a nice view if I wanted to let my mind drift, so that is where I settled, with the book on my knees and three pillows behind my back should I wish to rest.

I must have been more tired than I’d realized. While there was nothing wrong with the book I’d chosen, it didn’t hold my interest at all, and I found myself staring out the window at nothing more than at the words on the page. Someone was trying to kill Lord Trenwych, and they were trying to make it look like Lord Hartley was doing it. The first attempts—the curricle accident, the shots in the woods, the balustrade on the tower—all could have been accidents and nearly impossible to trace back to Lord Hartley with any sort of proof, but the latest, the poison that caught me, that was different. He was the obvious suspect in that one. So what had changed?

I tried to turn my attention back to the book, but my mind kept drifting back to that question. I couldn’t think of anything that might have made someone more desperate to finish murdering Lord Trenwych. That made me wonder about another, related question. What would change for Lord Hartley if his father died not from one of the accidents but from poison that might be traced to him? Had he been shot or broken his neck in one of the other incidents, there would have been talk, there was always talk, but there would have been nothing beyond that. As far as I could see, there would have been no way to prove that Lord Hartley had caused those things to happen and not enough doubt to bring the magistrate in—not against the new Earl of Trenwych. If Lord Hartley had caused a fuss, then it might have been investigated, but if he were behind it causing a fuss would be beyond foolish. Best to just say it was an accident and leave it at that. But the poison, that was something that would be harder to ignore. Lord Hartley would have had to bring some sort of influence to stop that from being investigated, and doing that would make him look even guiltier than a verdict in court would. So why this escalation in methods?

It all seemed to depend on why someone wanted to murder Lord Trenwych. If it was for the title, and that was the most obvious reason to murder him, then what effect would a more direct connection to Lord Hartley have? Would he still inherit? Would the title be taken from him? I wished I could write to Thomas and ask him. He’d been studying to be a solicitor and he came from a long line of barristers, so he knew a good bit about the law. But even if a letter from me wouldn’t have put his hiding place in danger, I wouldn’t have shared Lord Trenwych’s business with anyone, not even one of my dearest friends. Of course, I had done just that with Arthur. Perhaps not quite the same thing, but I had asked him for information, and he was clever enough to figure out at least some of why I was asking for it. So what had changed for me? That was a question I didn’t want to answer. I sighed and turned back to the book.

“Not enjoying that book?”

I had been so deep in my thoughts that I hadn’t noticed Lord Trenwych come into the library. “I was just thinking.”

Lord Trenwych came and sat down on the window seat beside my feet. “They don’t seem to be particularly good thoughts.”

He wasn’t going to like my questions no matter when I asked them. Perhaps it was best to get them over with while I still had a bit of sympathy from being ill. “They’re not. For example, would Lord Hartley have any reason to want you out of the way?” I couldn’t bring myself to say dead, not where he was concerned.

“If you think Al...”

I cut him off before he could work himself into a temper. “Of course I don’t think Lord Hartley is behind it, but I’m trying to think of it the way a magistrate would. And that is the first thing a magistrate would ask.”

Lord Trenwych glared at me, but he answered quite calmly. “Al has always done what I requested, more or less—finding a secretary being decidedly on the less side—”

I smiled at that.

“And I’ve tried not to be overly taxing. He does know a fair bit about running this place. If they were to succeed in killing me, he would be able to manage with Janik’s and Newton’s help. He’s been down for the harvest and the planting, and he’s ridden out with me to look at the cottages. He’s not an expert by any means, but he knows enough to manage and who to ask for help. The only reason he didn’t come down this year is the problems with Miss Maria. He wanted to stay in town while he’s courting her, and I thought it was a perfectly reasonable thing to do.”

That was more or less what I’d expected. “And how is he set for money?”

“It wouldn’t be a motive. I give him a generous allowance, and his mother’s marriage portion was in a trust for her, so she was able to leave the whole thing to him. It’s invested in the six percents, and as far as I know, he only spends the interest, but if he did fall into some debt he didn’t want to tell me about, there would be nothing stopping him from selling some of the shares and using the money.”

“And you have no objections to his choice of bride.”

“None whatsoever.”

“Then there is no motive whatsoever, unless he’s desperate for the responsibility. But someone is definitely trying to make it look like he’s behind these attempts.” I considered the other people mentioned. “What about Mr. Janik or Mr. Newton? Might either of them want you out of the way? Might they think Lord Hartley would be—I don’t know—more easily manipulated, perhaps, or deceived?”

Lord Trenwych did glare a little at the question, but this time he didn’t voice any objections. “I don’t see how. Al isn’t as much of a fool as he seems to be. They’d have as hard a time swindling money out of him as they would me. I can’t see any profit in it for them. And I can’t see either of them doing it.”

“Then who else would benefit from your death? And more importantly, who would benefit from it looking as if Lord Hartley had killed you?”

He leaned back against the edge of the window frame and stared out at the gardens. “I can’t think of anyone, and I’ve been trying for weeks now to figure it out. Every one of the accidents could be traced to Al peripherally, but only the last one has an obvious connection.”

“Then it must be someone who wants whispers but not necessarily a conviction. Although now it seems a conviction wouldn’t matter.” 

“I can’t think of anyone here who would want either. Al is very well liked, and he isn’t here often enough to make enemies.”

I nodded but privately thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea to check both statements with some of the staff or perhaps at the pub, although I hadn’t even been to the pub yet myself. “What about people he knows in London? Could something from Town have followed him here?” 

“That I wouldn’t know. I know very little of what he does in Town beyond what he tells me, and I doubt it would be the sort of thing he would tell me about.”

I wondered if Arthur knew anyone who might have heard rumors about Lord Hartley. He didn’t run in very high circles, but some of his clients were minor nobility. It was a long shot, but still possible. Of course, there was always the direct method. “Perhaps it’s time to tell Lord Hartley everything and see if he has any ideas.”

I expected Lord Trenwych to say no again, but this time he stayed silent, staring out at the gardens. Then his hand moved as if he were about to stroke my leg. He stopped himself before I could see what he had actually intended. “I didn’t want to burden him with this, but you were almost killed. Perhaps I should write him.”

I wasn’t sure why me being poisoned was worth asking Lord Hartley about while his own brushes with death were not, but I didn’t say anything. If he was going to try to stop the attempts, I didn’t want to do anything to prevent it.

Lord Trenwych got to his feet and patted my leg. “I’ll think about it at least. Now that the attempts have escalated to include you, we need to stop them.”

I turned my attention back to my book. “I would think the attempts on your life would be enough to get him involved. Why would I have anything to do with it?”

“Because I love you, of course.”

That caused me to drop my book. I didn’t even notice as it hit my knee and crashed down to the floor. “You what?”

“Love you, yes. I thought you had figured that out.”

I stared at him, not sure how to answer. “No, I hadn’t.”

“Oh. You’re usually very good at figuring people out. I’ve noticed that.” He started to fiddle with his cuffs. “I assumed you weren’t interested, and I’m quite willing to accept that as an answer.”

“Idiot,” I sighed as I got to my feet.

Lord Trenwych offered me a wobbly sort of grin. “Which of us are you addressing that to?”

“I don’t really know. It seems to apply both ways.”

Lord Trenwych stopped fidgeting with his cuffs. “Can I take it from your answer that this news isn’t entirely unwelcome?”

I crossed the short distance to him and rested my head against his chest. “You can be certain the news is anything but unwelcome. I think I’ve been falling in love with you since I got here.”

Lord Trenwych wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. I slid my arms around his waist and stroked his back through the wool of his jacket. I felt Lord Trenwych’s lips brush against the top of my head. “I knew you’d look better with longer hair,” he murmured against my hair.

“It used to be longer than this,” I said, which wasn’t terribly romantic but at least it made sense in the conversation.

“I hope you plan to wear it like that again.”

I looked up at him and smiled. “I think I could be persuaded.” I slid my hand up until it was tangling in his dark hair and drew his head down so my lips could reach his.

We were just getting to the bit where he was nipping at my bottom lip and I was trying to remember how to stay upright, when I heard footsteps in the hall outside. I stepped back quickly and out of his arms. There was a momentary flash of distress across his face, and then he realized the door was opening, gave me a small smile, and stepped to the nearest bookshelf.

“My lord, I didn’t mean to disturb.” It was Mr. Janik in the doorway. Fortunately, he didn’t look like he was aware of just what he’d been disturbing. “Dr. Morgan is here for Mr. Hamond.”

“Thank you, Janik. Show him in here, and they can retire to Mr. Hamond’s room if it seems advisable. I’ll just get my book and be out of your way.”

Dr. Morgan stepped around Janik and into the library. “I’ll be by to check your shoulder when I’m done with Mr. Hamond.”

“It’s fine.”

“Then it won’t take long.”

Lord Trenwych snorted at that and left the room.

“Always good to remind him he’s not always the one in charge. Now how are you feeling?”

“Very much myself.” Which was true in more ways than the one relevant to Dr. Morgan.

“And have you been resting?”

“I wrote a few letters this morning, read a little, nothing too taxing.”

“All right,” Dr. Morgan didn’t seem too put out that I hadn’t spent the morning in bed. “Sit down and I’ll have a look at you, unless you’d rather we do this in your room?”

Lord Trenwych had closed the door behind him, so I shook my head and allowed Dr. Morgan to complete his exam, which told me what I already knew; I was doing much better, and rest was what I needed. 

My first thought upon being released from Dr. Morgan’s care was to go and find Lord Trenwych—or was I to call him Edgar now?—in any case, to find him and continue our interrupted conversation. But when he’d finished with me, Dr. Morgan said, “Now to look to my other patient, and he isn’t nearly as well-behaved as you are,” which told me he would be closeting himself away with Lord Trenwych to examine his shoulder, and I would only be in the way. My mind was too full to concentrate on any sort of work, so I took the excuse of my recovery and settled back in the window seat with my book.

But I didn’t get much reading done either. I spent most of my time staring out of the window until Mr. Janik came in with a tray and the afternoon post, explaining that Dr. Morgan was still with his lordship, so they didn’t want to make me wait for my food. I thanked him and did my best to hide my disappointment that I would not be seeing Lord Trenwych—Edgar—soon. Not soon enough for me, anyway. While I ate, I wrote the rejections to the few invitations and put the business letters aside, then returned to the window seat and my book. 

I had intended to read again, but I ended up taking everyone’s advice and fell asleep with my head resting against the window and the book on my lap. I was vaguely aware of someone coming to take the tray away and later of someone coming in and draping a blanket over me, but neither was enough to disturb my rest, which was filled with dreams of what would have happened in that very window seat if Edgar and I had not been interrupted by Dr. Morgan’s arrival. Most had a happy ending, although a few ended with me realizing I had completely misinterpreted his desires. It was one of those dreams that finally woke me to find I had indeed been tucked under a blanket and my book put neatly on the side table. A quick glance at my watch told me it was close enough to dinner to put the book away and call an end to the day. 

Even though we didn’t dress for dinner, I went up to my room and tried to make myself look—I wasn’t sure what, but I wanted Lord Trenwych to be pleased that he’d chosen me. So I combed my hair and smoothed my shirt and took out a freshly starched cravat to tie into a Gordon knot. I considered and rejected the idea of changing into my favorite blue coat, only because I didn’t want it to be too obvious that I was making an effort. I was considering whether or not to shave—my facial hair was as blond as the rest of me so barely noticeable, but Lord Trenwych would feel it if he kissed me, but then perhaps he would like that—when the dinner gong rang, answering the question for me unless I wanted to arrive late with shaving soap on my face and most likely a nick or two. 

As I approached the dining room, I met Lord Trenwych on the landing, clearly coming from his own room. He had changed into a dark blue coat that made his eyes glow and had combed his hair and, I thought, tidied his nails. So I wasn’t the only one nervous about our meeting. I hurried as I realized he was waiting for me. I was sure there was something clever I ought to say, but Mr. Janik came swiftly through the hallway below us with the long brisk strides that made him seem not in a hurry at all but brought him to where he was going faster than anyone. It meant neither of us could say anything, at least anything important. As I joined Lord Trenwych on the landing, I brushed my hand against his arm, just enough to let him know... I wasn’t sure what, but he leaned into it ever so gently, and I knew he’d understood. 

The dining room was arranged as it always was, which made perfect sense, of course, but somehow seemed wrong. After what had happened in the library, everything should somehow be different because I felt different. I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder, almost as if he were guiding me to my place at the table, but as I had sat to Lord Trenwych’s right every night since I’d arrived, it was hardly necessary. Unless he wanted an excuse to touch my shoulder, of course. I leaned into his hand just as he had on the stairs and was rewarded with a small squeeze.

I filled my plate silently, just as I did every night, but I couldn’t help but look at Lord Trenwych’s strong, smooth hand as he reached for a serving spoon or refilled his glass, imagining it touching me, caressing my cheek as he had in the library, brushing against my shoulder as he had on the stairs, only in my imaginings, my shoulder was bare and his fingers were sliding along my skin.

“Would you like some of the haricots verts, William?”

William. So we were using given names. That felt like a level of intimacy even beyond the kiss in the library. Belatedly, I realized he had, in fact, asked a question. “Yes, please, Edgar.” His name felt right on my lips. From the way he smiled as he served me from the bowl, I suspected he felt the same.

We ate in silence, sneaking glances at each other, until Mr. Janik came in to bring the pudding. Then Edgar seemed to think we needed to speak, even though we normally did not. Or perhaps he was worried that Mr. Janik would notice something in our silence and speaking would make it easier to hide. “You’ll be pleased to know I started a letter to Al.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that with Mr. Janik still in the room. Were we letting the staff know I had been poisoned? “I’m sure he’ll be glad to hear from you. Did you say anything about me?”

“I wanted to talk to you about that before I send it.”

“So, you are mentioning my illness?”

He nodded. “I think he ought to know about it.” Mr. Janik left the room then. We ate in silence for a bit, to allow Mr. Janik to return the kitchen, I realized, when Edgar added as if we hadn’t stopped speaking, “He might have some ideas about what could be behind it. And as he did bring the bottle, he might know if someone had the chance to handle it.”

I was surprised to get even that much of an admission that there was someone threatening his life. “He does know what goes on in London. There could be some connection there.”

Edgar nodded and returned to his food. I watched the way he held his fork, the way his throat moved when he swallowed, the way the light hit his hair, and I tried to remember how to get food from the plate to my mouth.

 

When the last of the apple tart had been finished and Mr. Janik was clearing away our plates, Edgar gave me a small smile and said, “Would you to look at the letter I was writing and see if I’ve left out anything relevant?”

I couldn’t seem to make my throat produce sounds, so I nodded and followed Edgar to the study, completely unsure of what would happen. The last time we had been truly alone together, we had been interrupted before he had had the chance to show me just what he’d intended, and I had been anticipating it all afternoon, or at least when I hadn’t been worried that I’d interpreted something incorrectly. Although we had been far enough along that that misinterpretation seemed unlikely at best. 

When we were in the study, Edgar went to the drinks cabinet and got the Scotch. I watched him pour out two glasses, wondering if I should say something. But Edgar never minded silence, and when he brought my glass over, he was smiling. His fingers quite deliberately brushed mine as he handed over the glass, sending a little tingle of pleasure through me. I suspected I was blushing and quickly dropped my gaze to my glass. Edgar’s fingers brushed my wrist, then he allowed his hand to drop to his side and sipped his glass. I did the same.

“So, you really were unaware of my interest?”

I smiled a bit sheepishly. We were getting right to the point. Not that I minded. It was easier knowing where we stood. “Not unaware, just uncertain. I thought it must be in my mind. I wanted it, you see, but I couldn’t imagine that you... so when I thought you were showing off as Dr. Morgan examined your arm, or when you asked about the molly house or any of it, when I looked back at it, I thought it had to be in my mind and there would be some perfectly reasonable explanation for it later.”

“Now why on earth wouldn’t I want you?” 

Fortunately, he didn’t seem to expect an answer to that but stepped forward and wrapped me in his arms. I relaxed against his chest and closed my eyes, breathing in the scent of Scotch and lemon soap while he slid his fingers through my hair.

I was quite comfortable there in his arms and quite prepared to stay there until I realized I was leaning against his bad shoulder. “Speaking of Dr. Morgan, what was his view of your arm?”

“Nearly mended, and he didn’t even tell me to continue resting it. And your diagnoses?”

“Rest, otherwise fine.”

“Then perhaps we should retire to bed.”

I swallowed, wondering if I was right in his intentions. “Perhaps we should.” But I didn’t move out of his arms.

“I would think activities in bed would count as rest.”

I didn’t think that could be misinterpreted. “I would think so, reading and such.”

“Did you want to read in bed?”

“I did quite a bit of that this afternoon. And sleeping for that matter. Did you have some other suggestions?”

That got a slow, naughty smile. “I might.”

“Then perhaps you could demonstrate them.”

“I’d be happy to.” He leaned in and murmured against my ear, “The staff should be in their beds by midnight. Come to my room then. It will be safe.”

I nodded and left the study. It wasn’t until I was in the hallway that I realized I was still holding my Scotch.

 


Chapter 9

 

BACK IN MY ROOM, I REALIZED I had hours to wait before I could go to Lord Trenwych’s room and no idea what to do to fill them. There were other questions too: did I want to go to him dressed as I was now or in my nightshirt? Which would be easier to return in? Which would cause fewer questions? Which would he prefer? Ought I shave? I paced around the room, thinking about all these things, until Brian and Collin arrived with water for my bath.

As I washed, I made a few decisions. The first was that I was overthinking the entire thing, which didn’t help me to calm down but did force me to make other decisions. I washed but didn’t shave, as that would be a break from my normal habits and might be remarked upon. I did comb my hair, though, and tried to make it look as flattering as I could. I put on my nightshirt, as it would be easier to explain my presence in the hallways if I was ready for bed; I could easily say I had rested so much on doctor’s orders that I wasn’t tired and had finished the book I was reading and needed another. After Brian and Collin came to retrieve the tub, there was nothing to do but wait until it was time to see Edgar. And that meant plenty of time to worry. I picked up my book and sat on the edge of my bed, pretending to read. I had hoped to actually read a little, to get my mind off of my nerves, but the first thought that struck me as my mind settled was to remember that this would be the first time I’d been with anyone since the night Thomas and I had been arrested. 

 

When I heard the clock in the hall strike the hour, I put my book down, blew out all my candles except for a small one for light when I returned, and went to the door. I held my breath and listened, but I didn’t hear anyone moving about. A cautious glance around the edge of the door revealed an empty hallway, so I made my way across to the strip of light under Edgar’s door. I had just raised my hand to knock when the door opened a sliver and Edgar peered out. So he had been waiting for me. He smiled when he saw me and stepped aside so I could slip into his room.

Edgar’s room was more or less what I would have expected of him. Slightly larger but otherwise similar to mine, with comfortable leather chairs and a stack of books near each. But my perusal of his room was perfunctory at best as I quickly realized that Edgar was wearing nothing but a pair of thin cotton drawers that left nothing to the imagination, which gave me far more interesting things to examine. I had seen his bare chest before when Dr. Morgan had been examining him, but then I had been trying not to stare. Now, staring seemed quite appropriate, so I looked my fill, studying the way the candlelight hit his muscles, the hair that curled across his chest—which seemed to be just the right amount although I had never considered what the right amount was before—then letting my eyes follow it down to the spot where it disappeared below the waistband of his drawers and then to the impressive bulge tenting out the thin cotton. 

I could feel Edgar’s eyes on me as well and hoped he liked what he saw at least a little. I risked a glance at his face and saw he was smiling, the slow, warm smile that seemed to slide over my skin like warm honey. I stepped forward to touch him, running my fingertips over his chest before I remembered my hands were still rough and ruined from prison. But that didn’t seem to matter to Edgar. As my fingers slid along the ridges of his muscles, he made small sounds of pleasure, then his arms were around my waist. I could tell what he wanted and slid my arms up until I could slip them around his neck. Edgar immediately pulled me close and began pressing kisses along the side of my head, behind my ear, across my jaw. I tipped my head to the side to allow him access to whatever he wanted and felt Edgar’s arms pull me closer, pressing me against his chest. My nightshirt crumpled between us and I wanted it away, wanted to feel the scrape of his chest hairs against my smoother skin, wanted to feel the heat from his skin against mine.

I didn’t realize I had stepped away from Edgar until I felt his arms release me, leaving a feeling of unbalance. It had been so right in his arms, I felt the lack at once. As I fumbled for the hem of my nightshirt, I glanced up and saw the hesitant look on Edgar’s face and then the warm smile return when he realized what I was about. As soon as the cloth was over my head and drifting towards the floor, Edgar pulled me close again. This time I tipped my head back so his kiss landed against my parted lips. 

As soon as our mouths joined, it felt right, and I stopped worrying about what I ought to do as everything in me focused on getting closer to Edgar and making the connection last. I could feel my body straining up towards him and his arms closing more tightly around me as my tongue slid into his mouth and darted around, touching him more intimately than I would have imagined, stroking his tongue, tasting him. Edgar’s hands moved up and down my back, then further down until they were cupping my arse, kneading the muscles and pulling me closer still.

This time it was Edgar who pulled away, but only to whisper, “Bed?” and then to pull me towards it when I nodded.

The bed was only a few steps away, and as soon as we were near it, my hand went to the drawstring of Edgar’s drawers. Edgar tipped his hips forward, encouraging me to bare him, so I did, pulling the knot free then pushing his drawers down, revealing all of him. His cock was of about average length but thick and hard and beautifully formed and ready for me. I dropped to my knees before him, his magnificent cock in front of my lips. I had been in just this position with Thomas when the guard had come in. The memory hit me suddenly, making me freeze in place. I’d been naked and kneeling, and the door had flown open without warning. I’d barely had time to think but had somehow managed to say we were waiting for a girl. And then we were grabbing our clothes and being dragged to prison and the two miserable years had begun.

“What’s wrong, William?” A gentle hand was tangling in my hair. “If this is too fast, too soon, not what you wanted...”

Edgar meant if he wasn’t what I wanted. I knew that, and I knew he’d gather his clothes and let me be if I said to, so I was quick to answer. “It’s nothing like that.” We’d barely spoken since I’d entered, and I fumbled for words that would reassure him. “Not too fast, not too anything.”

His fingers kept stroking my scalp. “Then tell me, dear one.”

The endearment was what shook the words from me. “That night, the night I was arrested, this is what we were doing, getting ready to do...”

“You and your friend Thomas?” So he’d remembered everything I’d told him about that night.

“That’s right. The guards came just as I was about to...” I closed my eyes and rested against his strong thigh.

“You don’t need to. Come to the bed. We’ll do something else.” His hand slid down to my shoulder, and I knew he was going to encourage me to stand.

Guilt. Again. Somehow I managed to make everyone feel guilty. And now I was ruining the moment between us. I pushed myself back to my knees and looked up at him. “I want to. It just hit me for a moment, but I do want to. With you.”

Edgar looked down at me then slid his hand back up to my cheek and caressed my face. “Stop if you want to.”

I nodded. I wouldn’t stop. I did want to do this. I enjoyed sucking off a lover, and Edgar was more than a lover, or at least I wanted him to be. I preferred a mouth on my cock so usually initiated it, hoping the fellow would reciprocate. It somehow seemed cleaner to me to have someone spend in my mouth, without the stickiness covering my skin. And I had become quite good at it, completely mastering the art of relaxing my throat and timing my breathing, paying attention to what I liked and trying to copy it for my partners, paying attention to what seemed to please them. I wasn’t going to allow memories of my arrest to stop me from pleasuring Edgar.

I’d simply begin slowly, do something different from what I would have done with Thomas. I leaned forward and slid my cheek along Edgar’s thigh, feeling the fine hairs against my skin, then sliding my tongue along the crease where his thigh met his hip. His skin was warm and smelled of lemon, and under that, desire. I looked up. He was a beautiful man. Broad shoulders, strong thighs, dark hair dusting across his chest, leading down the thick thatch above his cock. I leaned forward and ran my tongue along the underside of his cock, flicking at the tip just where I liked it. Edgar’s large hand was still gently cradling my head, letting me do as I would. This was a man who would protect what he loved, who was willing to risk attempts on his life to keep his son from suspicion. And he would do the same for me. I kissed the tip of his cock then let it slip into my mouth. 

The feeling of Edgar stretching my lips pushed every thought of my arrest away. This was my Edgar, the dear man who’d been so kind when I’d arrived, who’d cared for me when I’d been ill, who hadn’t been bothered by my past. I slid my mouth along his shaft, keeping my lips pressed around him and my teeth out of the way while my tongue stroked and flicked. Edgar moaned, a soft sort of gasp, and I felt his fingers twine in my hair, holding on but not restricting my movement. I slowly pulled back, keeping my lips pressed against him and adding a bit of pressure with my tongue. His fingers began massaging my scalp, an unconscious sort of movement. I changed the angle of my head and rested my right hand on his thigh as I slid down again. I could feel his muscles under my hand start to tremble. I repeated the motions my tongue had made and was rewarded with more soft sounds of pleasure. I slid my left hand along his other thigh. He was mine now, completely. I was on my knees in front of him but in control. It was a heady feeling. His legs were trembling more now, getting tired I thought. I slid my left hand over to cradle his balls, gently working them with my fingertips as I worked his cock with my lips. 

Edgar’s fingers tightened in my hair a moment before he reached his crises. By then I was eager for him and swallowed greedily, content to have whatever evidence of his pleasure I could. When there was no more, I allowed his limp cock to fall from my lips and rested my head against his leg. My own cock was hard as marble, both from the feel of Edgar inside of me and the sight of him naked and strong and completely spent. I had done that to him. I had overwhelmed him and pleasured him and brought him to the edge of collapse.

Edgar leaned against the bedpost. “I am glad you didn’t listen to me, or I’d have missed that. God, that was amazing.”

I could feel myself flush with pride. My hand strayed to my own cock. It was hard and leaking and almost painfully ready. I didn’t think I could wait for Edgar to recover, not with him looking so sated and boneless and knowing I was the one that had done that to him.

“That’s mine,” he snapped as my hand started to stray to my cock.

I dropped my hand to my side.

“Kiss me,” he hissed. “I want to taste myself on you. Then tell me what I’m to do to you. But please let me touch you.”

I looked up and saw the gentleness in his face, his eyes heavy-lidded and drowsy as he watched me, the soft smile on his lips. I pushed myself up to my feet and slid my fingers along his jaw. He tipped his head and kissed my knuckles then darted his tongue out to stroke the pads of my fingers. I couldn’t help smiling at that, which made him smile, then I slid my arms around his shoulders and kissed him as he’d asked.

For someone who looked as quiet and sated as he did, he certainly managed enthusiasm for the kiss. His mouth covered mine, his tongue stroked the sensitive roof of my mouth, his teeth nipped at my lips. And then he was lifting me up and carrying me to his bed, where he lay me down in a nest of blankets and began kissing me again, little nips of his teeth against my neck, smooth strokes of his lips over my nipples, flicks of his tongue over my belly, until he had made his winding and maddening way to my cock, which was even harder than it had been when he’d stopped me from stroking myself off. 

And then his mouth was around my cock, warm and wet and perfect. I clutched at the blankets, trying not to thrust into him, trying not to do anything he might not like, to keep the feeling of him around me as long as I could. He was as good at fellatio as I was, or he’d made note of everything I’d done and was trying to reciprocate. Either way, desire curled in my groin and sent warm strands of pleasure through my limbs and made me feel as though I were melting into the bed. I felt Edgar’s hand slide under my hips, pushing gently, encouraging me to move. I thrust up into his mouth gently, then again with more abandon as he didn’t seem to mind, and then I couldn’t draw it out any longer and spent into his mouth.

When my mind returned from wherever it had gone, possibly into Edgar’s mouth with the rest of me, I was collapsed on his bed and Edgar was beside me, stroking my face. “You enjoyed that then?”

I smiled up at him. “How could I not?”

“I’m terribly out of practice, I wasn’t sure if I remembered....”

“I can’t wait to see what you’re like in practice then.”

He laughed and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. “Stay at Klesamor Hall and find out.”

Before I could answer, Edgar was getting us tucked into bed. I was going to say I ought to return to the safety of my room, but he had me nestled under the covers and his arm was around me and I was too spent to do more than murmur, “Good night” and drift to sleep beside him.

 

{--*--}

 

I must have slept through the night, nestled against Edgar, warm and safe in his bed, since when I awoke, the first dim sunlight was coming through the edges of the curtains. I rolled over and enjoyed the way the sunbeams outlined the curve of Edgar’s shoulder, the line of his neck, the firm arc of his bicep. Edgar must have felt my gaze as he opened his eyes and gave me a slow, lazy smile that made him even more decadent and gorgeous. I was just getting ready to show my appreciation when I realized what that meant. “I should have left ages ago.”

“No, you should be right where you are so I can admire how your hair looks in the morning light.”

“But if someone comes...”

“Who’s going to come?”

Edgar looked altogether too relaxed about discovery, but then he had probably never been discovered before. I shoved that thought away and said, “Your valet for one.”

Edgar slid a hand along my neck up into my hair. “You don’t need to worry about Johnson. He used to be a footman here.” Edgar twined his fingers in my hair. 

I waited for him to explain how being a footman meant I didn’t need to worry about being found in the master’s bed. 

Edgar moved to caress the edge of my chin. “I said I hadn’t visited a molly house in years. The last one was in Penmor, rather well known among our set, and I ran into Johnson there, entertaining a rather good-looking young fellow. My first thought was to panic.” He slid his hand along my cheek. “My second was that it was convenient.” His hand slid back into my hair, cradling the back of my head. “I promoted him to valet, we agreed never to speak of it again, and I never went to another molly house in the area.”

I could think of several questions to ask, the chief among them what Johnson would do if it came to turning in Edgar or himself, but none seemed important at the moment, and we seemed safe enough, so I leaned up and pressed my lips to his. The kisses were as decadent and consuming as the night before, but when Edgar’s hand strayed down my chest, clearly making for my cock, we both heard the sounds of the staff moving around downstairs. I didn’t think Edgar was bothered by it, but he could see I was, so he pulled me close for a moment and kissed me again, then released me. “I suppose we can get a few more hours sleep if you go back to your room.”

I leaned over and gave him one more kiss. “I suppose so. I wish it were otherwise.”

“So do I. But we’ll see each other in a few hours.”

I nodded and squeezed his hand then went to collect my nightshirt and slip back to my room. 

There were no servants in the hallway, so I had no trouble returning to my room. The bed seemed too big and too empty, but I was the one who had insisted on leaving Edgar’s warm and perfectly sized bed, so I slid under the sheets and lay back thinking about how wonderful the night had been until I drifted back to sleep.

 

When I woke for the second time, I was in my own room. I hugged the blankets to me and couldn’t help smiling. I’d spent the night with Edgar. I’d sucked Edgar off and been quite thoroughly pleasured in return then fallen asleep in his arms, and he’d wanted me to stay in his arms for as long as I possibly could. I pulled myself out of bed and went to contemplate my meager wardrobe. This was definitely a day for the blue coat.

There was no feeling of awkwardness as I went downstairs, and that surprised me. One of the things I had enjoyed about having a bit of fun with Thomas or Arthur was how simple it was the next morning. The few times I had been with someone else, there had always been a certain awkwardness at the next meeting, mostly on my part I’m certain. Wondering what to say, if I should give some hint as to what had happened or if that would be too risky or unwelcome in general, or if they would think the night had meant something more than I had. I didn’t feel the need to worry about any of that with Edgar. Part of it was simply that I knew he wouldn’t speak much at breakfast, so I could stay silent myself until I knew how he wanted to proceed, but that wasn’t all of it. While I was usually concerned about everything from who should speak first to whether I ought to invite the fellow to some neutral, manly sort of thing and try to be friendly beyond the bedroom or if that was too much, the only thing that I found myself fretting over was when I should use Edgar’s given name and when to go on calling him Lord Trenwych, and really that wasn’t anything to be fretting over at all.

If there had been any lingering worries, the way Edgar looked at me as I crossed from the staircase to the breakfast room would have put them to rest. He was waiting for me by the door, adjusting his cuffs then looking up to see if I was coming. When he spotted me, his face broke into a smile, the one I’d seen on his face the night before when I’d cuddled up against him and fallen asleep. There was no way to mistake that look for anything other than pleasure at seeing me. I hoped my answering smile showed at least a little of that warmth. As it was, there was no need to talk, no need to find a way around any awkwardness. We didn’t normally converse at breakfast, so the silence was comfortable. It felt as if we’d been sharing breakfast after a night of passion for months instead of it being the first time, and that thought made me smile into my eggs.

“What is it, William?” Edgar finally asked, confirming that we were still using given names in the privacy of the breakfast room at least.

“It’s just all so comfortable.”

Edgar seemed to understand at once. “It is, isn’t it?” He smiled at me again and pushed the plate of toast towards me.

I was slathering my toast with Mrs. Wilson’s currant jam when Mr. Janik came in with the post. Edgar flipped through it and pulled one out. “One for you today.”

“For me?” I took the letter he passed over and immediately recognized the handwriting. “It’s from Arthur. I suppose I should have known. Who else would be writing me?”

Edgar stacked the rest of the letters into a neat pile. “So, your family isn’t interested in how you’re getting on?”

That question surprised me, although perhaps it shouldn’t have as we had spoken a little of my family when I’d first arrived. Since we had moved to decidedly more intimate terms, I didn’t mind satisfying his curiosity. “They’re not interested in me at all. I wrote my sister when I got out, so they know I’m not dead or coming to ask for money. I think that’s enough for them.”

“Their loss, then. These other letters can wait. I’m sure you’ll want to read that at once.”

I debated whether or not to tell him what I suspected the letter was about, but we were on more intimate terms, so I supposed I ought to. “I had written to him about our troubles here.”

“I see.”

His voice went too soft, and I couldn’t tell if he was annoyed that I had shared details of the attempts on his life with someone he didn’t know without having mentioned it to him or not. Surely he realized Arthur couldn’t have gotten the letter and responded to it already if I had written after my own brush with his would-be killer. “He knows a lot of well-connected people in Town. I thought he might have some suggestions if any of this goes back to London.” When Edgar still didn’t say anything, I added, “He’s the one who came to help when I was arrested and the one who was there to meet me when I got out. I’d trust him with anything.”

Edgar nodded. “I’m sure he’s earned it.”

I couldn’t tell what to make of that. I finished my toast and took my letter to the library.

 

In the library, I closed the door and seriously considered locking it, only to realize I didn’t have the key. So this was how our disagreements would go, quiet and strained between us until... until I didn’t know what. Not that Edgar was in the wrong. I shouldn’t have shared his family business with anyone, not even Arthur. I’d have to apologize at some point. It was my fault for overstepping my position. But it would be easier if Arthur had found something useful, something would point to the real culprit and away from Lord Hartley. With that in mind, I brought the letter to the desk and quickly broke the seal and started to read.

“William,

“I hope this finds you well. I’m writing this as I travel and may have paid for too many pages, but I suppose that is the risk one takes when one franks a letter in advance.”

I knew what that meant at once. It was a system we had come up with in school to hide notes to each other over the holidays. We had thought we were so clever, although it was really quite a simple dodge. I went through the pages I’d been sent, all of which were written on different sorts of paper, hence his comment about writing while traveling I assumed; as students, the variety of papers would not have been commented on. I glanced at each page until I found the one I wanted. A page that ended in a full paragraph on one side and began with a completely new topic on the other, in this case, a short update on a mutual friend on one side and a description of some new books he’d read on the other. I flicked and bent the corners until I managed to separate one of them and pulled the two sheets of paper apart. As I said, a rather simple trick. With so many different kinds of paper, one sheet that was thicker than the others wouldn’t stand out. The placement of the paragraphs made it seem to fit normally into the letter, but if someone did realize there were two sheets stuck together, they wouldn’t attach undue importance on what was said if it looked as if they’d stuck together accidentally, and there would be no trouble with the post as the correct number of sheets had indeed been paid for. The only sign that it was intentional was the thin line of wax around the edges used to hold the sheets together, but we had managed to perfect using just enough to hold them without being obvious. I settled in to read his news.

“Now for the gossip.” No mention that I had asked for it, in case the secret note was found. He didn’t want to get me in trouble with my new employer. Of course, I’d already managed to do that myself.

“There is not much gossip about Lord Trenwych. He rarely comes to town and is considered a recluse but also a good landlord. There is a bit of scandal about Lady Trenwych, although she was well-liked so most people pretended not to believe most of it. The largest scandal I think you know about, that Lord Hartley bears no resemblance to his parents at all, but as Lord Trenwych accepted him without reservation and Lady Trenwych was, as I said, quite popular and also quite rich and titled after her marriage, even the primmest old biddies accepted the story that he takes after some long-forgotten branch of the family. It certainly helps that Lord Hartley is also rich and well-liked around town. He runs with the Corinthians, but not to a dangerous degree. He is known for driving to an inch and mild gaming, no worse than most. He was quite sought after as a dinner guest until it became obvious that he had settled his affections on a Miss Maria Lanyon, although as he is good looking and can be counted on to ask other ladies to dance once he’s secured his limit with Miss Maria, he is still regarded as a desirable guest.

“I have found very little on Miss Maria. I’ve seen her on one or two occasions and found her to be pretty and amiable. Certainly nothing anyone would object to. If Lord Hartley is in love with her, I wish him well of it. It should be a perfectly reasonable match, although I don’t think it will be happening soon. Mr. Lanyon is a rather ridiculous figure who insists that his older daughter is married before the younger ones, and that may prove to be a problem for the couple. Miss Lanyon has been groomed since birth to marry a duke, which probably seemed quite reasonable when her father was wealthy and many a duke is cash poor, but the Lanyon fortunes have changed in the last year or so. I haven’t been able to hear all of the details, but it seems a combination of poor investments, a downturn in their business, gambling, and overall extravagance have devoured the family coffers. I don’t think they’ll be able to scrape together a duke-worthy dowry, or even a baronet-worthy one. You might mention it to Lord Trenwych so he isn’t surprised when his future daughter-in-law comes to the family with three guineas and a set of good china. I don’t think it’s quite as dire as that yet, but Miss Lanyon is still only flirting with dukes or their direct heirs. I am told by Fenning’s sister that she won’t even stoop to dance with a marquess, so Lord Hartleys might be in for a long engagement.” 

I’d have to remember to suggest Lord Hartley look for old, decrepit dukes as potential suitors for his future sister-in-law.

“I have not been able to get a look at the Duke of Brexley, but I did get the details of the duel from my club. Be aware these are all second- and third-hand accounts. It occurred almost four years ago. Lady Trenwych had a reputation as someone who took lovers. From what I’ve gathered, and this bit came from Mrs. Grantly so take it how you will, had she been Lord Trenwych it would have been quite the normal thing, but as Lady Trenwych, it was not quite a scandal as she was well-liked but certainly a source of gossip. Brexley seemed to think her reputation meant he could have some claim on her attentions. Lord Hartley disagreed, and they met at dawn. I am attempting to run into either of the seconds so I can find out what actually happened, but what I know for certain is that Brexley was shot in the shoulder and managed to survive. Lord Hartley escaped with a scratch on his arm where Brexley’s shot missed, so it seems clear to me they were both planning to aim true. All of the sympathy seems to have been on Lord Hartley’s side, both sentimentally as he was defending his mother and because from what I gather Brexley’s behavior was truly vile and at least some of it was in public. Brexley left town soon after, but then he is frequently out of town so whether the two things were connected or not I don’t know. I will attempt to get a look at him if I can, but he is currently looking at his holdings in Scotland, or so I’m told. No one seems to know where exactly these holdings are.

“There is a new play at Covent Garden. I’m thinking of going to see it...”

I stopped reading there. That was clearly a paragraph meant to make the page end on a full paragraph so the new one starting on the other side would make sense if the page was unstuck by someone other than me. I folded up the letter and wondered what to make of this new information. I liked the Duke of Brexley as a suspect, but we didn’t know enough about him. Still, Arthur was trying to find out more. It would certainly be convenient if he were the culprit, trying to extract some sort of revenge. 

There didn’t seem to be much else I could do with Arthur’s information unless I wanted to bring it to Edgar and see if he had any ideas, but I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do about apologizing for writing to Arthur. That also meant I wouldn’t be going into his study and asking for the rest of the morning’s mail. Instead, I went down to the kitchen, where thankfully Mrs. Wilson had just gotten a fresh stack of receipts for things she’d purchased in the village. I brought them and the ledgers up to the library as I was in no mood to converse with any kitchen maid who happened to poke her head in. I settled in at my desk to spend a morning doing something as simple and familiar as logging purchases.

A little before noon, the library door opened and Edgar looked in. “I’m not disturbing, am I?”

I neatened up the stack of receipts that I finished entering quite a while before but was still using as an excuse to stay closeted in the library. “Not at all.” I almost added that it was his house, but I knew that wasn’t really what he was asking. He had been annoyed that I had written to Arthur, and now he was ready to talk about it, or yell at me, or something. In a way, it was a relief to get it over with, and I thought I’d head him off before I lost my nerve. “I’m sorry I wrote to Arthur without asking you, but you were determined to do nothing, and I was worried about you.”

It seemed I had managed to shock Edgar. At least he stopped in his tracks and stared at me with a blank expression. “About me? Why?”

That seemed an obvious question. “Because there had been three attempts on your life.”

“Al would have had you stay on no matter what. And if I were dead, there’d be the estate to see to.”

Now it was my turn to stare at him and his ridiculous answer. “I didn’t want you dead. I... I liked you, even then.” 

“I can’t see why. I almost threw you out on the spot.”

I laughed. As if that had mattered. “But you didn’t. And, I don’t know, why do you like me?”

“You’re wonderful,” he answered with such promptness I couldn’t help but be flattered.

“Well, so are you.”

He snorted at that but came over to the desk where I was sitting. “Did he say anything useful?”

It seemed we had forgiven each other. I picked up the letter and held it out to him. “I’m not sure. He’d heard a bit about all of the players involved. See what you think.” I wasn’t sure if that was a good idea considering it was about Edgar’s family and Arthur hadn’t known that I would be showing it to him when he’d written it. Still, he hadn’t said anything terrible about anyone, and if I was going to share Edgar’s business with someone, the least I could do was share the resulting information with him.

Edgar looked surprised and a little hesitant, but he took the letter and sat on the edge of the desk to read it. I watched him scrape at the edge of the page before he started.

“Candle wax,” I told him. When he gave me a look of complete confusion, I explained our system of secret notes, which made him laugh and made me realize what a wonderful sound it was and how I didn’t hear it enough.

Edgar read the letter in silence. “It’s nice to know they’re well thought of in Town.” He handed the letter back. “And there are a few details about Brexley I didn’t know. Such as Al getting wounded in the duel. He never told me that.”

“Probably didn’t want to worry you. Sounds like someone else I know.”

Edgar gave me the smallest of smiles. “So, you’re saying he’s more my son than we think.”

“Something like that.”

“Well, I was annoyed that you’d written seeing as I told you quite emphatically that I wanted it kept quiet, but your Arthur seems like a nice fellow, and now that you are directly involved you do have some right to say what we do.” He put his hand over mine and stared down at the desk. “I’m trying to say I was angry but was foolish to be, and I hope I didn’t scare you away, not when I’ve just found you.”

I put my left hand over both of ours. “You were right to be mad. I shouldn’t have written...”

“You apologize too often. Sometimes you are right, you know. More often than you let yourself believe, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn.”

I smiled at that but didn’t answer. “So, we’re all right then?” I asked instead.

“We are.”

“Then I’ll come get your letters and start writing replies.”

He laughed. “All right, after we eat. I saw Janik setting up the breakfast room for us. It should be ready.”

 

 


Chapter 10

 

AFTER WE ATE, I BROUGHT the kitchen ledgers and receipts back downstairs to Mrs. Wilson and collected the morning’s letters from Edgar, which now also contained the afternoon post, then settled into the library to work. Everything seemed easier now that I knew Edgar was no longer upset with me. I wasn’t sure what to make of his idea that I apologized too often or for things I didn’t need to, but he seemed happy to be around me again, so I would try to apologize less when he was around and be glad of what I had. I finished the rejections of invitations quickly then stared at the stack of business letters to be written. Really, it was a very small stack. Surely it would be better to see if there were any more before I started. At least that was the argument I gave myself for getting up and going to the study. I wanted to see Edgar, and as he was right down the hall, there was no reason not to.

As I crossed the hall, I heard the sounds of doors opening and closing and what had to be half the staff heading towards the entryway. I wondered what that meant. It almost sounded as if we had company, but I knew Edgar didn’t like to entertain. I strained to hear, but the front hall was too far away for any specific sounds to reach me, so I gave up and went to the study door.

Edgar smiled when I entered the room. I made certain to close the door behind me before I crossed to his desk, and it was good I did as the first thing he did when I was within reach was pull me into an embrace and press a quick kiss to my lips. I kissed him back and rested my head against his chest, enjoying my welcome. I didn’t move away as I said, “I thought I’d see if you had any more letters for me to write before I started on what I had.”

“Very sensible, although there aren’t any, so you don’t need to hurry away.”

I was quite content to stay where I was until I heard more of the same sort of commotion I’d heard before, only now it seemed to be on the nearby staircase. I stepped back to be safe and asked, “Are you expecting anyone?”

Edgar shook his head. “It’s probably deliveries or something. Don’t worry, Janik is quite capable of sending anyone away.” 

I was about to step back into Edgar’s arms when the study door flew open and Lord Hartley stormed into the room. “Why did I have to hear about an attempt on your life from Dr. Morgan?”

Edgar didn’t allow himself to become angry. “Why is Dr. Morgan writing you about my health?”

“I have to find out what’s going on from someone, and I didn’t want to ask Mr. Hamond to spy on you until he was established here. Now, how many attempts have there been?”

Edgar looked ready to be mulish, so I said, “Four that I know of, counting the poison.”

“Four? What on earth is going on?”

“We’d all like to know,” I told him.

“Father?”

Edgar sighed. “I wasn’t certain any of the other attempts were attempts and not simply accidents.”

“And what sort of murder attempts might be accidents?”

I could tell Edgar was still being stubborn, so I glared at him to let him know one of us had to tell Lord Hartley. Edgar shrugged and went to the cabinet to pour himself a drink, so I gave Lord Hartley the briefest rendition I could. “An overturned candle, some loose stones on the balustrade of one of the towers, and your curricle overturning.” 

Lord Hartley gave an exasperated sigh. “Four attempts on your life and you don’t tell me? Really, Father, what did you expect me to do?”

Edgar came back to the desk with a glass of brandy. “You didn’t tell me you were wounded in a duel.”

“And how did you hear about that?”

Edgar sipped his drink and ignored the question.

Lord Hartley turned to me. “And you could have written to me. Weren’t you the least bit concerned?”

“Of course I was concerned.”

“But not enough to involve me or even Dr. Morgan. Not until you became ill yourself. You seem fine now.”

“Dr. Morgan is very good.”

“Or you didn’t have much. It would be a good cover, take in a little bit of the poison to divert suspicion. How much did you see him drink, Father?”

I hadn’t intended to fight with Lord Hartley, I really hadn’t. I wanted him and Edgar to discuss the whole matter calmly and figure out who was trying to hurt Edgar. Besides, it would have been foolish to fight with my employer’s well-loved son and even worse with my new lover’s, but he had all but accused me of trying to kill Edgar. “I wasn’t even here for the first attempts. One of which was your crash in the curricle. And it was your brandy that almost killed me.”

“After it sat in this house for days where anyone could tamper with it. Are you accusing me now? Do you think I want him dead? And after I was willing to hire you in spite of you being in prison.”

“You’re both being ridiculous,” Edgar said without raising his voice.

“No, Father, I’m trying to be logical. Isn’t that what you’ve said I should do? Think? And poisoning yourself seems to be a very clever plan. And didn’t he used to work in the quarries? Wouldn’t he know how to break stone?”

I wanted to say something, but thinking of the quarries, of being in prison where fighting back was the last thing a prisoner with any sense did, most especially someone as small and looked down upon as I was, stopped my tongue cold. And I didn’t want to anger either of them any more than I already had, so I stared down at my hands and tried to think of a way out of this mess.

Edgar took another sip from his glass then put it down on the desk. “You are the two most important people in my life, and I am not choosing between you. Now sit down. We’ll have a drink and sort all this out. I’m sure there’s a logical explanation.”

I gave the glass a wary look. After my last glass of brandy in the house, I wasn’t eager to try it again.

“I’m not sure that’s quite what we should be doing, considering,” Lord Hartley said as he eyed the bottle with about as much enthusiasm as I had.

“It’s perfectly safe, or if it isn’t, it’s a very slow acting poison, and Dr. Morgan will have plenty of time to get to us. I’ve been drinking it almost since you walked into the room, and I’m fine.”

I stared at the glass on the table. He’d been testing his own drink for poison? “What were you thinking?” I exclaimed just as Lord Hartley snapped, “Are you an idiot, Father?”

We both realized what the other had said at the same time and exchanged sheepish looks.

Lord Hartley held out his hand. “I didn’t really suspect you, not seriously. It was just finding the evidence...”

I didn’t make him finish the thought and accepted his handshake. “If it helps, I never thought you were trying to murder your father.”

“You mean you thought I was trying to kill you? Why?”

“Well, I mean, it’s one thing to hear of someone doing something in the past and quite another when it’s your father...”

Lord Hartley’s face suddenly cleared as he caught on to what I was saying. “You mean you two are... I want to hear all about it.”

I thought about what Edgar and I had been doing the night before. “You’re certain?”

Lord Hartley started to nod then seemed to realize what he’d just asked. “I assume you both sit on the settee and hold hands, right?”

“Please continue imagining that,” Edgar said flatly. “Now can we discuss this sensibly?”

But Lord Hartley was still grinning over his discovery. “If I’d’ve known that was what you needed... Someone to sit on the settee with, I mean, why I could have...”

“So, you didn’t know?” I asked, mainly to distract him from thoughts of what we had been doing together.

“No, I wish I had. Wouldn’t that have been abominably clever of me to find someone like you to fill the post? And then tell him about your past so he’d know he could talk about it? It would have been my greatest triumph.”

I remembered how he’d barely interviewed me at all before offering me the position. At the time I’d thought he was simply careless, but now I found I was curious. “Why did you pick me, then?”

“Well, Dorsey did recommend you. And I knew Father knew about Johnson, or I assumed he did, so he wouldn’t care about your inclinations if he didn’t care about Johnson’s. I say, you did know about Johnson, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” Edgar was clearly ready to be off the subject.

“And you and Johnson never...”

“Definitely not.”

“Well, that’s a relief. I can just manage the image of you and Mr. Hamond. I could not manage you and Johnson.”

“Should I assume that’s a compliment?” I asked.

“Most definitely.”

Edgar sighed. “Can we return to being sensible?”

“Were we sensible at some point to return to?” Lord Hartley asked.

“You weren’t, but Mr. Hamond has managed it while you were gone.”

“Please tell me you don’t call him Mr. Hamond when...”

“Do you want a description of what Mr. Hamond and I get up to?”

Lord Hartley blinked like some sort of an owl as he realized what he was being asked then turned to the drinks Edgar had set out on the desk. “So, you’re certain this stuff is safe?”

“I haven’t collapsed yet.”

“Good, then I’ll have a double after that conversation. Mr. Hamond?”

I did need something after discussing my relationship with my employer with my employer’s son. “Just a little.”

But Edgar had already fixed me a drink just as he knew I liked it and handed it over.

Lord Hartley fixed his own glass. “So, how did you know about the duel?”

Edgar didn’t answer, so I felt I had to. “When I realized how serious everything was, I wrote to a friend of mine in town, Sir Arthur Holden.” I could see a flash of recognition followed by confusion cross Lord Hartley’s face, so I added, “He’s who I was staying with when I was in London. When I got out of prison. He’s invested in quite a few businesses, so he knows quite a lot of prominent people and hears a fair bit of the gossip—mostly to make certain it’s not about our little group, I think. But he wrote back and told me about your duel with Lord Brexley, and I showed the letter to your father.”

“You’ll be glad to know you’re still considered acceptable dinner company,” Edgar added.

“My scintillating conversation, no doubt.”

“Your willingness to dance with anyone,” Edgar answered.

“Well, I do need to fill time between my dances with Miss Maria. Do you suppose he could be behind it?”

I assumed he meant Lord Brexley. “Arthur was going to try to find out more about him, but he didn’t have enough information. Do you think he’s a good suspect?” I hoped he was. That would make it all so much easier than the constant suspicion, although going after a duke for attempted murder was another sort of complication altogether.

Lord Hartley sipped his brandy and considered. “No, I think that’s mostly wishful thinking. He’s mad at me, I’m sure, but I would think he’d come after me, not Father. That’s too subtle for him. And believe me, he is not a subtle man.”

“And is there anyone else?”

He shook his head. “Not that I can think of quickly, but now that I know about it, I’ll see if anything strikes.” He drained the last of his glass and set it down on the desk. “Now if you two will excuse me, I’ll go upstairs and freshen up before dinner. I’m sure you want to apologize properly to each other.”

Edgar finished off his drink as well. “But you two were fighting.”

“And making up is such fun, and really, Mr. Hamond is not my sort at all. No offense.”

“None taken.”

“So, I will allow you to make my apologies for me.” And with that, Lord Hartley left us.

Edgar took my empty glass from me and put it beside his. “He truly didn’t mean anything by what he said just then. He uses logic so infrequently that he’s bound to have a few missteps when he does.”

“I understand.”

“I think you do.” He leaned over and kissed me just behind my ear. “I’d best make certain Mrs. Wilson knows he’s here so she has enough to serve us. And so Mrs. Peyton can prepare a room.” He went to the bellrope.

“I’ll put my things away in the library and see you at dinner.” I didn’t wait for an answer but slipped away. I was still shaken from Lord Hartley’s accusations, even though I knew he hadn’t meant them, and still worried about what else might go wrong, particularly if our would-be assassin knew Lord Hartley was here.

 

{--*--}

 

There wasn’t much for me to do in the library, so I tidied the desk and went to my room where I dithered over what to wear until it was too late to change clothes anyway and went back downstairs. When I entered the dining room, it was to find the others already there and Lord Hartley sitting in my seat. Of course, it wasn’t my seat. It was perfectly correct that the son and heir should sit at his father’s right. I made my way to the place set to the left of Edgar. Lord Hartley looked up as I came in and smiled. I smiled back, hoping I didn’t look disappointed as I didn’t want him to think our earlier argument was the problem. But of course my face showed exactly what I was thinking, and Lord Hartley gave me a quizzical look. I dropped my gaze and tried to pay attention to the place setting in front of me, lining up the ends of my forks as if it were something that mattered to me.

“I’ve taken your place, haven’t I?”

I looked up, surprised that Lord Hartley had gotten to the heart of the matter so quickly. “It wasn’t mine to take.”

“Of course it was, is. I mean...” Lord Hartley flopped back in the chair with a groan. “Is there any way for me to say I’m glad you’re here without imagining what you two are actually doing?”

Edgar reached for the dish of haricots verts and spooned some onto his plate and then onto mine. “I thought we agreed that William and I are sitting on the settee holding hands. Which is exactly what you and Miss Maria are doing and will continue to do once you’re married. How you will manage an heir, I have no idea.”

“And I’d prefer you not think about it,” Lord Hartley said rather primly. “Now do I get any of those? No one in London makes a butter sauce like Mrs. Wilson.”

Edgar passed the plate over, and we fell into our normal silence, or as close to our normal silence as we could with Lord Hartley babbling on about what was going on in London, none of which seemed relevant to our problems here or to anyone other than Lord Hartley, although it did allow me to tell myself that that was why the meal seemed less comfortable than usual and not any of the thoughts floating around my mind, only some of which were related to Lord Hartley taking my place beside Edgar and our earlier fight. 

“You’re still looking glum. If I’ve offended you in any way, really...”

Lord Hartley’s words startled me out of my thoughts. “No, it’s not that at all.” I realized the only way to assure Lord Hartley that I wasn’t upset with him was to tell him what was bothering me, which wasn’t going to please him any more than the thought of upsetting me. “I was just thinking that if someone wants to make it look like you’re trying to kill your father, they’re most likely to do something while you’re here or just after you leave.”

Whatever Lord Hartley had been expecting, it hadn’t been that. “I hadn’t thought of that. You don’t think I’ve put him in more danger by coming, do you?”

Edgar broke into our conversation. “They’ve been trying whether you’re here or not. I don’t think this will make much difference.”

I could tell Lord Hartley wasn’t convinced, so I added, “And they would have to know you’re here before they could try something. I would think that would narrow down the list of suspects considerably.”

“The staff knows I’m here and everyone at my place in town. Have you looked at who here could have done it?” Lord Hartley looked at his father.

When Edgar didn’t say anything, I replied, “We’ve been looking at the staff, but there’s no motive. What about your staff? Would any of them have reason to want you accused of murder?”

“I wouldn’t think so, but that’s not really something you wonder about daily, is it?”

“And did you tell anyone else you were coming here?”

“No, as soon as I got Dr. Morgan’s letter, I threw some things in a bag and came down in the curricle.”

“But you did tell your staff.”

“Of course.”

“And you didn’t tell them not to tell anyone.”

“I suppose it didn’t cross my mind.”

“So, anyone who calls at your house would know and might tell anyone who asked.”

“I suppose, but it would have to be someone who called regularly, someone who knew I was here the last time as well.”

“Do you know of anyone like that?”

“No, no one at all.”

Of course, that wasn’t right at all. The first name that popped into my mind was Miss Maria, but I had the good sense not to mention her. Lord Hartley would most likely draw my cork if I so much as suggested she was behind it, and I had no doubt he could throw a punch almost as well as he could drive. Instead I said, “It could be someone who talks to someone who calls frequently, and someone they think of as harmless.”

“That rules out Brexley then. None of my friends would say a word to him.”

“Could your staff be bribed?”

“No, not even by someone they knew. And if any of them came down here, Janik and Mrs. Peyton at least would recognize them.”

I wondered how he could be so certain of his servants but didn’t ask. I wouldn’t rule them out just yet. “And perhaps nothing will happen, and then we’ll know it’s someone who wouldn’t know about your plans if they were made at the last second.”

“That would be something, I suppose. You’re very quiet, Father. What nefarious actions are you planning? You’d better share with the committee.”

“Nothing, just listening.”

“I know you better than that.”

Edgar snorted at that.

Lord Hartley turned to me. “It seems you’ll simply have to tease it out of him.”

I wasn’t sure how to answer that.

Edgar solved the question for me. “While we’re sitting on the settee?”

“Holding hands, exactly. Are there any more haricots verts?”

So he wanted to change the subject. I pushed the serving plate over to him, and the discussion seemed ended. But as Edgar passed me in the hallway on our way to the study for an after-dinner drink, he whispered, “Midnight.” So we were meeting again. He wanted me in his room, in his bed again. It seemed a risk with Lord Hartley here, but one look at the hesitation in his eyes and I knew I didn’t care what Lord Hartley thought or heard. I nodded.

 

{--*--}

 

This time, I was so worried about accidentally running into Lord Hartley in the hallway that I didn’t have any energy left to worry about seeing Edgar. I washed and changed into my nightshirt and combed my hair without once considering that there might be something else I ought to be doing. Instead, I was worrying about what to say if Lord Hartley should be in the hallway going to look for a book in the library or something to drink in the study. But when midnight struck and I looked out into the hallway, it was empty, and the only light was from under Edgar’s door.

This time the door opened before I’d even had a chance to knock, and Edgar peered out. He quickly stepped aside so I could enter. He was clad only in his drawers again, giving me an excellent view of his chest, which I took full advantage of, staring for a moment, then sliding my hands over his skin and finally relaxing into his embrace. It only took a moment for him to remove my nightshirt and for his drawers to follow, and then we were moving to his bed, leaning against the post, kissing, touching, pressing against each other. 

It was Edgar who pulled away first and lay back on the bed, spread out in front of me, letting me see all of him, so I took the chance to admire the planes of his chest then to explore them with my mouth and tongue while Edgar made small sounds of pleasure. It was those sounds that stopped my explorations, mainly a slightly louder moan I managed to elicit as I toyed with his nipple. “Will Lord Hartley hear us?”

Edgar rolled over and flipped me onto the bed beside him. “I have given that some thought.” He started to kiss my neck, making me struggle to stay quiet as his lips traced a path along my collarbone, down my chest, and finally stopped over my nipple, licking and worrying it. He pulled back just enough so he could speak, his breath shivering against my damp skin. “The trick will be to prevent you from making a sound, and I have a plan for that.” Before I could answer, he went back to kissing me, his lips traveling down along my belly then detouring to slide along the crease where my hip met my thigh before lightly lapping at the tip of my aching cock.

By then, he didn’t need to explain his plan to me. It was quite obvious as he toyed with the tip of my cock, licking then blowing gently against the damp skin. Crawling down me as he had had placed his gorgeous, hard, leaking cock directly in front of my mouth. I couldn’t think of a better way to silence me and leaned forward to take the tip between my lips, teasing just under the head with my tongue until I felt him gasp and my cock was pulled further into the warmth of his mouth. Then we both began in earnest, teasing and sucking and licking until I wasn’t sure what pleasure came from my cock and what from his. He spilled into my mouth just as I was reaching my climax, which was enough to push me over the edge, then we both collapsed back on the bed, spent and sated.

I was still trying to figure out how my limbs worked together when Edgar crawled back up to the head of the bed and lay down on the pillow beside me, his lips swollen and damp. I leaned forward and kissed him, sliding my tongue along his lips, tasting the pair of us mingled on each other’s skin. Edgar wrapped a lazy arm around me and answered my kiss with his own until we were both out of breath and too spent to continue.

“So, my plan worked?” Edgar murmured as I rested against his chest.

“Absolute brilliance,” I murmured.

“Good.”

I sighed and pushed myself into a sitting position. “But I should go back to my room. Who knows what the servants will do now that Lord Hartley’s here.”

Edgar sighed but didn’t try to stop me as I climbed out of bed and arranged the blankets around him. I leaned over and kissed him lightly. 

“I love you,” he whispered as I crossed the room. I turned to answer, but he had already nestled under the blankets and closed his eyes, so I retrieved my nightshirt and slipped back across the hall to bed.

 

 


Chapter 11

 

THE NEXT MORNING, LORD HARTLEY was not in the breakfast room when I arrived, although Edgar was and from the partially finished plate in front of him, he had been there for a short while at least. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, but when I glanced at Edgar, he smiled. “I don’t think he heard anything last night. His room is farther down the hall. But he might have thought there’d be some looks he didn’t want to face.”

“Did he say that?”

“No, he said he wanted to take one of the horses and ride down to the cottages while he’s here. But I saw him borrow my telescope from the study, so I think he actually wanted to get a look at the spot where the stone fell away from the outside.”

“I wish we’d thought to do that before the workmen got to it.”

Edgar shrugged and slid the plate of eggs towards me as I took my accustomed seat at his right without thinking. Which reminded me of dinner the night before. “What were you thinking that you didn’t want to say while Lord Hartley was listening?”

“I thought you were supposed to get that out of me while we were sitting on the edge of the bed holding hands.”

If he was joking about that, it couldn’t have been too terrible. “I was going to, but then you distracted me by trying to keep me quiet.”

Edgar smiled at that and leaned over to stroke the back of my hand lightly with the tips of his fingers. “I was merely trying to piece together who his staff would have told about his trip. They are quite loyal to him, and while I’m sure they gossip as much as anyone, they wouldn’t do so to people they knew disliked him.”

“Did you think of anyone?” I asked even though I suspected I knew the answer.

“The only people I could think of, other than his friends, were members of the Lanyon family.”

“Which is why you didn’t want to say anything.” It had been why I hadn’t mentioned it either. “Of course, they could have told anyone. Does Miss Maria seem like a gossip?”

“I never thought so, but she may not have realized it was gossip, especially if it was to one of her own servants.”

So very much what I had thought the night before myself. Edgar didn’t seem to have anything else to say on the topic, so we had a quiet breakfast, much like always, until Mr. Janik brought in the post. Edgar flipped through it, making stacks as always. “There’s one for you again.” He slid the letter over to me.

I wasn’t surprised to see my letter was from Arthur. There weren’t many people who would write to me. As Edgar and I had no real secrets now, I broke the seal there at the table and started to read while I nibbled on my toast. Arthur started by apologizing that he hadn’t found anything to add to his last letter, which meant he’d found nothing on Brexley and was a hint that there were no secret pages, then went on to tell me the latest gossip in town, which wasn’t much, as it seemed he didn’t go out much anymore. Hopefully that was not because of what happened to Thomas and me, although I suspected that was the reason. He ended with what I suspected was the real purpose of the letter—the news that, if my current position didn’t work out, he was friends with someone who knew someone at Neptune Shipping, and they would be happy to offer me a position there as an accounts clerk with good potential for advancement. Another charity offer from him. I sighed and put the letter down.

“Bad news?” Edgar asked casually enough that I knew he was trying to sound interested without prying.

“No, mostly gossip, and a pity offer of a position in a firm that I don’t think needs me.”

“Well, that doesn’t matter since you won’t be leaving. Will you?”

I sighed again. He sounded so concerned I was tempted to put him off, but I didn’t want to lie to someone so important to me. “You don’t particularly need me here, either.”

“Of course I do. You’ve been keeping the books.”

“Which Mr. Newton did before me.”

“That doesn’t matter. Besides, even if you didn’t keep the books or answer my letters for me, I’d still want you here.”

“Doing what?” Edgar was the last person I wanted a charity position from.

“Are you bored? Is that what this is?”

How could I be bored in a house with more books than most bookshops? “Not at all, but everyone keeps offering me positions because I was in prison, not because they need my skills, and I certainly don’t want to be a charity case, to be your charity case, simply because I had the bad luck to be caught doing what we’ve all done.”

“I don’t think everyone...”

I could tell he was trying to lighten the mood, but I was feeling quite bleak and interrupted him, “Everyone who’s offering me charity has.”

“What if it’s not charity? What if it’s simply help?”

I sipped my tea so I didn’t have to answer.

“Besides, I do need you here.”

I couldn’t see why. He had plenty of staff, and Mr. Newton was perfectly capable of keeping his books. I made a sound that I hoped reflected some of that without me having to say it.

“I mean it. You’re my...”

I could see him fumbling for a word. A male version of mistress, no doubt. “Paramour?” I offered.

“Love,” he countered. “You’re my love. If you want that job at Neptune Shipping, or any other, then by all means take it. I’m sure I can manage to find a house wherever you end up. But I do need you. I’d rather stay at Klesamor Hall, but if you’d be happier somewhere else, then that’s where we’ll go.”

I stared at him. He meant it. He would leave the home he’d stayed at for I didn’t know how long if that was what it took to make me happy. I stared down at my plate. Perhaps I did have a place in the house after all, beyond my work. “Then stay alive long enough for me to decide.”

“I’m trying,” he said softly.

“If we found who was trying to kill you, keeping you alive would be easier.”

“Then you’d stay?”

“I... I don’t know. I’d think about it.”

“Then we’ll look for the killer. And find proof it isn’t Al.”

“Of course it isn’t Al. The last ones have been too obvious. He isn’t an idiot.”

That made Edgar smile. But the smile didn’t reach his words. “At least we agree on that.”

I realized what I hadn’t said. “I do love you, Edgar. But I don’t want you to think you have to...”

“Keep you? I don’t think that unless you bring it up. I wish I knew what I was doing to make you feel that way.”

I opened my mouth to answer, because certainly it was nothing he’d done. Or anything Arthur had done. Or anyone. But before I could think of how to phrase my answer, Edgar got to his feet, left the rest of the letters by my plate, and went off to the study, brushing his fingers along my shoulder as he passed me.

With Edgar gone, breakfast seemed much less interesting, and I quickly finished what was on my plate, gathered the letters, and hid myself away in the library. I tucked Arthur’s letter away in the long drawer of the desk, under the tray that held spare pens and bits of string and sealing wax. I didn’t think anyone would go poking around there, so it would be safe enough until I figured out what to do about it. Then I started on the morning post.

There wasn’t much that needed to be dealt with, only a few invitations from the most persistent of mamas. Clearly, no one in the neighborhood knew Lord Hartley was back or they would have been writing to invite him at once. At least no one of the sort who invited people to dinner parties. Answering the letters was routine enough that I didn’t need to think about what I was doing, so my mind wandered as I worked. Upon reflection, I was glad that Edgar had left the breakfast room when he had, as I had no idea how to respond to what he’d said. He wanted me here simply because he wanted me around. Not only that, he wanted me around badly enough to offer to leave Klesamor Hall and follow me where I’d be happy. What was I supposed to say to that? 

 

When I’d finished the letters, I was at a loss for what to do. Normally I would bring them to Edgar and that would be something I’d be looking forward to, but what do you say to someone who’s just declared his love for you, offered to upend his life if you aren’t happy in his house, and is offering a position that didn’t need to be filled to begin with so you’ll feel useful? I decided to re-read my responses in case I was making it sound as if there was some slim chance he might accept a future invitation.

I was preparing to go over the letters a third time when Lord Hartley came into the library. “I don’t mean to disturb, but have you got Father around?”

Just what was needed. A messenger. “He’s usually in the study around now.”

“I checked there.”

So was he trying to avoid me as well? Was he trying to avoid the same conversation I was? But why? Was he worried I’d reject him or that I’d accept his offer to leave and live somewhere near Neptune Shipping’s offices, or that I would stay here? “I don’t know what to tell you then.”

“I’ll keep looking. Sorry to disturb.”

“If you find him, could you give him these letters to sign? Normally, I’d take them to the study, but if he isn’t there.”

“No trouble at all. Are all the old biddies still trying to get him for dinner?”

“A few have stopped now that’s he’s started actually sending his regrets.”

“No doubt that is your good influence. I’ll leave them in the study if I don’t find him. By the way, you two don’t need to keep to your rooms on my account. I mean, if you want to... sit on the end of his bed, I’ll ignore it.”

So he hadn’t heard us the night before. I tried very hard to control my reaction as I remembered Edgar’s plan for seeing that I was kept silent and the enjoyable result. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Oh lord, you two didn’t spare a thought for me at all last night, did you? I don’t want to know. Please continue keeping me completely ignorant of the whole matter. But do enjoy yourselves.” With that, Lord Hartley left.

I wasn’t sure what to do with myself next. I wanted to avoid running into Edgar if I could, now that I’d managed to get the letters to him without seeing him and give myself a chance to come up with something to say to him. I decided to go see if any of the staff needed me to log receipts for them. I hadn’t been out to Mr. Tibbetts’s office in the stables in a while, perhaps he would have something for me to do. I could even finish the work there if I wouldn’t be in his way, and not bring everything to the library as I’d been doing. It would allow me to avoid Edgar for a little while at least, and hopefully, that would be long enough for me to come up with something to say to him.

 

I was in luck. Not only did Mr. Tibbetts have a stack of receipts for a variety of horse-related things, but he was planning to help take the horses out for their morning exercise and then turn them loose to graze and enjoy the pleasant weather so wouldn’t need his office for hours. It was the perfect place to hide from everyone, mainly because no one would think to look for me there. I took my time sorting out the books, and by the time I’d run out of ways to organize things, it was almost time for the midday meal. I still hadn’t figured out what to say to Edgar, but if Lord Hartley was there, that should make it easier to avoid the subject altogether.

As I left the office and made my way to the yard, I could tell immediately something was different in the stables, a feeling that wasn’t usually there. I glanced into the aisle between the stalls and noticed someone new—a burly man, tanned with dark hair—someone I hadn’t seen before. He seemed to be tending a pair of horses that were in a stall I could have sworn had been empty when I’d arrived, but then I knew so little about the workings of the stables beyond their accounts that I couldn’t trust myself to know what had been where. There was one thing I was certain of—this man was not someone Mr. Tibbetts would have hired. I had seen plenty of burly men around the stables, men who could have flattened me with one finger if they’d wanted to, but to a man they all were gentle with horses, usually whispering and chatting to them in a way their sweethearts would have envied. Even I could tell this man was doing a perfunctory job, at best, of settling the horses. There was nothing I could do if I confronted him and he chose to ignore me or worse, so I stepped back, planning to take the longer route out of the front of the stables and hopefully run into Mr. Tibbetts or one of his workers and send them back to deal with the newcomer. 

 But the newcomer must have caught sight of my movement as the man turned and snapped, “Who’re you?”

“Lord Trenwych’s secretary.” There, at least he’d know that interfering with me would go straight to Edgar.

He gave me a slow grin. “Oh, I heard about you. You’ve managed to stay around?”

I gave him a small smile and a nod. “Would you like me to get someone for you? Mr. Tibbetts, perhaps? Or one of the lads to help out?”

“No, but I could get someone for you. Welch is the name.”

“I’m going back to the house, but thank you. I’ll let Mr. Tibbetts know you’re here if I see him.”

“That’s not what I meant.” His voice was softer now, cajoling. “I meant I could find a nice lad for you. Two if you like. Nice fellows, from London. Came down here for their health, not that they’re poxed, of course. More the way you’re here for your health, you see. They’re in need of a little coin, and I said I’d see if I found anyone interested in their skills. All safe and quiet. I know I place you could use.”

As an act, it wasn’t a bad one. He even managed to be convincingly conspiratorial. But I had seen his sort before. They were common in the areas where one went looking for companionship, and I’d even heard several members of the watch trying just such a tactic. If I accepted his offer, there would be a pair of rent boys somewhere that would seem safe enough, and I might have one, perhaps two perfectly nice encounters with them at reasonable prices. And then this fellow would sidle up to me somewhere else and mention casually that I’d been seen and the poor lads were being pressured to give testimony or go to prison themselves and would I give him some money to help them escape so they could protect me, then some more to get them settled wherever they were, and eventually continuing sums so he wouldn’t go to the authorities or to Lord Trenwych with tales of my depravity. My time in prison had made me cautious about crossing men like him, so I swallowed my distaste and tried for a rueful smile. “I’m sure you can understand, I don’t want to do anything that might lead to my dismissal here. If your friends are in need of work, perhaps Mr. Tibbetts has something for them. Or the butler, Mr. Janik. He could be applied to for temporary work in the household.”

“Handsome lads. Very skilled with their mouths.”

“I wish them luck then. I’ll let Mr. Tibbetts know you’re here. I’m sure he’ll send someone to help.” Help the horses more than Welch, but there was no need to say that. I made for the door before he could say anything else.

 

I didn’t see Mr. Tibbetts outside the stables, but I did spot one of the stable lads in the yard and let him know what was going on inside—only with regard to the horses, not the attempts at procurement followed by blackmail—then went back to the house. I was not at all surprised to find the entire kitchen abuzz with activity, far more than Lord Hartley’s arrival should have caused, particularly as that seemed to be a normal occurrence and the amount of activity seemed to indicate something more recent had happened. “Is there more company?” I asked Mrs. Peyton as she hurried past.

“There is, indeed. Miss Maria came down to see Lord Hartley, but he’s nowhere to be found, and her sister came to act as chaperone, and Mrs. Clemmins, their aunt, to chaperone her. Lord Hartley with no warning I can deal with, but a troop of ladies...”

She had my complete sympathy. “And a coachman or a groom, too, I assume. I saw him in the stables.”

“And a groom? No one mentioned that. Where do I put him?”

After a moment’s internal debate, I said, “Having met him, I’d say an empty stall in the stables was better than he deserved.”

That earned me a smile at least. “I suppose they couldn’t get better for such a hare-brained scheme. Really, coming here with no warning and barely a chaperone, to a house full of men.”

I nodded in a way I hoped was both sympathetic and agreeing. “I’ll go look for Lord Hartley if you’d like.”

“That would help. I’ve got them in the parlor and Lord Trenwych with them, so the sooner you can get Lord Hartley to mount a rescue attempt, the better.”

“I’ll do my best. And no need to set out food for me; a tray of whatever Mrs. Wilson has is fine. I can come and fetch it when I’ve located Lord Hartley.”

She didn’t seem surprised by that request. Most likely she understood I was avoiding the guests as much as possible. But she did object to one part of it, “We’re not that short of help yet. Someone will bring it up to the library for you and collect it at some point.”

I thanked her again and went in search of Lord Hartley.

 

Lord Hartley wasn’t hard to find. He hadn’t been in the stables when I’d been there, and I assumed everyone had tried everyplace he would normally go when he visited, so he had to be someplace unusual. The poison had been in the study, and he would have been found there at once. The spot where his curricle had overturned was too far for me to get to quickly. Had Lord Hartley gone to the place where Edgar had been shot at, someone around the stables would most likely have seen him heading in that direction, and unless Edgar had spoken to him about it when I wasn’t there, we had been too vague about the exact location for him to find the spot without asking one of us, and had he asked Edgar, Edgar would have had a fairly good idea of where to find him and would have sent for him as soon as he’d realized he’d be stuck with the ladies until his son was found. That left the tower as the most likely place to find him, so I set off.

My logic was sound, and I found Lord Hartley kneeling by the parapet that had crumbled, trying to examine the stone. “Do you see anything?” I asked as I scrambled over the top of the ladder.

“No, but it’s been repaired, so I didn’t really expect to. Are the marks you noticed still here?”

I went to have a look. “They’re here.” I ran my fingers over what was left of them, which was not enough to spot if you didn’t know where to look, and what was left was too worn down and covered in bits of mortar to be useful.

“And you thought they were unskilled? I suppose that leaves out the masons who repaired it then. Although repairing it and hiding the original marks would be a clever plan. Oh well. I thought I’d at least try.”

I was going to ask if anything he’d seen suggested suspects to him when I remembered my rescue mission, which seemed much more pressing. “Did you know Miss Maria is here?”

He blinked at me with his mouth open and an expression of pure shock. “What? Why?” 

“To take your second question first, I don’t know why. And the ones you should have asked were who and where. Miss Maria, Miss Lanyon, and a Mrs. Clemmins in the parlor with Edgar.” I realized I’d used Edgar’s given name for the first time with someone other than him. I couldn’t tell if Lord Hartley simply assumed that I used it all the time and thought nothing of it or if he was still shocked by the arrival of his fiancée. In either case, he didn’t mention that, 

merely said, 

“Then I’d better get down there before Father gets so annoyed with the lot of them he decides he doesn’t want them for relatives. Come along. You can calm him down if needed, or provide an excuse for him to leave. Letters or something.”

I was curious to meet Miss Maria properly, so I followed him down the ladder, and the stairs, and finally to the parlor.

As soon as I entered the room, my gaze went to Edgar. He was sitting by the window in a small armchair, looking both annoyed and uncomfortable as the woman next to him tried to engage him in conversation. As she was at least sixty and punctuated nearly every statement with a pointed look at one or the other of the two younger ladies in the room, I assumed she was Mrs. Clemmins. She certainly looked like my image of a chaperone, mildly disapproving of everything and wrapped in black bombazine, probably in perpetual mourning for the late and, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn, unlamented Mr. Clemmins. 

The other two girls in the room were closer in age to Lord Hartley. If I hadn’t been told they were sisters, I would still have known at once. Despite Lord Hartley’s views on his intended’s looks in comparison to her sister’s, there was a strong family resemblance, both being blond and blue-eyed with good figures and having something of the fashionable porcelain-doll look about them. But I also would have known which was which at once, even without Miss Maria leaping to her feet as soon as Lord Hartley entered. Miss Lanyon seemed to have the habit of looking down her nose at everything and everyone, although I supposed it was possible she merely needed spectacles and was too vain to wear them. She gave both me and Lord Hartley a look that seemed to disapprove of our very existence but saved the most chilling look for her sister. At least she hadn’t singled me out for her disapproval, so she must not have known about my past. Welch must have found out through his own sources and not his employer’s family.

Miss Maria didn’t seem to notice her sister’s disapproval. She hurried across the room and flung herself at Lord Hartley. “Oh darling, I heard you had to come here on some family emergency, and I knew I had to rush to your side and support you in this time of trouble. Nearly poisoned, how dreadful. But you’re well?”

“Fit as ever, and all the better for you being here.”

I ignored the rest of their greetings as I wondered how much Edgar had said while he’d been waiting for his son and, more importantly, if he had been the one to mention poison. I got the answer to that question quickly enough though. Edgar leaned forward and asked, “Where on earth did you hear talk of poison?”

Miss Maria turned with her bright smile and was about to answer, then paused and furrowed her brow. “You know, I don’t really know. What a silly notion. Yet I must have heard it somewhere, or why else would I have been certain you were nearly poisoned?”

I could see Lord Hartley understood the direction of his father’s thoughts at once. “Well, darling, if you remember, tell me. I don’t like people frightening you like that.”

“But I’m fine, darling, now that I know you’re all right.”

I averted my gaze again and noticed Miss Lanyon was still glaring down her nose, although I couldn’t tell if it was at Lord Hartley or her sister. Mrs. Clemmins was giving a look of complete disapproval as well, but it took me a moment to realize that it was directed not at Miss Maria’s obvious display of affection for her fiancé, but at Miss Lanyon. Perhaps Mrs. Clemmins wasn’t as bad of a chaperone as I’d thought.

My thoughts were interrupted by Edgar. “Did you need me for something, Mr. Hamond?”

I took that as a plea for rescue. “I merely wanted to let you know I’ve finished those letters you were in a hurry to get sent out.” There, that would give him an excuse to retreat if he wanted one.

“Then I’d best come and sign them so they’ll be ready for the next post. If you’ll excuse me, ladies.” He made the proper bows and did a commendable job of not looking like he was running for the door. I bowed to the room and followed him out.

Edgar was already hurrying towards the study when I left the parlor. That seemed as good a place as any to hide, so I followed him there and closed the door behind us. I didn’t want to go back to our earlier conversation, as I still didn’t know what to tell him, so I made certain to speak first. “What did you make of that? Miss Maria knew about the poison.”

“So did her sister; I was watching her reaction. But I suppose it’s quite likely Miss Maria has been talking about it ever since they left London.”

Miss Maria did seem the sort to worry aloud. “I wonder if Lord Hartley will be able to help her remember where she heard it. It was clear he hadn’t told her, and since he only found out from Dr. Morgan’s letter...”

“We’d have a good suspect. And you can call him Al if you like, now that he knows you’re more or less family.”

 A lovely bit of warmth settled over me at those words and then a frisson of nerves at the realization that I would have to make a decision about what I was going to do soon. I steered the conversation back to the ladies. “Did they say anything else that might be helpful?”

“Not to me. Neither of the young ladies spoke to me beyond pleasantries, and Mrs. Clemmins was so busy trying to engage me in conversation that I couldn’t listen in on more than a few words of their conversation. But they didn’t seem to be speaking of anything relevant.”

I sighed. “If we could only figure out where she got the notion of poison, but then I suppose it could be the latest novel she’s read or she may have overheard a discussion of poisoning rats in the attic and got it confused.”

“I suppose, but I doubt she’s quite as flighty as that. And why would she be convinced I’d been poisoned?”

That got my attention. “She thought it was you who was poisoned?”

He nodded. “I had assumed she thought it was Al who was ill and that was why she came running, but she asked after my health twice before she and her sister began whispering in the corner. She was definitely concerned about me.”

“And if we’re assuming the poison was intended for you, then she didn’t hear about it from Dr. Morgan’s letter. He seems the sort who would have been very clear in a letter that I was the one who was ill, not you.”

“He is. He would never worry Al without reason. So, whomever she heard it from had to know about the brandy being poisoned, but not who was made ill by it.”

I tried to piece the facts together. “And they would still have had to know that Al was leaving to come here. They would have interpreted that as concern for you because you’d been poisoned, not because you’d nearly been.” I barely noticed my use of Al’s given name as another thought struck me. “I wonder if she came down out of concern for you and wanting to help nurse you, or if she understood how this would look for Al?”

Edgar considered my question. “Either way, if we could find out where she got the idea of poison, we might be able to figure out who put it there.”

“It’s a pity she didn’t bring her maid; they’re always good sources of gossip.”

“There’s an idea. I’ll see if Mrs. Peyton has someone she can assign as a maid to Miss Maria who might encourage confidences.”

“Miss Maria does seem like the sort to talk when she’s worried. Someone who knows Al well might be a good choice. Would you like me to ring for her?”

Edgar shook his head.  “I’ll go and find her. I suspect the kitchen is in enough disarray without having to send people running here and back.”

 

When Edgar left the study, I took the afternoon post, which Mr. Janik had left on the desk, and sorted it then brought the invitations to the library where I could begin work on the refusals. I made the task take as long as possible so I would have an excuse to avoid the parlor and the new guests, including a long break to finish the meal Mrs. Peyton sent up on a tray, but eventually I did finish them. When I was certain there was nothing else for me to do, I collected up my tray and made for the kitchen. No matter how accommodating Lord Hartley was being, I was still the secretary, and I couldn’t face sitting at the end of the table watching Edgar suffer through chatting with his guests while Miss Lanyon looked down her nose at me. No, the best thing to do was avoid it altogether. And as I was going downstairs anyway, no point in making someone come upstairs for my tray. 

When I got to the kitchens, I found Mrs. Wilson fussing over the maids. “Mr. Hamond, how are you? No new receipts yet, but there’ll be plenty once I’ve finished ordering what I need to take care of this lot. Imagine descending on a house without giving a body warning. Lord Hartley does it of course, but he’s family. The Lanyons should have more sense.”

“They should, but Miss Maria is in love, I think.”

“Too true. And that makes a girl like her lose all sense of others. And it does not excuse Miss Lanyon. But I bet I can guess why you came down. You’re feeling poorly and want to have a dinner tray sent up to your room again.”

“It’s not too much trouble, is it?”

“Far less trouble than this lot. And I had a nice apple tart all ready for the sweet, but not enough to go ’round now. Still, I’ll be sure you have a slice on your tray.”

I knew full well one of Mrs. Wilson’s apple tarts could easily feed three more mouths, and possible a small regiment, but she was annoyed and didn’t want to serve it. Not that I blamed her. “Thank you, Mrs. Wilson. Your apple tart is always a treat.”

“Get on with you now. Lord Hartley’s starting to rub off on you.”

“Heaven forbid.” I hurried upstairs before I could get in her way more than I already had.

 

As I approached the hallway where my room was located, there was a bustle of footmen hurrying back and forth. As I got closer, I could see they were going in and out of the room next to Edgar’s. Brian stopped and flattened himself against the wall as I passed him on one side and Collin came from the other direction with a trunk.

“Are you putting the ladies in this hallway?” That would make it impossible for me to slip over to Edgar’s room while they were in residence. They would surely hear us no matter how quiet we were.

“No, not the ladies. Only Lord Hartley.”

“Lord Hartley?” That was almost as bad, particularly as they were giving him the room directly beside Edgar’s.

“It seems having him in an adjoining wing was too close to the ladies.”

“That seems excessive,” I said without thinking about it beyond how it was going to inconvenience us. Even Edgar’s plan for stopping my moans with his cock wouldn’t be enough with Al next door, and the very thought of that night made me want to see Edgar terribly.

“Which is what Mrs. Clemmins said, more or less, but Miss Lanyon was firm on it.”

“How inconvenient for Lord Hartley.” And for me.

Collin nodded. “His lordship didn’t seem too pleased by it either. Neither one of them. Still...” He shrugged in a way that suggested none of us had any choice and went back to carrying luggage.

I stayed in the hallway as the footmen brought Lord Hartley’s things to the new room and held the door for them as they darted in and out, which seemed to be of some help, then went to my room and settled in with a book until Aileen brought up my tray. Mrs. Wilson had outdone herself, and I suspected no one in the dining room was eating as well as I was—roast chicken, carrots, fresh bread and butter, her excellent sausages, and a large slice of apple tart to finish it off. When I’d finished, I stacked everything neatly on the tray and went to my desk to compose a short, gossipy letter to Arthur so I wouldn’t feel as though I only wrote to him when I needed information. Then I settled in with my book again.

I was just realizing that I had been sitting by the fire for well over an hour and had only turned one page when there was a soft tapping on the door. I put my book down and called, “Enter.” I had expected one of the footmen coming to take my tray, so I was quite surprised to find Edgar coming through the door. “Shouldn’t you be in the drawing room with the ladies?”

“Perhaps, but Al’s managing Miss Maria, and I would think Mrs. Clemmins could handle Miss Lanyon. No one wants to talk to me. And I wanted to be certain you were all right. Janik said you felt unwell. Is it the arrival of the new guests, which would be enough to make anyone ill, or should I send for Dr. Morgan?”

“I thought, under the circumstances, it was best I stay out of the way.”

Edgar sat on the arm of my chair. “I missed you at dinner.”

“And we wouldn’t have liked the conversation had I come.”

He smiled. “I didn’t like the conversation as it was. Did you eat?”

“Mrs. Wilson sent up a tray, with apple tart for the sweet.”

“All we got was some of last week’s sponge cake with a bit of cream. Do you think she’s annoyed with our guests?” He smiled so I knew he was joking. “What are you reading?”

I picked up the book so he could see the cover. “Won’t they miss you downstairs?”

“I told them I was coming to see you were all right.”

“But having Miss Maria alone with Lord Hartley...”

“Miss Lanyon seems to think she’s enough of a chaperone, and they have Mrs. Clemmins, and I sent Mrs. Peyton to see that there was enough tea, and she is certainly qualified to chaperone. And if she isn’t, what’s the worst that will happen? Mr. Lanyon comes storming down demanding Al make an honest woman of his daughter? I’d buy them the special license myself before he changed his mind.”

That made me smile. I could just imagine the father rushing down prepared to challenge someone to a duel and Edgar pretending to be equally affronted and running off to get the license, or more likely sending me off for it. “Unless he decides Lord Hartley should marry Miss Lanyon.”

“I’ll bet Al never thought of that.” He leaned against the side of the seat. “I did ask Miss Maria where she heard about poison again at dinner, but she couldn’t remember. Miss Lanyon said Miss Maria told her about it in the carriage, so it stands to reason it was someone in London.”

“Which doesn’t narrow it down at all.”

“No, it doesn’t. But Al is trying to think of anyone who might have had access to the letter Dr. Morgan sent him, although he seems to think he did a good job of keeping it from the servants, and we seemed to have determined that wasn’t the source—not if she thought I’d been the one poisoned.”

I suspected Lord Hartley was as good at hiding things as Thomas, Arthur, and I had been, which meant there had to be some other possibility. “I wonder if anyone else here was writing to London.”

“To Al?”

“Or to someone connected to all of this.”

“I trust Dr. Morgan’s discretion; I doubt it was anyone in his household. That would mean it was someone in this house.”

I sighed. “Which puts us right back where we started.”

Edgar patted my leg. “Not really. We might be closer to a London contact, to someone who wants to hurt Al. It would have to be someone who had contact with one of the servants at the Lanyons’ house in town and had gotten them to pass it on to one of the upper servants and then on to Miss Maria, or to someone who could speak to Miss Maria directly without being remarked upon. If it were, say, the Duke of Brexley, she would have remembered. We did think I might simply be a means to that end.”

“And he hasn’t thought of anyone who might want to harm him?”

“No, but he’s still thinking. And perhaps he can get something out of Miss Maria, another suitor perhaps or some bit of gossip. Mrs. Clemmins seems content to let them talk so long as they’re not off hiding somewhere. That should give him more freedom than he has in London. And Mrs. Peyton assures me that both the maids she’s assigned to Miss Maria and Miss Lanyon are experts at getting confidences out of people. If either of them remembers anything, she’ll let us know.”

“Then I suppose there’s nothing for us to do but wait and hope someone learns something.”

“It seems so. While we’re waiting for more information, is there anything you might like to do?”

“What?” I asked. My mind flitted in several directions at once, from places I would like to travel to someday to a few things I would definitely consider doing with him in bed.

“Anything you haven’t had time for? Painting or drawing or, I don’t know, badminton? Something you might like to do while you’re here. If you’re bored, I mean. I thought it might be easier for you if you had something to do when you weren’t working.” Somewhere in the middle of the speech he turned away from me and began staring at the fire.

I remembered our conversation that morning. I had said I would think about staying, and now he was trying to make me feel at home, I realized, trying to find a way for me to be happy here. “I hadn’t really thought about it. I have a lot of books I want to read.” I knew that sounded like I was reaching for something. And then I remembered something from my youth, something that had interested me then. “Fencing.”

Edgar turned. “You never learned to fence?”

“I suppose gentlemen do, but I was being groomed to be a ship’s captain, remember? Fencing never came into it.”

“And how were you supposed to fight off pirates?” He was smiling as he said it, and this time the smile reached his words.

“Cannons, I assume, or pistols, although I’m no good at those either. Maybe my loyal crew was going to stand in front of me and fight them off. Or perhaps Father just expected them to carry me off then throw me back when they met me.”

“You’d have been very popular on a pirate ship, I’m sure. But a fencing master can be arranged without any difficulty. The man who first taught Al still lives in the village. It’s been years since I fenced myself, but I’d be happy to spar with you once you’ve learned a few things. If you’re staying, of course.”

Now it was my turn to look away, in my case at a small statue on the mantelpiece. “Let’s stop you from being killed, first.”

“But you’ll think about it?”

I nodded. “I will.”

“I suppose I should get back to the ladies and rescue Al from Miss Lanyon.” He leaned over and kissed me gently then stood up.

As he approached the door, I thought of another old interest of mine. “Landscape painting.”

“What?”

“I used to look at the landscape paintings in my aunt’s house and wish I could do that. I don’t think I’d be any good...”

“But there’s plenty of landscape around here to paint, and canvas and paint are easy enough to come by. If you’re staying. Good night.” He closed the door gently behind him.

I leaned back in my chair and stared at the fire. How was I supposed to resist someone so concerned for my happiness? And did I really want to? Of course I did. If he kept me on as some sort of charity case, all that gentleness would turn to resentment. I picked up my book and resolved to finish at least one chapter.

 

 


Chapter 12

 

I MANAGED TO READ A BIT MORE of my book, but after Collin returned to take away my dinner tray and apologize for not preparing my bath with all the unexpected guests around, I found myself spending more time staring at the fire than reading, so I rose from my chair and began to ready myself for bed. I heard the clock in the front hall strike half-past eleven while I was putting on my nightshirt and folding away my clothes. I had thought I would be wondering if it might be safe enough to cross to Edgar’s room despite there being ladies in the house, but with Al next door to him, I knew that wasn’t prudent at all. So I busied myself with washing up and putting my things away and telling myself that I hadn’t even decided if I was staying, and if I didn’t there would be plenty of nights without Edgar, so I shouldn’t be so melodramatic, when there was a soft tapping at the door, barely a scratch. At first, I didn’t think I’d actually heard it, but as I was straining my ears, there was a second scratch. I hurried to the door and opened it. Edgar slipped through the opening quickly, and I closed the door behind him just as swiftly. He was wearing loose trousers and a banyan, looking ready for bed—and easy to undress, I couldn’t help thinking. When I turned to say something to him, Edgar pulled me into his arms and pressed his lips to mine. I slid my fingers up into his hair, twining them through the locks and rubbing his scalp as I concentrated on his lips. 

When we finally broke apart, I caught my breath well enough to ask, “Is this safe?”

“The ladies are far enough away. Only Al is nearby, and he’s across the hall and would rather not notice what we’re doing.”

I could well imagine that. It seemed we were safe enough so long as we were relatively quiet, so I reached up and pulled his lips to mine again. I’d always gone to Edgar’s room, now he had come to mine, had sought me out. I pressed closer to him and focused my attention on his mouth.

When we’d kissed until we were both hard and breathless, Edgar steered me towards the bed. I allowed him to guide me, as it left me free to loosen his clothes so all he had to do when my legs bumped against the mattress was pull them off and toss them on the foot of the bed. My nightshirt followed, and I was back in his arms, skin pressed against skin, hands and lips exploring the planes and ridges of muscle that were becoming so familiar and so dear to me, until Edgar pushed me back against the bed and started his own explorations, his hands moving over my chest, worrying at my nipples until they were aching for more of his touch, his lips traveling over my face and neck. I pressed up, wanting more of my skin in contact with him. Edgar obliged, his arms around me, his hands drifting over my skin, surrounding me. As I leaned against the bed, I brushed against his discarded robe and felt something hard in the pocket. I recognized the shape of it almost without realizing. A small bottle. I slid my hand along until I could reach the bottle and pull it out. As I’d guessed, a small bottle of oil. He’d been planning.

Edgar didn’t stop nuzzling my neck. “I want you,” he hissed in my ear. “All of you. In you.”

“Yes,” I whispered. “I want you too. In me.” And at that moment I did. I wanted to feel all of him all over me and around me and in me.

“You’re certain?” Edgar whispered as he kissed my neck.

“Yes,” I all but hissed. I knew Edgar was trying to be kind, but I did want him, even if I wasn’t sure I wanted the mechanics of it.

Edgar didn’t ask anything else, merely took the bottle from me. I scrambled up onto the mattress and got on all fours, my hips facing him, allowing him to see everything from the line of my naked back to my bare arse to my balls pulling tight and eager for him. Before I knew it, his hand was on my arse, sliding down the valley, teasing the entrance. Then there was the slippery feel of oil as he poured it out and allowed it to run where his fingers had been, slick and slightly warm. He must have warmed the bottle in his hands. A moment later, his fingers were back, one pressing until it slipped inside of me, then another joining it. There was a definite stretch, then more as he scissored his fingers slightly at first then working them more and more aggressively until he could add a third. It had been a long time since I had allowed anyone such messy liberties with my body. And yet with Edgar... my Edgar... He pulled all his fingers out and added more oil, then repeated the process, advancing more quickly to all three this time. I could feel the oil slither down my arse and drip along my thigh. I tried to ignore the slow oozing feeling, but I must have been unsuccessful as Edgar’s fingers stopped. I didn’t want to him question again, so I pushed my hips back, encouraging him to continue and inadvertently stretching myself wider than I had been yet. At least it seemed to encourage him to both continue and to hurry. He worked his fingers into me a few more times, then pulled them away, and I could feel the mattress shift as he got to his knees behind me.

I felt the bluntness of Edgar’s cock against me first, making me nervous and excited at once, then the stretch as he pushed into me ever so slowly, giving my body time to accustom itself to him. It had been so long since someone had penetrated me, so long since I had even entertained the thought of allowing it. Arthur and William hadn’t asked in years, most likely picking up on my qualms about it. 

There was a moment when it felt like too much, too large, too stretched, too messy, and then it wasn’t enough and I squeezed around him, trying to get more of something. Edgar moved his hips slowly, stretching me further then pulling away and leaving me feeling empty. I pressed my hips back hard and met him as he pushed back in with a slap of his flesh against my arse. He pulled back and thrust in again, at a slightly different angle, but faster and harder than before. And then another thrust and he hit the spot inside that made me gasp. 

“There we go,” he murmured.

I squeezed around him and tried to shove back, wanting him to move again. He did, thrusting hard and fast, and I bucked my hips and tried to meet his strokes. Edgar’s arm wrapped around my waist as his hips thrust into me, hitting the spot every time, almost pushing me across the bed in his eagerness while I rocked and humped my body trying to pull him deeper inside of me. I could feel the oil sliding down along my arse and thighs and sweat trickle down my back, mine or Edgar’s or more likely both, I thought, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but being impaled by Edgar, wrapped in Edgar’s embrace, connected to Edgar. I didn’t want it to end. I realized someone was speaking, and then that it was me, and that I was saying, “More, dearest Edgar, more, harder, please, more,” as drove his cock into me. I rocked my hips, helping to force him deep into me. 

My entire body seemed focused on the spot where Edgar’s cock joined with it, and then everything seemed to draw in and contract around my cock. The next moment my body was convulsing with pleasure as I reached my crises and the seed poured from me. The full force of my pleasure had barely stopped pounding through me when I felt Edgar’s cock swell, stretching me even further, which seemed impossible, and then filling me with his seed, him pulling me against his chest as he did. And then we were both panting and spent. I collapsed down onto my forearms, feeling every bead of oil, every trickle of sweat, every drop of spend sliding over my skin, and it didn’t matter. All that mattered was Edgar, his arm still around me, his lips brushing against the nape of my neck as he whispered endearments against my flushed skin. 

After a few moments in the uncomfortable position we’d ended up in, Edgar rolled to his side and collapsed on the blankets, pulling me down half on top of him and wrapping me in his arms. While his hands roamed over my back, I ran my fingers through the hair on his chest and nestled close to him as our breathing returned to normal.

Edgar was the first to recover. He propped himself up on his arm, dropped a kiss on my hair, then pushed himself away. I watched him slip out of bed, missing him but feeling too lazy to move. He was back in a moment with the washbasin and a cloth and began to clean me up, not only the spend that he’d left on my arse and thighs and my own from my belly, but the sweat from my chest and back and arms and a fresh cloth to gently wipe my face and neck. I’d never had a lover want to take care of me so completely or understand that this was what I would want. I tried to think of how to tell him, how to thank him, but it seemed I didn’t need to. He put the basin aside and began to run his fingers through my hair gently then leaned over and pressed a soft kiss to my lips before gathering up the basin and cloths and moving from the bed.

“I love you,” I whispered. That was the best I could do to tell him how dear he was to me. From the way he smiled at me, it seemed that was enough. I watched as he cleaned himself up, enjoying the sight of his broad chest and strong thighs and the luxury of being able to look at them openly. The fact that he was preening a bit in front of me made it even more enjoyable.

When he’d finished cleaning up, Edgar came back to the bed and crawled under the covers beside me. He wrapped an arm around my waist and nestled his chest against my back. I was almost asleep already when I heard the soft, sleepy, “I love you,” breathed against my neck. I was asleep before I could respond.

 

I was warm and comfortable. That was the first thing that drifted into my mind. There was a hard chest under my arm, the slight scratch of hair, the scent of lemons. Edgar was here, in my bed. I nestled closer to him and enjoyed the feeling of resting next to him, but the thought of discovery pushed itself to the front of my mind, waking me up. I slid back and propped myself up on my elbow to look at him. There was a faint bit of light coming through the curtains, just enough to paint a warm glow over the muscles of his chest. His face was relaxed in sleep, looking smooth and younger than normal. Vulnerable, that was it. I’d have to wake him before the servants came, of course. He was in my bed; it wouldn’t do any good for me to slip away. But it seemed a shame to wake him when he looked so comfortable. I allowed my gaze to travel down his chest, following the hair until it disappeared under the sheet draped over him. The sheet was tented up, I noticed with a bit of a grin. At least if I had to wake him, I could find a pleasant way to do it.

I slid the sheet away from his body, exposing him from waist to knees, then crawled between his legs. I gently lapped at the tip of his cock, lightly swirling my tongue, not enough to wake him, just enough to invade his dreams. When he began to stir, I licked along the back of his cock, base to tip, until I got a small moan. Only then did I put my mouth over him, just the tip at first again, letting my tongue swirl over it, then slowly lowering an inch at a time, pausing to flick my tongue along the sensitive skin. When he was fully inside me, my lips wrapped around the base of his cock, I looked up. 

Edgar was awake, as I’d assumed he would be, with a lazy smile and heavy eyes. He looked positively decadent, some prince out of an Arabian fairy tale. I sucked on him hungrily, relishing the power I felt over my prince even though I was the one at his feet. 

Edgar leaned over and ever so gently stroked my hair out of my face, then caressed my cheek, still smiling that devastating, lazy smile. I began to suck in earnest, wanting to make my prince come, wanting to taste him. Edgar arched off the bed, his face twisting with desire as I found the rhythm that pleased him. I was rubbing myself against the sheets as I watched him, and when I tasted the saltiness of his spend against my tongue, it was enough to bring me off as well. I collapsed against him, my head on his thigh, panting. I slid closer to him so his spent cock was near my face and I could smell the musky scent of his passion. Edgar’s hand slid down, twining in my hair then sliding along my shoulder. “Wonderful way to wake up,” he murmured.

“I enjoyed it,” I whispered back. I realized my breath was tickling his cock, still damp from my mouth, making it twitch. I wished there was time to see how quickly I could make him ready for me again, but I was sure I was hearing the sounds of people moving about. “I suppose the servants will be about soon.”

He sighed. “I suppose. And they aren’t all as trustworthy as Johnson.” He moved slightly, trying to get up without disturbing me, which was difficult as I was still curled against his leg like some sort of puppy. I pushed myself up and back to my side of the bed.

Edgar moved around the room, collecting up his clothes. I moved to his side of the bed and watched his muscles move under his skin as he bent to pick up the trousers that had been carelessly tossed about the night before, getting a good view of his arse as he bent. Edgar pulled on his banyan and seemed to think that was enough to be sneaking through the halls in as he draped the rest over his arm and came to the bed. He leaned down and pressed a gentle kiss to my lips. “We’ll sleep for a few more hours, dearest. I wish it could be together. I love you.”

I knew I was smiling in the silliest way possible as I looked at him, but I didn’t care at all. “I love you too.”

Now Edgar was smiling, too, and looking sweet and tousled and young. He smoothed the blankets over me, paused to caress my hair, then adjusted his bundle of clothes and slipped out of the room. I nestled into the pillow, which still smelled faintly of lemon and musk, and drifted back to sleep.

 

The next time I woke up, I was alone and remarkably happy, still wrapped in the warm dream of Edgar holding me. I was also decided. I couldn’t leave. Even if I stayed on as a sort of kept man, I couldn’t leave my Edgar. I’d have to get him alone somewhere, away from his unexpected guests, so I could tell him. Perhaps breakfast. None of the guests seemed the sort to up and about early. I pulled myself out of bed and went to the washstand. This was definitely a morning for the blue coat.

As I dressed, I could feel the slight stiffness in my muscles and the slight burn where they had been stretched too far. Edgar was not a small man, not any part of him, and it had been years since I’d allowed anyone to use my arse. I smiled a bit as I combed my hair, enjoying the reminder of what we’d been doing the night before. I’d have to be careful not to think of that while I was speaking to Edgar or anywhere around the ladies or Al. There was no way to keep the direction of my thoughts from showing on my face, and those thoughts were for Edgar only. I wrapped a new cravat around my neck and started on a complicated Gordon knot.

 

I had been wrong about our guests. I suspected they would have behaved exactly as I’d predicted had this been a normal house party, but I had the distinct impression that Miss Maria had been hoping to catch Lord Hartley on his own, not unlike what I had been hoping for with Edgar, only to have been thwarted by either Miss Lanyon or Mrs. Clemmins, or perhaps both. Edgar was there, as well, with a plate that looked as if it had been filled and half-finished, and from the slowness with which he was eating, he must have been there awhile. With all the people in the room, I was prepared to slip away before I was noticed and avoid the guests as I had at dinner, but Lord Hartley spotted me before I could.

“Morning, Hamond. I bet you were going to sneak in before all the noise. As you can see, we’ve thwarted your brilliant plan, so you’re forced to endure listening to us.”

So he knew what I had been planning. Edgar’s grumpiness had probably given it away.

Edgar turned in his seat and looked right at me. I could see the corners of his mouth twitch as if he wanted to smile and was repressing it. “Do come in, Mr. Hamond, while there are still some sausages.”

I gave him my best smile. “Thank you, my lord.”

Edgar almost lost his battle not to grin at me like a lovestruck idiot. I took that as a victory and went to see about the sausages.

 

{--*--}

 

I had hoped to have the chance to speak to Edgar after breakfast, but Mr. Janik brought the post in, and Miss Maria and Lord Hartley were still smiling at each other over the table long after they’d finished eating. Edgar finally got up, handed me the post, and left. I was tempted to follow him, but that would be too obvious with Mrs. Clemmins keeping an eye on everyone, so I retired to the library and started work on the letters.

I had finished the replies and was wondering if it was a good time to risk finding Edgar in the study or if there would be too many people hovering in the hallways, when there was a firm but soft rap on the door. It wasn’t anyone I had heard knocking before. “Enter.”

Mrs. Wilson opened the door and peered in. “I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

“Not at all. I just finished the morning post and was going to bring it to his lordship to sign.”

She came fully into the room. “That’s good, then. I was wondering if you’d have a moment to help me. With all the guests, I’ve needed to order supplies, and as it is an unusually large order and needed quite quickly, I’m disrupting everyone’s usual deliveries, and I think they’re going to expect some payment when they arrive.”

“And you would like me to record the transactions and get the payment sorted out. Certainly.” Mr. Newton wouldn’t be pleased, but that couldn’t be helped. I got to my feet and followed her to the kitchen stairs. “Where is Mr. Newton this time?”

“I have no idea. No one said he was going anywhere, but then why would they? He doesn’t take his meals here.”

“Really? Lord Trenwych seems like the sort to keep everyone informed of what concerns them.”

“Normally he is. But things have been anything but normal around here.”

“I suppose so.” I doubted she knew how far from normal they were. 

 

In the kitchen, Mrs. Wilson got the invoices that needed logging for me, and I went into Mr. Newton’s office to deal with them. He hadn’t been pleased with me when I’d copied the payments into his books, but he wasn’t here, and Mrs. Wilson needed to pay the butcher and, as it turned out, the greengrocer and the miller were expecting something as well. He would simply have to understand that Mrs. Wilson could not be inconvenienced, not if we wanted to continue to eat well. 

I found the correct ledger book and flipped through it until I found the correct page. I glanced through the existing entries so I would be able to follow Mr. Newton’s style of notation—no point in annoying him more than necessary—when I saw something halfway down the page that stopped me. The last time I had dealt with Mr. Newton’s books, Mrs. Wilson had said that the miller hadn’t been paid in over a month which was why he was getting annoyed, and yet there was a notation for a payment to him three weeks before of slightly less than what I had paid him then. I stared at the line, trying to will it into telling me if it was a mistake, some other merchant with a similar name who had confused Mr. Newton, or if it was what I thought, a swindle. No longer concerned about upsetting Mr. Newton, I sat at the desk and began to work my way back through the ledgers, looking for any sort of patterns. 

Once I was looking for them, they were there. Not often, not unusual amounts, but merchants who were normally paid monthly would, every so often, have an extra payment noted at around three weeks, then the normal monthly payment a week or so later than normal, and then a return to their normal schedule. I would ask Mrs. Peyton if there were some sort of extenuating circumstances, putting supplies up for winter or some such, but it was a swindle I’d seen before at the warehouse, and cleverly done. To someone used to the accounts but not being too suspicious, it would seem as if some payments were a little late, but nothing out of the ordinary unless you began to follow each account back. While I was at it, I would ask Mrs. Peyton if she had old receipts for the household somewhere so I could compare the two. 

I spent the rest of the morning going through the last two years’ worth of books and managed to determine that the swindle, if it was a swindle, had started sometime in the last eight months. Prior to that, the accounts all lined up correctly. The amount he’d taken was interesting—a little more than a year’s salary for a clerk. The question was, was it enough to kill Edgar over to prevent detection? I thought not, as his death would most likely cause an audit of his holdings before they were handed over to Lord Hartley. But it certainly explained why he had been wary of me all along; someone with a background in accounts and not the normal run of secretarial work would be more likely to stumble over the swindle. I put the books back and gathered up my notes. I would see if Mrs. Peyton had any receipts then take the matter to Edgar.

 

Mrs. Wilson was in the kitchen as I passed through. “Was it that complicated? I didn’t mean to be that much of a bother.”

I had forgotten my real reason for messing with the books to begin with. “Not at all. I came across an anomaly and ended up following it back further than I’d intended.”

“If you’re certain it was no bother.”

“None at all, I promise. Everything is settled, I just need Mrs. Peyton to get the keys to the strongbox.”

“That’s good, then. They’ll be by soon with my orders, and I’d like to have something for them.”

I realized my investigations must have disturbed her schedule. “I’m sorry it took so long.”

“Oh, I wasn’t complaining. I’m grateful for your help. It’s certainly more than Mr. Newton is doing.”

That seemed like a perfect opening. “Does Mr. Newton travel often?”

“Every few months. I’m not sure I’d call it often, but he does go.”

“Yes, he was away just after I arrived, I think.”

“Yes, that’s right, and that’s why it’s odd that he’s gone away again so soon. Still, it has been an odd time around here.”

“And is he gone for long on these trips?”

“Oh no, only a few days at most.”

“Really? I’m surprised I didn’t meet him sooner than I did.”

“He has a cottage on the property. It’s the old gatehouse. He’s a widower, you see, and his lordship thought he’d be happier there when he was married.”

I nodded. That was a reasonable explanation, but it made it less likely that he was the one who had knocked over the candles in the study, although we weren’t certain if we should count that as one of the attempts on Edgar’s life and certainly no one would say anything if he came up to the house to look for something he’d left behind. “Is it always to Bristol?” I asked to get the conversation back to the trips.

“Usually, or to Cork. His lordship has interests in both cities.”

“Did he go to Bristol the last time?”

“I think so. Is there a reason you’re so interested?”

I had been waiting for that question and had an answer ready. “I just thought if his lordship was thinking of sending me to accompany him on any of these trips, I ought to know what to expect.” As she seemed to accept that as an answer, I went on before she could ask anything else herself. “What about the trip before the last? Was it before Lord Hartley’s last visit? I mean the one before he brought me?”

“Funny you should say that. He was in Brighton when Lord Hartley came that time. His lordship had some new venture he wanted looked into, a hotel I think, and loaned him the barouche for the journey. Lord Hartley had to go back post-chaise when his curricle overturned. Silly boy always did like to drive fast.”

I nodded and pretended I was pleased with that answer, but it did complicate things. I had found a beautiful motive for Mr. Newton, only to find that he hadn’t been here for one of the incidents I wanted to suspect him of orchestrating and would have had a difficult time arranging at least one other one. I asked Mrs. Wilson where I could find Mrs. Peyton and went off to ask for the keys.

 

Mrs. Peyton was easy enough to find in the linen room trying to sort out bed linens for the unexpected guests. “You’d think they’d at least tell us how long they’re staying. But you weren’t here for that, were you, Mr. Hamond?”

I smiled. “I’m very glad that’s not part of my duties. Mrs. Wilson is going to pay the merchants when they come, and I’ve gotten the amounts recorded, so we only need the strong box unlocked and the money retrieved.”

“At least that’s simple enough, unlike trying to make plans for a household of two stretch to cover six. Three I can manage, but six! Come along.”

As I followed Mrs. Peyton back to Mr. Newton’s office, I realized that if she was counting six members of the household now, that meant she was counting Lord Hartley as one of the guests, and that she’d counted me as part of the household to begin with, not as a servant. I wasn’t sure what to make of that, but it made me feel wanted. But I couldn’t allow that to distract me from what I’d discovered, particularly as finding out what was going on with Mr. Newton might help me keep Edgar alive. “Do you know when Mr. Newton left?”

Mrs. Peyton didn’t seem surprised by the question, but then perhaps she thought I was subtly criticizing him for leaving Mrs. Wilson and the household in the lurch as he had and agreed with the sentiment. “It was when you were ill. The morning after. That’s why it was so odd. His lordship was very worried about you, so he wouldn’t have suddenly thought of something which required Mr. Newton’s attention, so it had to have been an already-planned trip, but we’re normally told about those. Still...” She shrugged, suggesting it didn’t really matter. “Of course, there is the matter of him and Mr. Johnson.”

“What matter is that?”

“Just gossip. Betsy said she heard them arguing and was wondering about what, but when Aileen pressed her, she hadn’t actually seen the two of them, only heard what she thought was them and not well enough to make out any words. But we were all concerned about you and didn’t pay much mind to it, and he was gone the next morning.”

I wondered what to make of the argument, if it had occurred, and how to determine whether or not it had. Still, there were other things to worry about. Mrs. Peyton gave the notes I’d made a quick glance, enough to see the amounts but not long enough to check my figures, although I had no idea if that was her normal procedure or if she trusted me for some reason. Then the box was opened and the money counted out and brought to Mrs. Wilson, and then we were all free to return to our tasks. Mine was to find Edgar and tell him about the fraud. 

 

Edgar was still hiding in the study, trying to look extremely busy as he went through a stack of papers. He didn’t look up when I came in, so I suspected he was worried about unexpected guests. I started speaking without preamble. “Why did you send Mr. Newton on another trip so quickly?”

Edgar looked up at the sound of my voice and smiled but answered the question at once. “I didn’t. He had mentioned something about wanting to look into an investment in Stratford, but we hadn’t agreed on the details. He seemed to think there was a time element to it, and he left while I was worried about you, so I didn’t bother to ask many questions.”

“So, he’s in Stratford?”

“As far as I know.”

“He told you he was going to Stratford?”

Edgar was going to answer at once, then seemed to realize the question was important and considered what he was going to say. “He mentioned Stratford and said he’d be gone, but I don’t remember the exact conversation. You were ill, and that seemed more important than some investments. Did you need him for something?”

“No, but I do have something to tell you. Mrs. Wilson needed to pay for some deliveries...” I went on to explain the ledgers and what I’d learned. Edgar listened without interrupting until I got to “but since you didn’t know about the missing money, it doesn’t seem to be much of a motive. And he was gone for at least one of the attempts on your life.”

“All of that may be true, but it is something criminal, so more than we had before. And certainly enough to justify me going through his office in the cottage.” Edgar got to his feet and grabbed his coat. “Would you rather I left you out of that, or would you like to come along and help me interpret what I see?”

I had done too much investigating to be left out, so I pushed aside my qualms and said, “I’m definitely coming.”

Edgar nodded and led the way out of the study.

 

 


Chapter 13

 

AS I FOLLOWED EDGAR ACROSS THE LAWN, I wondered at the advisability of breaking into Mr. Newton’s cottage, but I could see that Edgar was in no mood to listen to any sort of argument, and perhaps I was being a bit over-cautious anyway. Father certainly never worried about going into servants’ rooms if he thought something had been taken, and the cottage was really no different than that, I supposed, as it had been given to Mr. Newton as part of his employment. And I did want to find out if there was anything there to prove that he was involved.

Mr. Newton’s cottage was a short walk from the house, an easy distance for him to reach his office off of the kitchen. Edgar had the keys and let himself in without any of my qualms. “He has an office on the left here.”

We were standing in the front room, which was of a decent size for a cottage. It was sparsely furnished and more than a bit messy, the sort of place that could have been nice for a young married couple if someone had bothered to show a bit of care. I followed Edgar to the office. If Mr. Newton surprised us by coming back, I definitely wanted to be with Edgar when he found me.

The office was smaller than the front room, with a bookshelf and a desk and room for very little else. Edgar had already begun going through the desk, so I went to the bookshelf and began pulling down volumes at random and flipping through them, looking for any hidden papers and half-hoping I wouldn’t find any.

“Look at this.”

I put the book back on the shelf and hurried over to the desk. Edgar had gotten as far as the top drawer and was holding up a stack of vowels, all marked paid. 

“He was in debt to all sorts of people in the area, and at least half of these are names I don’t recognize.”

I leaned over Edgar’s shoulder to get a look at the notes. “So he probably gambled when he was away on business as well.”

“It seems so.” Edgar held out the stack. “But now they’re all marked paid. So I know where the missing money went.”

I flipped through the stack, quickly adding numbers in my head. “But that doesn’t make sense. The money he took from you was nowhere near enough to cover gambling debts like this.”

“Could there have been some thefts that you missed?”

“I doubt it.” Saying I was certain sounded too much like bragging. “And I went back farther than these debts reached. Besides, if he’d taken the amounts needed to cover this, someone would have noticed.” I did a quick calculation in my head. “At the rate he was stealing from you, it would have taken him almost four years to pay these back.”

Edgar sighed and put the notes back in the drawer. “Which is very close to a beautiful motive, if he’d stolen more and been more obvious, then tried to get rid of me before I noticed. But we’ve just disproven that.”

I nodded. “And he wasn’t here when Al’s axle broke. Unless...” I could feel the start of a theory tickling the back of my mind.

Edgar turned to look at me but didn’t say anything, waiting for me to come to my answer in my own time.

“If he didn’t steal it from you, how did he get the money to pay back the debt?”

“I’m the only person he works for, and the only one in the area with the sort of money he’d need to cover these debts. You’re suggesting there’s a motive there? What sort?”

“Money. Payment. What if someone else knew his secret and paid him to make those attempts on your life?”

Edgar caught on at once. “Then it wouldn’t matter that he wasn’t here for all of them, the person simply paid someone else.”

“Who would have a motive to do you in and would have enough money to hire someone to do it?”

“I don’t know, but it’s a good question. And if he was paid for some of the attempts, we need to find out who was paid for the others.”

I nodded. “I wonder if it would be possible to get him to tell us what happened.”

“I’m certainly going to try.” Edgar dropped the keys to the cottage into my hand and was halfway out of the cottage before I could follow.

“This moment?” I could almost see him going down to Stratford to find out what was going on.

“No. This moment, I’m going into town to find out if he bought any poison at the chemist’s.”

“To see if he was the one who tried to poison you.”

Edgar gave me a look that was almost angry then nodded. I realized what he meant. He was going to find out if Mr. Newton was the one who had poisoned me.

“Be careful. We don’t want to tip our hand.”

He nodded once and left.

Alone in the cottage, I decided I ought to continue the investigation but somewhere other than Mr. Newton’s private space. Who else in the house had secrets? And who would know about them? I left the cottage, made certain the door was locked, then began the walk back to the house, going slowly so I could think. 

Once I started thinking, it was easy enough to figure out who would have been vulnerable to blackmail. Mr. Johnson. If Edgar had seen him at the local molly house, then it was reasonable to assume someone else had as well, and that meant that someone else could use that secret against him. As I thought about it, it made sense. The thing that had bothered me about Mr. Newton as a suspect was the fact that he didn’t live in. There didn’t seem to be any way for him to have arranged the fire or the curricle accident. On the other hand, Mr. Johnson could easily get access to Edgar’s room. All of the things that would have been difficult for Mr. Newton would have been easy for Mr. Johnson. As I walked, I remembered something else. Mr. Newton and Mr. Johnson had been heard fighting soon after I had been poisoned. What if the two things were related? What if the fight had been about my poisoning, either angry that one of them had mistakenly poisoned the wrong man or fearing Edgar’s wrath over someone else being hurt by the plot? If only Betsy had been able to hear what had been said.

 

When I got back to the house, I tried to find out where Betsy was, only to learn she had been assigned to help Miss Maria. I certainly didn’t want to interfere with that—Miss Maria was our best chance at finding out who in London knew about the poison—so I put the matter of Mr. Johnson and Mr. Newton’s argument aside to be returned to if we had no other ideas. There didn’t seem to be much else for me to do until I could speak to Edgar. I certainly did not want to confront Mr. Johnson on my own, so I went to the library where I could pretend to be working and sat at the desk with a book open in front of me—doing nothing at all but hopefully looking as if I was doing something important. It gave me time to think, which meant my thoughts drifted in some very interesting directions. 

Edgar was gone less than an hour. He must have had no trouble finding me, as he was still in a foul mood when he came into the library. I wasn’t sure if it was better to pretend I didn’t know what was bothering him or to get straight to the point. But he needed to know that Johnson might not be able to be trusted, and that meant he had to think about the poisoning. “Did you find out anything?”

“It wasn’t Newton.”

So that was why he was angry. “Was it Mr. Johnson?”

At least that shocked him out of his mood. He just stared at me.

I answered the unasked question. “He was the only other one with a secret that I could think of. Of course, it could have been someone whose secret we didn’t know, but I didn’t really think that was likely—not when his was such a good secret.”

“I’m throwing him out of the house today.” His anger at Mr. Johnson was far fiercer than his anger at Mr. Newton, I noticed.

“I wouldn’t do that.”

He glared at me. “If you think...”

I cut him off. “If you were thinking, you’d realize it’s best for us to know who the enemy is. If you get rid of either of them, the person blackmailing them will just find someone else to force into trying to kill you, and that person might be better at it than those two.”

“They’d have to get access to someone else.”

“I don’t think it would be that hard for them, not at the moment.”

“And why do you say that?”

“I think I know who it is. Mr. Welch, the coachman the Lanyons brought with them.” I told him about my encounter with the man in the stables, his attempt to procure men for me, and my suspicions as to the eventual outcome of that. “He knew my past. No doubt he knew things about the others as well.”

“But what would his motive be to kill me? How could he benefit from Al being accused of my death?”

“That’s the wrinkle. But perhaps he’s working on behalf of someone else. If his motive is to profit himself, it’s possible someone could hire him. He certainly didn’t strike me as the type to have many scruples.”

“Which would mean anyone could have hired him. Even Brexley.”

“You should talk to Al and find out just how bad the fight between them was. And if he was the sort to hold a grudge.”

Edgar nodded. “Just not the easiest thing to ask about.”

I remembered the duel had been about Lady Trenwych being importuned by the duke. “Would you rather I asked?”

“No. I’ll manage. I’ll ask him if there’s anyone else at the same time, make it seem a bit less specific.”

I nodded. “Is he around now?”

“He and the Misses Lanyon went to the village shops. They took the landau.” 

Which meant he must have found out from Mr. Tibbetts in the stables.

“I thought I might run into them there, but I didn’t.”

Considering the mood he’d been in when I’d first seen him, that was probably a good thing.

“I don’t know how I’m going to allow Johnson into my room knowing this.”

I could understand how that would be a problem. “At least he doesn’t sleep off of your room. Could you say you’ll undress yourself?”

“I think I’ll have to.”

“You can call on me if you need assistance.” I grinned at him.

I was surprised when Edgar crossed the room and pressed a kiss to my neck. “I’ll remember the offer. I’m going to find Janik and let him know I want to see Al the minute he gets back.”

I was quite certain that was a conversation Al would rather I wasn’t there for. “I was going to see if Mr. Tibbetts has anything he needs entered in his ledgers. Would you like me to relay the same message?”

“Would you? I’ll be in the study.”

As I watched Edgar leave, I could tell he was concerned, but there didn’t seem to be anything I could do short of running after him and throwing my arms around him, which seemed like a very good thing to do, but also risky in the middle of the day, so I went to the door to the garden and off to find Mr. Tibbetts.

 

Mr. Tibbetts promised to relay the message to Al, but as I had just entered receipts in his ledgers, he didn’t have anything else for me to do. I asked if he had seen Mr. Welch, trying to sound as if I merely wanted to be sure he knew about the newcomer but hoping for any information. Mr. Tibbetts spat on the ground and muttered something about a miserable bastard then told me that Welch had gone off somewhere without bothering to finish seeing to his horses. I wondered where, but I didn’t want to see overly interested in him. Mr. Tibbetts knew my interest in the stables didn’t extend much beyond the ledger books and would be smart enough to know something was wrong. So I said something about wanting to be sure he’d seen Welch, and from Mr. Tibbetts’s nod and thanks I suspected more than a little of my distrust of the man and been apparent and approved of. I considered staying and trying to see if anyone else in the stables knew anything about Mr. Welch, but one of the stable hands came hurrying past and told Mr. Tibbetts that Mr. Newton had just returned and was there anyone who could help him see to the horses. As I had no desire to see Mr. Newton at the moment, particularly after Edgar and I had just been going through his cottage, I went back to the house to find something to fill the time until dinner. Thinking of dinner, I stopped in the kitchen on my way back to request a tray again if it wasn’t too inconvenient. Mrs. Wilson assured me it wasn’t but seemed too busy for me to ask her anything useful, such as if anyone on the staff had come into money recently. There would be time later, I was certain. 

In the end, I returned to the library and settled in with my book and read until Mr. Janik arrived with the afternoon post, which at least gave me something to do. As I wrote out rejections to invitations, I wondered how Edgar’s conversation with Al would go. I didn’t think the group would hurry back from their outing, which meant it would be almost dinner time when they arrived, and there would be no chance for Edgar to get Al aside, not if Al was going to be as careful of his appearance at dinner as I suspected he’d be. And Edgar certainly couldn’t ask about it over the meal, not with the ladies present, which meant he would be waiting for the meal to end—quite impatiently, I suspected. I wondered if I ought to try to be present when the meal ended and he hinted to Al he wanted to talk to him. I’d have to come up with an excuse, of course, something that needed his immediate attention, although that would make it more likely he’d leave the room than speak to Al in front of me. Still, my presence might calm Edgar down, but it also might make it more embarrassing for Al. I was still debating the matter when the door opened, startling me out of my thoughts.

Mrs. Clemmins showed herself into the room. “So, they make you eat in here?”

“What?” I hadn’t expected any of them to return so quickly, not until dinner time at least. I didn’t want her to think Edgar was a bad employer, and now that I thought of it, we were both in similar social positions—not quite family but not servant either—or would have been if this position had gone as I’d thought it would. “Oh, no, when it’s just Lord Trenwych, I dine with him.”

“But you’re avoiding his guests. Yes, I see. And I can quite understand why. I wouldn’t mind being told to dine in the library, but then I wouldn’t be much of a chaperone, would I?” 

From her tone, I suspected she was serious, and remembering the look she’d given Miss Lanyon the evening before, I suspected I knew why she would prefer being somewhere other than her charges’ company. And she did seem inclined to gossip about the family. “Would you like a brandy? Purely medicinal, of course.”

“Would his lordship mind?”

“Not at all. If you were feeling a bit faint and in need of a bit of bucking up, I’m sure he’d be the first to suggest it.”

“Then yes, the trip did leave me a bit under the weather.”

I had no doubt she was healthy as one of Mr. Tibbetts’s prize mares, but I went to the cabinet and poured us each a glass, putting a generous measure in hers. 

Mrs. Clemmins settled into the armchair near the fire and sipped her brandy. “Am I disturbing you?”

I shoved the letters on the desk aside. “Not at all.”

“Good. Does his lordship confide in you?”

I had no idea how to answer that question. “I believe I have his trust, yes.”

“Has he mentioned if he approves of the match between Lord Hartley and my cousin?”

So that was her concern. And an easy enough one to put to rest. “He is most definitely in favor of it. My impression is that he was allowing Lord Hartley to choose as he pleased, so long as he didn’t choose an obvious fortune hunter or anyone similarly unsuitable. In fact, he said that if Mr. Lanyon were to come storming down here and demand Lord Hartley make an honest woman of his daughter, he would rush out and buy his son a special license before Mr. Lanyon changed his mind.”

Mrs. Clemmins laughed at that. “And on the subject of his parentage, is there anything to be worried about there?”

She was direct, that was certain. “His lordship is very fond of Lord Hartley. I am quite certain he considers him a son no matter what the gossip says.”

“That’s good to know. I assume you’ve heard the gossip about my cousin-in-law’s foolish notions? My cousin and I have been trying to convince him that an earl in hand is worth two dukes at a ball, and I think he is beginning to see reason, but it wouldn’t do to put forth so much effort and have it come to nothing if his lordship objected to either of them. Now to get Miss Lanyon to see sense. I think that was the reason she came along, you know, to cause trouble. I’ve tried to tell her that she would stand a better chance of catching a duke if any of them could imagine sitting across the breakfast table from her on a regular basis, but she won’t hear of it. And her behavior has taken a definite turn for the worse since Miss Maria and Lord Hartley became serious.”

“How so?” Perhaps knowing what he was up against would help Al figure out how to get her married off.

“Sniping at everyone. She’s had two housemaids in tears that I know of. And I’ve caught her in more than one barefaced lie.”

“Really?” I asked, hoping to keep her talking.

“Yes. Why just last night she said Miss Maria had been the one to tell her there had been poison here, but I know for a fact Miss Maria did not know what the emergency was that brought Lord Hartley down here before we left. She thought his lordship had re-injured his arm in some catastrophic way or that the old injury had become infected and he was on death’s door. There was no mention of poison until the carriage ride here, and I am quite certain Miss Lanyon was the one to mention it.”

 I nearly dropped my brandy. “Could Miss Maria have heard some servants’ gossip before she left London?”

“About just about anything else, but not about that. I was with her in the front hall as the bags were being brought out to the carriage, and she was very concerned about the possibility of infection. Why would she have been worrying about that if she knew it was poison?”

“Why indeed?” 

Mrs. Clemmins finished the last of her brandy. “Thank you for this. It was just the fortification I needed. Now I’m sure you have do have work to finish and I need to find my charges, although a little rest never hurt anyone.”

“I enjoyed the company,” I said. I collected her empty glass then resumed my seat by the letters. When I was certain Mrs. Clemmins had gone in search of her charges, I shoved the letters aside again and went looking for Edgar. 

 

As I made my way to the study, I considered what Mrs. Clemmins had said. Miss Lanyon had been the one to mention poison. She had known about the poison. She believed she should be the one to marry first as her father had brought her up to believe. Having rumors that Al was trying to murder his father would certainly postpone the wedding at the very least if Miss Maria was as stubborn as I suspected she was, or cause it to be called off altogether if she wasn’t. But as unpleasant as Miss Lanyon was, would she actually plan a murder, even to get what she thought she was entitled to?

And then I could see it clearly. Miss Lanyon not wanting her sister to marry before her. Telling Mr. Welch to handle it in that imperial way of hers—just the sort of tone that would make Mr. Welch want to get one over on her. He would have no scruples about murdering Edgar or about seeing Al punished for it. And he knew how to blackmail—he’d tried it on me already—how to find out a secret and use it to get at Al through Edgar. And that would give him a hold over Miss Lanyon. If there had been some way for him to find out Mr. Newton’s secret...

Al had said his father had met Miss Maria, and as Edgar rarely left Klesamor Hall, they must have paid a visit. Had Mr. Welch been here then as well? He could have found out, or known who in the village to ask about something like that. If he knew where there was a gambling hell nearby, he would know that was a likely place to find people desperate for money. And if he’d asked in the village, perhaps he had found out Mr. Johnson’s secret as well. That gave him two people he could blackmail in the household. 

Of course he knew the village. If I had taken him up on the offer to find me a warm place for my cock, he’d have produced two men for the job without hesitation, so he would have to know where in the village to find them. That meant he would know where in the village to find out Mr. Johnson’s secret as well. Then the question became whether Miss Lanyon’s order was enough or if he was working for someone else.

I turned the corner outside of the study and almost ran into Miss Maria. “Oh, Mr. Hamond, I am sorry. Have you seen Al?”

So they had progressed to given names already. I could see why Mrs. Clemmins had thought she ought to come along. It certainly made one wonder what else they had progressed to. “No, I haven’t, but I think Lord Trenwych was looking for him. And now I’m looking for Lord Trenwych.”

“And I suppose Mrs. Clemmins is looking for the lot of us. Oh well, if we all keep searching, eventually someone will find someone. If I see Lord Trenwych, I’ll send him your way.”

“And I’ll do the same with Lord Hartley.” I decided it couldn’t hurt to ask for a little information. She would think it was only natural for everyone to be interested in her love affair. “By the way, how does your sister feel about you marrying Lord Hartley?”

“Oh, she was all against it at first, of course. Well, at very first she thought Papa would make me wait, but Mama’s been working on him, so I think we’ll manage it. She was that angry when she realized that Papa was coming around to our side that I thought she was going to invent some wild tale about him and start some awful rumors and ruin his reputation so Papa would say no, but we don’t have to worry about that now.”

“Why not?” Perhaps the attempts on Edgar’s life would stop without us having to do anything.

“Why she’s found someone herself! A duke, no less. I thought she’d have to give up on that after Papa gambled away our money, but perhaps she thinks Al will give her a dowry. He has stacks of money, you know, and I think he’d do it to get her out of our way.”

“A duke? Really? Which one?” I had the terrible feeling I had the answer to my earlier question.

“Brexley. Isn’t that a funny match? He’s so much older than she is, but then she did always want a duke, and most of them are old, I suppose.”

“Has she said that she’s set her cap for him?”

“Oh no, she never confides in me. But I’ve seen them talking together at every ball we go to for months now. Always off in little corners, the sort of places I try to find to have a few words with Al when we’ve had too many dances together. It will be so much easier when we’re officially engaged. In fact, that was how I first saw them, trying to find someplace for me and Al to meet. I suppose it’s rather romantic, even if he isn’t.”

“Did he seem romantic when you saw them together?” Perhaps she had caught her duke after all.

“No, it really seemed more like a business meeting than anything, but she always did say I was too romantic.”

A business arrangement. No doubt that was what it was, and not the sort that ended with a marriage and a handshake. “Have you ever been to Brighton?”

“What a silly question. Of course I’ve been. Hasn’t everyone? The pavilion is so lovely, and the sea. I think Al and I will take the children there in the summers after we’re married. Don’t you think that would be nice? Although it does have a rather bad association for me at the moment.”

When she didn’t go on, I gave her a little nudge. “Oh dear, nothing too awful, I hope.”

“Awful enough. We were there when poor Al had his accident, and it took a whole week for word of it to get to me.”

“You mean when his curricle overturned?”

“He hasn’t been in another accident he doesn’t want to tell me about, has he?”

“Not so far as I know. And as Lord Hartley doesn’t seem to have been hurt badly, I wouldn’t worry yourself about it. If it had been more serious, I’m sure someone would have made certain you knew about it.”

“I suppose you’re right. Thank you, Mr. Hamond. You really are quite a comfort. I see why Lord Trenwych relies on you so. But I really do need to find Al. I think I left one of my parcels in the landau, and I wanted him to show me where the stables are.”

As the stables were visible from the house and she could ask any servant for directions, I suspected the parcel had been left on purpose. “I’ll tell him you’re looking for him if I find him.”

“And I’ll let Lord Trenwych you were needing him if I find him. And if you see Mrs. Clemmins...”

“Someone ought to be looking for your sister, don’t you think?”

“Definitely.” Miss Maria waved and returned to her search.

 

Edgar wasn’t in the study, but I remembered what he’d said about wanting to find a way to keep Mr. Johnson out of his rooms, so I went there. When I knocked on the door, I could hear someone moving around inside, but I couldn’t tell if it was Edgar planning on ignoring Mr. Johnson if he came or Mr. Johnson up to some mischief. I knocked a second time then pushed the door open. “Lord Trenwych?” I asked, in case someone other than Edgar was within.

“William. I thought it might be someone else.” He sounded welcoming, so I went in and closed the door behind me.

There was a large box in the middle of the room. It took me a moment to realize it contained an easel. “That was supposed to be a surprise for when our guests have left,” Edgar said rather ruefully. “I got it while I was in the village. These go with it.” He nodded to the table where there was a box of oil paints and another of watercolors.

I knew I was grinning like an idiot again, but it made Edgar smile so I didn’t care. “That was sweet of you.” I leaned over and kissed him behind the ear as that was the easiest spot to reach. 

“But that wasn’t why you came.”

“No. I’ve just had two very interesting discussions.” 

Edgar sat on the end of the bed and gave me his full attention. I told him everything about the conversation with Mrs. Clemmins and my brief meeting with Miss Maria and all of the conclusions I’d drawn from it. “I could easily see Mr. Welch running into Mr. Newton while he was in Brighton, perhaps at a gaming hell where he was losing, which would give him reason to look for something to blackmail him about. If he was bold enough, he wouldn’t even have to have proof of the swindle, just pretend he did. We have no proof, and we’d need some to bring this to any sort of conclusion, though.”

“We’ll have proof once I ask Johnson and Newton why they were trying to kill me.”

“If they’ll tell you. And then if they’ll tell Mr. Lanyon.” I could see Edgar hadn’t realized he wasn’t the only one who would have a say in punishments. “You can’t very well punish his daughter for her role in this, and he should have some say in his servant as well, particularly if you still want Al to be able to marry Miss Maria.”

“I suppose. It does complicate things, though. But something needs to be done before one of their plots succeeds. And who knows what else Welch has done on her orders, with her express permission or not.”

I could only see one path to a successful conclusion. “I know what we need to do, but you’re not going to like it.”

Edgar shook his head. “Tell me what to do, and I’ll see it gets done.”

“That’s what you won’t like. It isn’t something for you to do. We need to tell Mrs. Clemmins everything and ask her to enlist Mr. Lanyon’s help, or have her convince Mrs. Lanyon to intervene with her husband.”

Edgar opened his mouth to answer, then stopped himself and leaned back in his chair. I realized he was considering what I had said. “Do you think she’ll believe us?”

“She knows Miss Lanyon is lying and trying to sabotage the wedding. I think it will be a shock, but yes, I think she will listen to us.”

“Then there’s Brexley to deal with.”

“That’s probably best left to Al, unless you want him to think you think he can’t manage it on his own.”

Edgar sighed. “He probably already thinks I think that. So, there’s nothing for me to do to catch my own murderer, it seems.”

“We still don’t know how we’re going to get Mr. Newton and Mr. Johnson to confess. Then there’s the problem of Mr. Johnson knowing your secret as well.”

“Indeed, so even without having to be careful of the Lanyons, we couldn’t go to the magistrate.”

“You could simply turn him off without a reference.”

“He’s the one who nearly poisoned you.”

“Still...”

“And that wouldn’t stop him from revealing my secret if he couldn’t find another position.”

I could tell the former argument carried more weight with Edgar than the latter, but I didn’t want to see the men who’d been blackmailed into trying to kill Edgar go unpunished, so I was quite glad he wasn’t going to take the easier solution, but I was quite surprised when he leaned back and said, “Have you any ideas?”

I had been giving the matter some thought as I’d looked for Edgar and had been considering how to bring my solution up, but I hadn’t expected to be asked outright. “Voluntary transportation. Even the cheapest steerage passage to Australia has to be better than the prison hulks. It would be close to the likely punishment they’d receive if they stood trial, but still better than the best they could hope for.”

Edgar nodded. “And they would be far from anyplace where my secrets would matter. I think that would be best. And I’ll make helping Mr. Lanyon with his prosecution of Welch part of the deal.”

“Making certain Mr. Johnson understands no hint of your secrets can be revealed.”

“Naturally. But we won’t reveal theirs, either, so it should be an acceptable deal. And it will give them an incentive to help Mr. Lanyon should he wish to bring charges. We might as well get this over with. Would you ring for someone to fetch Mrs. Clemmins and Al and bring them to the study?”

“I’ll go. The fewer who know about this the better.”

 

I found Al first, in the hallway near the door to the garden. “Mr. Hamond, have you seen Miss Maria anywhere?”

“She was looking for you a while ago, to show her where the stables are. But your father needs to see you in the study first.”

Al took a good look at my expression. “So, it’s come to that?”

I nodded. It didn’t seem prudent to be too specific so near so many places someone could be listening. 

“Then I suppose I’ll go along to the study. Coming?”

“In a minute. Have you seen Mrs. Clemmins?”

That surprised him. “He wants to see her too?”

I nodded.

“Try the conservatory. I saw her in there not long ago.”

 

Al was proved correct, and Mrs. Clemmins was in the conservatory looking at the plants. She was used to being summoned and didn’t question why Edgar wanted to see her or why I was accompanying her. Al was already there when we entered the study, sitting in the second armchair. I led Mrs. Clemmins to the settee. She glanced around as she followed me. “You all look quite glum. Has something happened?”

Edgar looked up. “We need to discuss one of your charges.”

“Oh dear, what has Joanna done this time?”

“How did you know it was Miss Lanyon we wanted to discuss?” Edgar asked.

“Because Joanna thinks she’s clever, but she’s a fool blinded by her own vanity. Maria is a sweet girl who knows her limits, more or less. But from your expressions, this is worse than Joanna’s normal pettiness.”

“Much worse,” Edgar said.

Mrs. Clemmins sat up quite straight and nodded for him to begin.

Edgar told the story calmly, explaining everything that had happened and how we had reached our conclusions. Mrs. Clemmins listened quietly. She did not look shocked, not even when the subject of poison came up. When Edgar had finished, she sighed. “So, they did it for the money, then? How awful. And I wonder how she intended to get the money to pay them... Oh. Of course, Brexley. That would explain why she needed him in her plans, or was he using her in his? I suppose it doesn’t really matter. I do hope she wasn’t entertaining hopes in that direction. He’s one who would only marry for his own gain, and she brings neither money nor power to the match. Well, what do you propose to do?”

I saw Edgar swallow, and I knew this was the part that would be hard for him. “We thought, as you know the parties involved, you might have some idea of how to deal with them. We thought speaking to them might be inadvisable...”

“No,” Mrs. Clemmins said firmly. “We shouldn’t allow them to know what we know. It will make it that much harder to get them back to Town where Mr. Lanyon can deal with them, or where Mrs. Lanyon and I can sort out what to do, and he can think he’s dealing with them. I will inform them that, as Lord Hartley knows that his father is well, we are no longer needed here and will be returning to London immediately. When I get them back in their parents’ house, then we’ll have a proper chat. Besides, how else would we get Mr. Welch back to town?”

“I’ll ride with you,” Al said. “You’ll want someone to keep an eye on him.”

“I’ll come as well,” Edgar said immediately.

“No, Father. It’s kind of you to offer, but you haven’t been to Town in years. If you come now, they’ll know something’s up. Besides, I can manage this without my father looking over my shoulder.”

“At least take someone else with you,” Edgar said. I was impressed with his restraint in not insisting on accompanying them.

“I could say I wanted Tibbetts to come and have a look at my stables. No one would think twice about that.”

“Yes, take Tibbetts with you,” Edgar said at once. “He can help with driving the ladies as well. And one or two lads from the stables. They can help with driving, and you can send them back with messages if you need to.”

Al looked ready to protest, then changed his mind and nodded. “It can’t hurt. Cormac knows horses, and Aiden can restrain Welch if we need him to. We’ll make some excuse. I’ll go down to the stables and talk to Tibbetts.”

Mrs. Clemmins rose from her seat. “And I’ll go tell the girls.”

When Al and Mrs. Clemmins had left the room to prepare for the journey, Edgar went to the sideboard and poured two large glasses of Scotch. He stood at the table, staring at the glasses. “You know he’s going to challenge Brexley to another duel.”

I couldn’t see any other way for Al to deal with a situation like this one. “Do you want to go with him?”

Edgar shook his head. “He’s right. It would seem strange for me to go. And he doesn’t need his father looking over his shoulder. Besides, Tibbetts will make certain I know the moment something happens.”

“Then we’ll make certain we’re ready to travel at a moment’s notice, which should mean we won’t have to.” I didn’t realize I’d included myself in running to Al’s aid until I saw a small smile flicker across Edgar’s face. That seemed a good sign, so I added, “Besides, from what I’ve heard, he’s not as foolish as he seems. I’m sure he’ll do just fine on his own.”

That got a proper smile. “That sounds like something a sensible person would say.” He brushed his hand along my shoulder.

I leaned back against him. “I thought so. And there is one thing you can do. Speak to Mr. Johnson and Mr. Newton.”

“And I should do that before the lot of them leave. Do you know if Newton’s back?  Then would you summon them for me?”

“Of course. Together or separately?”

Edgar considered the matter. “Together. Best to get it over with.”

I nodded and went to find the pair. I wasn’t hard. Mr. Newton was bringing some paperwork up to Edgar’s room, so I told him Edgar had some news for them both. It didn’t seem to occur to him that the news could be related to their shared mischief. I thought Mr. Johnson looked somewhat worried when he heard the request, but he knew better than to ignore a direct order and followed me down to the study. 

I decided it was best to let Edgar deal with them alone, so after I showed Mr. Newton and Mr. Johnson into the study, I left the room but lingered around the doorway. I heard Edgar sum up what we’d learned. Then he said, “So, I have a proposal for you. If you admit to having been paid to harm me and give every assistance, I will not press charges. Instead, I will pay for your passages to Australia.”

I could hear both men gasp.

“If not, I will bring what I know to the magistrate. Everything I know.” I could just imagine his look when he said that, implying that he would leave the matter of embezzlement and molly houses out if they cooperated and see they were punished severely for those crimes as well if they didn’t. “That will mean the possibility of hanging, and more likely transportation, so you’ll make the voyage on a prison hulk instead of steerage. I’m sure you’ve heard stories of those.”

I slipped away before the conversation sounded too much like my own experiences in prison.

 

I didn’t have a chance to see Edgar alone again until that evening. The rest of the afternoon was taken up with preparation for our guests to return to London, but somehow Mrs. Clemmins got both girls packed and loaded into the landau. There was no need to make an excuse for Al going back, and no one questioned Mr. Tibbetts going to London to see Al’s stables and conduct some business for Edgar. He brought two stable hands along saying they were to bring the second barouche—which was being used for all of the luggage Al seemed to have collected while he was here— back once they arrived in town in case Edgar needed it. It was harder to explain Mr. Newton and Mr. Johnson, but in the confusion of leaving, no one seemed to question their presence. As I didn’t want to be in the way, or to have Mr. Welch figure out my role in getting them on their way so quickly, I closeted myself away in my room, pretending to be busy with some unknown task. 

That was where Edgar found me shortly before dinner. He tapped on the door and let himself in without waiting for me to answer, which surprised me as he’d never done that before. “I’m not disturbing, am I?”

“Not at all.” He seemed distracted, but that was understandable considering his worries.

“I just wanted to let you know that they’ll be leaving within the hour.”

“Then Mrs. Clemmins is amazing.”

“She is, yes.” From the way he said it, I knew that wasn’t really what he’d come to talk to me about. I sat quietly and waited for him to continue. It didn’t take long. He stared at the carpet as he asked, “Will you be doing that soon? Leaving for London? Your six months will be up soon.” If his way of looking everywhere but at me hadn’t told me how nervous he was, the tremor in his voice would have. 

I crossed the room to him and slid my hand into his. “I was coming to tell you when everything with Miss Lanyon happened. I’m staying, if you’ll have me. Whatever tasks you need to invent to explain my being here, I don’t mind. I just want to be here. With you.”

Edgar grabbed my arm and pulled me close. “I thought you seemed to realize you belonged here. But now that I’m getting rid of Newton, I do have need of someone to act as man-of-business, so there is an actual position for you here if you want it.”

“Of course I want it. I want anything that will keep me near you.”

That earned me one of Edgar’s rare, brilliant smiles. He pressed a quick kiss to my lips then said, “I suppose I should go see them off.”

I nodded. “Then come back and tell me how it went.”

He nodded and squeezed my arm, which told me he knew just how much telling he’d be doing and how much of our time would be taken up with other activities.

 

 


Chapter 14

 

CORMAC MUST HAVE RIDDEN BACK ALMOST as soon as the party reached London as he arrived back at Klesamor Hall far sooner than we expected him with a hastily scribbled note from Al saying they had all arrived in London, he had been to see Mr. Lanyon, and he had everything well in hand and would write again as soon as there was something to write about. Knowing the lot of them had made it to London in one piece with no escape attempts seemed to calm Edgar down. It certainly made me feel better. My biggest fear had been that Mr. Welch would realize that we had figured out what he’d done and try to escape while either using one of the ladies as a hostage or trying to exact some kind of revenge through Al. If they were all safely in London, I felt the worst was over.

 

Two days later, I was sitting in my room after dinner, wrapped in my nightshirt, putting some detail into a painting of Klesamor Hall I’d started that afternoon. I had been right on both points—I enjoyed landscape painting, and I wasn’t particularly good at it. I’d also learned I preferred watercolors to oil as they were easier to clean up, something Edgar seemed to have guessed as the watercolor set he’d given me was larger and more complete than the oils. I was trying to decide if the windows were dry enough to accept another layer of paint when there was a tapping on my door. I knew who it was at once. “Enter.”

Edgar came in and watched me from by the door. I knew what he was waiting for and decided the painting was done for the moment. When I rinsed my brushes and put them on the cloth beside my paints, he knew I was finished and crossed the room. “Tibbetts is back from London. He brought a letter.”

I looked up. We’d been hoping Mr. Tibbetts was late coming back because he was planning on returning when Al had news for us. “Did you read it?”

“I’ll be going to London for a wedding in the spring.”

“Good for Al.”

Edgar held out the letter. “I’m sure he won’t mind if you read it.”

I grabbed the paper without being asked twice. Al’s letter was exactly what I would expect of him, filled with flourishes and rambling but also very informative. When they’d arrived in London, Mrs. Clemmins had sent him to see Mrs. Lanyon’s brother, who had agreed to act as his second in a duel with Brexley. The duel never happened as, in the years since their last duel, Brexley had become old while Al had continued to improve as a sportsman. To hear Al tell it, Brexley took one look at the pair of them and suddenly remembered urgent business abroad. The pair of them had escorted him to the docks and seen him on a ship to South America. 

Al had remembered I’d been staying with Arthur when he’d hired me so had gone to him for help dealing with the matter of Mr. Welch. Arthur had used his contacts to have the man quietly arrested and once presented with the evidence against him, he was convinced to confess and be sentenced to prison for his part in the crimes. Once that matter was settled, Al had arranged to send Mr. Newton and Mr. Johnson out on the next ship to Australia, also with Arthur’s help, and had personally seen them to the docks. I smiled a bit to think that Al was spending a good bit of time at the docks. 

Mrs. Clemmins had also enclosed a few lines letting us know that Mrs. Lanyon had been suitably appalled and she and her husband had given Miss Lanyon the choice between a convent, marriage to a baronet (Al had scribbled in the margin eighty if he’s a day, infirm, and suitably cranky), or a ship out to a third cousin in India to try the marriage mart there. 

Al had added a postscript saying, “We’ll know which she picked by May, which is when you’ll need to come to London for the wedding (mine, I mean). (You really ought to bring a secretary if you intend to reject the invitations you’ll be getting.) Mrs. Clemmins has convinced Mr. Lanyon that a future earl in the hand is worth two dukes at a ball or something sensible like that. While I was in the area, I stopped by the local registry office and let Mr. Dorsey know what a wonderful job he did filling the position of secretary for my impossible father, but I’m sure he’d enjoy hearing it directly from an earl. It seems that position required very delicate handling, and he’s expecting a promotion for how well he filled it.”

Edgar waited until I looked up from the letter then leaned over and pressed his lips to my shoulder. “So, you’ll come to London with me?”

“If you want me.”

“I always want you.”

“Good,” I whispered and slipped out of the chair. I pulled my nightshirt over my head as I crossed the room and draped it over the foot of the bed, then leaned against the bedpost, naked, hoping Edgar liked what he saw.

Edgar stood by my chair watching me with a slow, lazy smile. “You have the right idea. I should take up painting. Figure painting, I think. Then I could paint you like that with the firelight across your shoulder.” He crossed the room to me. “Or in the morning with your curls all tangled against my chest.” He leaned in and caught my lips with his. “Or when you’re kiss-swollen and aching for me.”

By then my cock was hard as marble and I was aching for him. I stepped back and boosted myself onto the bed. He didn’t take his eyes from me as I lay back, spread my legs and drew them back, exposing everything to him. “Or like this, perhaps.”

Edger made a small moan of appreciation and began pulling off his clothes. I managed to fumble for the oil without taking my eyes off of him. Edgar had his clothes off before I’d even started to work the stopper loose. He knelt between my legs and took the small bottle from my hand as he leaned over to begin kissing me very thoroughly, starting with my lips and working his way down to my cock, which he kissed then licked with long lazy strokes. When he had me desperate and writhing under him, thrusting my hips up and all but begging as I said his name over and over, he held up the bottle. “You’re certain?”

“Yes, Edgar, but now, please, I need you in me now.” I shifted my hips back, opening myself to him as much as I could.

“My God you’re beautiful when you’re desperate for me.” And then I felt a trickle of oil along my body and warm fingers pressing into me. “That’s right, let them in, let me stretch you so I can bury myself in you.”

I could hear myself whimper under him and didn’t care so long as it meant his cock would be buried in me sooner. 

And then his fingers slipped out and I pressed my hips up, knowing what was coming next—his thick, oil-slicked cock, filling me and stretching me and connecting me to my Edgar.

 

<>
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