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The Stonecutter Earl’s First Christmas

By Adella J. Harris

 

}~*~{

Former solicitor Nathan Fitzroy is working at a molly house to make a bit of extra money during the holiday season.  Owen Landon had been perfectly happy as a stonecutter, until a distant relative died and he became the Earl of Morebrook, a role he has no idea how to fill.  Needing to get away from his new life, Owen goes to the seediest molly house he can find and meets Nathan, a man who is exactly the sort of gentleman he needs to be.  When Owen sees him again outside the molly house, he hires Nathan to come to Limecrest Hall and help Owen learn how to act like a gentleman before the holidays.  Nathan knows helping Owen act like an earl will be easy, it’s keeping himself from falling love with him that will be hard.  
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Chapter 1

 

Nathan Fitzroy hated the holidays. He was quite certain the other passengers getting off the mail coach in Southampton saw the sellers of mince pies and gingerbread lined up along the edges of the inn yard and thought warm, Christmassy thoughts. They were probably considering going over to the street vendors once they’d seen that their travel cases had arrived safely with the intention of buying something for whatever family they’d come to Southampton to see. Nathan was traveling to get away from his family, and the smell of gingerbread and spices only reminded him that this was only the start of the holiday season, and he’d be back on the mail coach in two weeks heading back to Brighton. 

As soon as he could dart through the mass of newly arrived travelers and people coming to meet them, he grabbed his travel case and hurried away from the crowded inn yard as quickly as he could, avoiding a seller of candied fruit and another with sprigs of mistletoe. 

“Hang it in the hall, sir, and catch your sweetheart under it.” 

Nathan pretended he hadn’t heard that last bit as he rushed past then walked swiftly in the direction of the cheap-but-respectable part of town where he rented rooms.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. His father was Silas Fitzroy, the well-known barrister who specialized in land disputes among the rich and titled. His older brother was following in their father’s footsteps, taking on slightly less high-profile cases. Nathan was supposed to join the firm’s Brighton office as a solicitor and handle the sort of affairs they did not—estates and contracts and that sort of thing—eventually overseeing a fleet of solicitors. Nathan had studied for the role. He didn’t particularly mind it. The law wasn’t a passion, but he had a good head on his shoulders and could understand the legal matters put before him when he set his mind to it. If that had been all that had been required of him, he would have been content with his lot.

But of course Father could not be content with simply ordering his professional life; he’d had to interfere with the personal as well. In this case, the daughter of the owner of a firm of solicitors Father wanted to merge with. She was a perfectly nice, perfectly accomplished, perfectly fine wife…for someone else. Nathan had been informed that he would propose to her on the seventh of May and the wedding would take place on the tenth of September. And Nathan had said no. It had been simple. He hadn’t dithered or considered. He’d simply realized he couldn’t take a wife, not when he knew his interests lay so far in another direction as to make them both miserable, and said, “No, Father.”

There had been a long negotiation, on his father’s part, at least, if a series of demands and threats could be called a negotiation. All done with the full support of his brother, who alternated between cajoling and repeated Father’s threats. Nathan had responded to each one with a simple “No, Father” until he wasn’t sure he was capable of saying anything else. It had eventually ended with Nathan being sacked from the firm, his allowance being cut off, and his father putting the right words in the right places that saw to it Nathan wouldn’t be hired as a solicitor anywhere in Brighton or London. By that point, Nathan had been prepared to be stubborn, so he’d left Brighton and come to Southampton. The next-to-last thing his father had said to him as he left was, “You’ll be back when you see you can’t manage on your own.” The last had been, “I still expect you to do your duty to the family.”

That had been six years ago, and if it hadn’t been for that last admonition, Nathan could have taken some sort of position at a counting-house or something similar. Boring, but a decent, steady income. When he’d first come to Southampton, he’d managed to find a respectable position as a clerk for a cloth importer. The work had been manageable, the pay adequate for his needs, and the hours reasonable. After a week at the firm, he’d begun to feel he’d landed on his feet and everything would be all right. After two weeks, Father had written, reminding him he was expected to be at his brother’s birthday dinner at the end of the month. He’d written back to say he couldn’t come so soon after starting a new position, only to have Father write back by return post informing him that he had enclosed a letter to his employer explaining he was required in Brighton, and if Nathan was not given the time off to come, he expected a written explanation from said employer. Nathan had unsealed the enclosed letter, read it, and realized his father was completely serious.

And so a month after starting his first position in Southampton, Nathan had been forced to resign. 

His second position, as a note-taker for a scrivener, had been much the same, only it had been the supper party celebrating his parents’ wedding anniversary, held every year despite the fact that Mother had been gone over a decade and Nathan could not recall hearing her mentioned once since outside of the annual supper party, which had required his attendance, and he’d been able to stay five weeks before resigning. After his third position, selling gloves in a genteel sort of shop, ended after a mere three weeks and the ball Father insisted on holding every year to commemorate the victory at Trafalgar, he realized he was in real danger of being seen as unreliable, a dilettante unable to stay at one thing for any length of time. He needed another way to earn a living. He hit on it by accident.

Nathan had just returned from that particular ball, which had been ridiculously flamboyant, with a replica of the H.M.S. Victory in sugar in the center of the table, when he’d run into one of the clerks from the cloth importers at the pub and had had no choice but to strike up a conversation. It was then he’d learned one of the other fellows was getting married and taking two weeks’ holiday to celebrate. Nathan had gone back to the importer’s office and offered to work for those two weeks. It had meant he’d be able to attend the celebration of his nephew’s being accepted into Harrow (hardly surprising, as both Nathan’s father and brother knew everyone in charge there and counted several as clients) at the end of the month without having to quit a new position. While there, he’d asked how they normally went about finding people to fill such short vacancies and had gotten the names of registry offices that managed just such things and a promise to mention his name should the owner know anyone who was in need of someone reliable on short notice.

And so Nathan was able to work in offices and shops between his family obligations, taking on short jobs filling in for clerks or working on special projects, like the one he’d left just before going to Brighton, a terribly dull round of copying invoices for an audit at a counting-house. But Father expected him to go to Brighton whenever there was a family event: dinners celebrating his brother’s victories in court; the party celebrating the anniversary of the founding of the firm; the hunt ball that opened the Season. If Nathan said he couldn’t attend, he’d be grilled on why. If he tried saying he couldn’t get away from his office, Father would simply reply that he would write to the owner of the company directly and explain the situation and to send the name at once, which would then be followed by several letters asking why the name had not yet been provided. But at least Nathan was able to find good, steady work in between his obligations. 

Or he was able to most of the time. The holidays were different.

While Silas Fitzroy prided himself on being firmly and unemotionally in charge of any situation, he wanted his clients to think of him as a devoted family man benevolently guiding his sons into the family business. Nathan supposed that was why his own refusal to do as he was told regarding marriage had been met with such anger and a near-complete break. It also meant his father liked to be known for his generosity over the holidays, and the only way he knew to be generous was by showing off his wealth to anyone and everyone, but most especially to clients. And that meant as many balls and dinner parties as he could manage during the holiday season. Nathan had just come back from Brighton, where he’d been expected to attend the St. Nicholas Day dinner party his father always threw for their middling clients, complete with seven courses, a small amount of dancing in the parlor, and ridiculously extravagant gifts for the guests, this year India shawls for the ladies and walking sticks for the gentlemen, although not one for Nathan, he noted. 

Nathan remembered the planning that had gone into that dinner party when he’d been working in the family firm. The lines of secretaries poking through files to determine who had children and what their ages were then being sent to verify the information so Father could seem a dear old thing by getting them presents as well. It might have been a nice gesture had Father done anything but order people around and pile extra work on them. And if Father didn’t hold three larger parties later in the holiday season for his better clients: a dinner followed by a small ball for Christmas Eve, a glittering ball to celebrate the New Year, and a ridiculously elaborate house party the week leading up to Twelfth Night, all of which also involved dinners and elaborate presents, and none of which those at the St. Nicholas Day dinner would be invited to, Father not considering them important enough.

All of that meant Nathan had a bit less than two weeks in town before he had to turn around and go right back to Brighton for the rest of the holiday celebrations, two balls and a house party. All the activity always left him wondering if, as elaborate as Father made these affairs, the attendees might not have preferred spending the holiday season with their own families. Or perhaps all of their families were as difficult as his, and they relished the excuse to avoid them. He could certainly understand that sentiment.

And so now Nathan was back in Southampton, in his little set of rooms on one of the upper floors of a cheap but respectable boarding house, ready to fill the time between the just-finished St. Nicholas supper party and the seemingly endless series of holiday balls. Entertaining clients had been his Father’s whole purpose in buying the large house not far from the Royal Pavilion, with its grand ballroom and massive dining room, and he made certain to get his money’s worth. Nathan knew if he said he couldn’t afford the trip or showed in any way that money was tight, Father would gloat and lecture him on how he should have stayed with the firm and married as they wanted then magnanimously offer that if Nathan was compliant, the family would take him back. And naturally, the performance would be carried out in front of the largest crowd possible. Nathan wasn’t one to like a fight, and he wasn’t sure how long he could hold out in such circumstances, so he’d never tried it, instead scrimping to buy himself a small wardrobe he could wear when he went to Brighton that made him look moderately successful and filling the time between visits with short jobs, constantly searching for word of offices with clerks on holiday or out with illness or projects out of the usual run of things, like the audit at the counting-house. But those jobs were usually measured in weeks, sometimes as much as three months. During the holidays, there were so many parties and events he was expected home for that he couldn’t reasonably expect to find an office that would need him and be able to fit in around all the family obligations, so he’d been forced to find something more temporary.

In his rooms, Nathan finished unpacking and looked over the clothes he’d brought back. Two good jackets, one blue and one grey, three pairs of trousers, two pairs of boots (one for riding one for everything else), enough waistcoats for variety (two of which were missing buttons that he’d have to find and figure out how to sew back on), an evening suit that was looking more than a bit worse for wear, and barely enough shirts and cravats for the week. He could clean the boots and brush out the jackets and trousers himself, but he’d have to have the shirts laundered and the cravats starched. If he was lucky, Mrs. Morris down the road would do it for him in exchange for reading a letter from her son and writing out the reply she dictated. Her son was away at sea on a merchant ship, and his letters were infrequent. Nathan knew he didn’t have any credit with her at the moment—he was happy to read letters for her and have her repay him when he had shirts to be laundered, but he never liked to ask her for credit once he’d realized it made her worry that something might happen to her son and she’d not receive any more letters to be read. And if she didn’t have a letter at the moment, he couldn’t afford to wait, not with needing to return to Brighton in less than two weeks. So he’d have to go to Griggs, a valet who worked for a pretentious and perpetually-on-his-uppers young fool and demanded a far less enjoyable payment. Still, that was no worse than other things he did.

Nathan could have stayed longer at the family home, of course, and not come back to Southampton at all in December. Father might even have liked that, as it would give him more time for lectures. But then someone would notice Nathan only had a few changes of clothes, and eventually the servants would have to launder his shirts and see that, while the collars and cuffs looked new, most of the elbows were worn thin and some of the seams were starting to fray, and a couple had stains on the back that wouldn’t come out, all things normally covered by a jacket and waistcoat. So he was back in Southampton until it was time to leave for the second round of Christmas parties. And in need of work that he could pick up and drop at a moment’s notice. He’d only found one profession where he could do that, so he would be off to the Goat’s Horn that evening for the first of several nights working at the molly house. He tossed the last of his shirts into a pile and looked out the window at the clock on the building across the street. He’d have time to go to the pub and bring something back for his supper and something to keep in the room so he could eat when he got home and for a trip or two down to the pump in the yard so he’d have water to wash with when he got back. Then he’d have to set off for the Goat’s Horn if he wanted to get there early enough to be sure of not annoying the management.

Nathan always found coming back to Southampton and heading straight for the Goat’s Horn depressing. It reminded him that he couldn’t continue as he was forever. When he’d first left his family, he’d considered emigrating a time or two, but he knew going somewhere like Scotland would be too close. He’d have to cross an ocean before his father would accept the distance as an excuse, and he’d realized he didn’t want to do that, didn’t want to be driven out of England, didn’t want to start over somewhere where he knew no one and nothing about the law or the businesses in the region. He was trained as a solicitor, but that would mean very little outside of England, where laws were different. But he also knew he’d probably have to leave someday. He couldn’t continue as he was forever. And he certainly couldn’t work at the Goat’s Horn forever. He’d been lucky so far, but he knew if he were to lose what looks he had or catch something from one of the punters, that would be over too. Who would want him? That was his selling point, the whole reason they’d been willing to hire him, the handsome young gentleman with his fine accent willing to do whatever the clients asked. Going there always reminded him he was working up either to leaving or selling his arse on the docks, although where he’d find the money to leave he had no idea.

 

Normally, Owen Landon liked the holidays, but not this year. The festive bits of holly and ivy in the shop windows should have cheered him. Owen had enjoyed the holidays back in the village of Lower Weybeck. The smell of mince pies and the chestnut sellers in town. The taste of the gingerbread and candied fruits he’d always buy from Mrs. Clemm on the corner, always making sure there would be enough for his brother Sean as well. The troops of mummers who would show up with their plays and their hats out for coins. Going out on the twenty-fourth with Sean to collect holly and ivy to decorate their cottage. Owen was tall and dark haired, so they’d often been invited to Yule log parties for good luck. He should have found being surrounded by hints of those celebrations comforting, even familiar. But not this year. This year, the smell of the gingerbread filled him with dread. When he’d left Limecrest Hall, some of the younger servants had been cutting out gold paper stars just like those decorating the shop windows around him, and that reminded him how different things were now.

Owen knew how to be a stonecutter. He had been perfectly content to be a stonecutter. His father had been one before he drank himself into a permanent stupor and then an early grave. Every master he’d learned under had told him he was good at it. There was something satisfying about making blocks of stone do what he wanted them to and in seeing a wall go up and knowing he’d cut the stones that made it. He’d even been chosen to carve the monument for the churchyard when the village’s well-loved mayor had died. Even he knew that had been a fine piece of work. It had been a good life and, once Da wasn’t there yelling and drinking away every bit they made, one in which he made enough to keep a roof over his head and pay school fees for his little brother, who was not cut out for stonecutting as he put it.

Sean had always been small for his age but clever with books. Mother had entertained hopes he’d join the church, and Da had gone along with it when he’d realized Sean would never be able to manage to work in quarries or building sites, and didn’t go back on it even after Ma was gone. Owen wasn’t sure that had ever been what Sean really wanted for a career, but he’d liked learning, so he’d been content as well. All the same, when Owen was the one paying Sean’s school fees, he’d told him to pick whatever profession suited him, and the idea of entering the church seemed to fall away. Sean had done well enough in school that the local counting-house had hired him on as clerk as soon as he’d finished. So their lives had been comfortable and well set—until the Earl of Morebrook died.

There had always been rumors in the village that Da was distantly related to nobility, everything from an illegitimate son of the Prince of Wales to the fourth cousin twice removed of a Spanish princess. But it had been the Earl of Morebrook who was some sort of relation. Owen couldn’t keep it straight even after it had been explained a dozen times. Distant cousins, but the closest the old earl had had when he died. So as of last January fourteenth, Owen was the Earl of Morebrook.

He wasn’t fool enough to want to turn down the title, particularly when it came with an estate that actually made money and investments that kept paying ridiculous amounts of dividends, but it would have been better all around if it had been Sean who was the earl. He knew how to talk, and what to talk about, and how to act, everything to look like an earl. Owen would have been better as the strange brother kept in a room over the stables or something. Not that Sean would have kept him over the stables. Although some days, Owen thought that might be preferable to worrying about dinner parties and conversing with people whose titles he couldn’t remember, let alone their names.

Sean insisted it would just take time and he would get used to it, just as he’d started to get used to what was involved in running his new estate. But the estate wasn’t so hard. He’d been the one to keep the books for the business for years, first when Da was too drunk to see straight let alone add up a list of figures, and then when he ran the business himself. And the estate itself was in good repair. One of the first things he’d done was ride out to look at the cottages and fields and found content tenants and nothing beyond the normal sort of repairs that always needed doing, no signs of neglect or indifference. And he had a good business manager, inherited from the last earl, who did most of the difficult parts anyway. It was nothing at all like attending a ball.

But then Sean had taken to his new role like a duck to water, and they had soon learned that most hostesses considered the Honorable Mr. Landon an acceptable substitute for the Earl of Morebrook, particularly when it was realized Sean would gladly dance with younger daughters and even chaperones on occasion, while all Owen did was try to hide in corners and glower. Sean moved into a townhouse in Southampton, insisted to Owen he didn’t mind finding a position in some firm so Owen wouldn’t have to pay his bills, and grudgingly accepted an allowance. Owen thought Sean had more than earned the allowance, as he’d been dragged with Owen to Limecrest Hall, where Sean helped sort out things like furnishings and the library, then to London, where Sean had been forced to put up with his bad temper as they were both fitted for new wardrobes befitting their new situation, all the while running interference with the neighbors, giving Owen’s regrets at balls and supper parties and apologizing to the solicitor and the manager for all of Owen’s missteps. Really, Sean was far more suited to being an earl than he was.

And then Sean met Miss Renwick at some ball in London, and then at another, and then she seemed to be the only thing he noticed at balls, and Owen didn’t want to be in his way and had slunk back to Limecrest Hall. Owen thought Miss Renwick was good for Sean. She was kind and pretty, accomplished as he’d learned young ladies were expected to be, not unusually clever but certainly not a fool, with enough sense to be quite capable of running a sensible household. And she always seemed to know when Sean entered a room and smiled quite brilliantly when she saw him. By the end of the month, Sean’s letters were filled with descriptions of carriage rides in the park with Miss Renwick and her aunt, taking ices at Gunter’s with Miss Renwick and her maid, and trips to the theater with Miss Renwick and her parents, and was Owen certain he didn’t mind Sean being in Town so long? Owen insisted he was fine, that he would settle in at Limecrest Hall first and worry about London later.

Owen was not at all surprised when the letter came that said Sean was worrying about speaking to Mr. Renwick. He’d gone straight to London to give Sean what support he could and even did his best to be a perfectly proper earl for meeting Mr. and Mrs. Renwick, which he failed at miserably but learned that Miss Renwick’s parents were also quite kind, and capable of ignoring spilled soup and abrupt answers to polite questions. And then the engagement was settled, the wedding was set for late spring when the flowers would be blooming and the lambs running and quite a few other things Owen stopped listening to, and Sean was wandering around in a dreamy cloud of romance. Once Owen was certain Sean wasn’t going to go around walking into lampposts, he went back to Limecrest Hall. Surely by spring, he would have settled into his role as earl, at least enough to manage playing his part in Sean’s wedding.

But it was December, and Owen hadn’t settled. One would think, after a year, he would begin to feel he fit in, but he was still just as awkward, just as prone to foolish mistakes, just as unsuited to being an earl as he had been when he’d first moved from Lower Weybeck to Limecrest Hall. Sean was in the process of moving to York to be near Miss Renwick’s family and her father’s business, where he was planning to take a position, but he still made frequent trips to Limecrest Hall or nearby Southampton to see Owen. It was Sean who had suggested he hire a tutor of some sort, but that was downright embarrassing. Hire a tutor for a grown man? And what would he ask to learn? But he couldn’t go on as he was.

And now the holidays were upon him. Not only was this Owen’s first Christmas as an earl, but the Renwicks had invited Sean to spend the holiday season with them and their family in their country house. Owen would have felt a bit melancholy spending the season without his brother, but he would have understood. Unfortunately, the Renwicks were also very understanding, so understanding that they had insisted Owen come to the house party as well so he wouldn’t have to spend Christmas alone. Owen knew the invitation had been kindly meant, which was why he’d agreed at all, but that didn’t stop him from panicking. He had no idea how to be an earl at the best of times, but at a holiday house party, surrounded by people who would soon be important to Sean, he couldn’t help but dread it.


 

 

Chapter 2

 

The Goat’s Horn was not particularly far from Nathan’s lodgings, something he was always grateful for when he returned to his rooms in what could barely be called the morning, but the walk was long enough to make him feel he was going someplace completely different. When he’d first come to Southampton, he’d decided on cheap rooms in a better neighborhood. It was clearly a few steps down for the solicitor in a prestigious firm he had been and a couple of notches above what the shop-clerks he filled in for could manage but the sort of place the clerks in the more respectable firms he worked for could afford or at least aspire to. He’d known no place he could afford would allow him to do more than heat water and perhaps toast things, so the better quality of the pubs and street vendors had been important. He’d started out with a small set of slightly shabby furnished rooms, as he had brought nothing with him in the way of furnishings and was unsure how long it would take for him to find a position, intending to move somewhere better nearby once he got established. Once he’d realized how difficult Father would make getting established, he’d kept the small rooms and learned to make do with a small sitting room and a bedroom barely large enough for his bed. Its proximity to the Goat’s Horn had been a happy accident.

When he’d started looking for work in a molly house, Nathan had quickly learned that there was more than one sort. The ones Nathan had frequented in London and Brighton weren’t so very different from the gentlemen’s clubs his acquaintances had belonged to and occasionally invited him to dine at, down similar streets in similar neighborhoods. But they were down quieter streets and behind nondescript doors that were unmarked and unremarkable, with a sort of lounge and bar on the ground floor, gaming rooms in back, and a kind of hotel for members above if anyone should need a room for a few hours or an evening. Those houses had employed a few carefully selected young men should anyone wish some entertainment, but nothing that wasn’t discreet, and it was possible to ignore that aspect of the place entirely and bring agreeable friends upstairs instead.

The Goat’s Horn was nothing like that. It was a brothel, pure and simple, or perhaps not so pure, Nathan thought. It certainly had no pretensions of being anything else. That was why he’d picked it. It was the seediest place he could find that still seemed safe enough to walk to and from at night, which meant he was certain none of the people from the offices he worked in would come in one evening and see him. Any place of the sort he would frequent on his own, and he’d run the risk of someone seeing him working there. But if any of the office workers or shop clerks he might meet in town wanted a bit of rough, they’d go a few towns over to avoid seeing anyone they knew, meaning he was safe enough. And the seediness had made it easy for him to get a job there even when he’d still been modest and had no experience doing those sorts of things for money. His accent and bearing had meant the management knew there would be plenty of punters eager to stuff a cock in someone who sounded like the men who ordered them about all day, even if he was blushing when he asked what they wanted and wasn’t as skilled as the others, although he’d learned to do all of that quickly enough.

The Goat’s Horn was situated in a run-down former pub on the border between the seedier parts of town near the docks and the more respectable parts where the better sort of dockworkers lived with their families. To get to it, he had to walk down several twisting streets and finally duck down a narrow alley that always seemed full of muck and smelled of rotting food and unwashed bodies. That smell always told him he was entering his other life, the one where he was no longer an office worker or a gentleman. That was even more obvious when he went to the back door and knocked. 

Collins was supervising the whores that night. He took one look at Nathan and grinned. “Back to selling your arse, Nate?”

He was always Nate at the Goat’s Horn. And Mr. Fitzroy or just Fitzroy at the offices where he worked, depending on what sort of position he drew. And Nathaniel with the family. And Nathan in his mind. 

“Needs must, sir.” A liberal use of “sir” never hurt at the Goat’s Horn. Not with his accent.

“Well, come in and get ready. We can always use another arse.” 

Collins stepped aside to let Nathan in and handed him a small key. Nathan knew the procedure and went through to the small closet that served as a changing room for the employees who didn’t live in. There wasn’t room for more than a small table and the shelves of boxes for their things. Nathan looked until he found the box with the picture that matched the key fob, in that case a simple drawing of a boat meant to help any employees who didn’t know their letters, and took it down from the shelf and brought it to the small table. Then he started stripping off his clothes, folding them and putting them in the box. Employees of the Goat’s Horn were naked at all times when they were working unless they were managers or guards. Made it easy on the punters, Nathan supposed. As he folded his drawers, he noticed a new hole along the seam. He paused to examine it but decided it wasn’t worth worrying about. It was his oldest pair, and he only wore them and the shirt he had on when he worked at the Goat’s Horn, so it didn’t particularly matter how worn and ragged they were. 

He felt around the pockets of his trousers until he felt the bottle of oil he’d brought and slicked his passage in case he got a client too eager to give him a chance to do it at the time; he’d made that mistake once and now made certain he was always prepared before he went to begin working. When he had the oil and all the rest of his things locked in the box, he put it back on the shelf and brought the key out to Collins then went through to the holding room to await his orders for the night.

The holding room was nothing more than a small room with bare floors and not much else. It was already half filled with naked employees of the molly house, young men of varying builds and better-than-average looks, reclining against the walls or talking in small groups. That worried Nathan a bit. The more people working, the less chance he had of being assigned a good job for the night. The best job to get at the Goat’s Horn was to be held in reserve until a punter requested a specific service. It meant better-paying clients and fewer in a night. Nathan did fairly well with that, as given a choice, he preferred to receive anyway, and he was quite good with his mouth and didn’t mind a bit of rough play with his arse or a good spanking. All of that meant he could be relied on to handle a good number of the clients they had. The worst, by everyone’s standards, was a night spent cleaning rooms, which was exactly as it sounded, rushing from room to room after they’d been used and cleaning away the mess so they could be used again. The most likely was a night on the floor, wandering around among the customers, showing off the wares, as it were, to get them in the proper state of mind, flirting with them while they drank and decided what services they were buying. The pay wasn’t bad and could be supplemented if one of them wanted a quick one against the wall or under the table, or even better if one decided they liked what they saw enough to take someone off the floor to a room, but it meant the whole night wandering around the tables and spending time with far more clients than being held in reserve.

“Nate, you’re on the floor.”

What he’d expected. 

“Yes, sir.” 

Nathan went to join the line of men on their way to the main room, pausing to take his turn in front of the mirror, pinching his nipples and smoothing his hair and trying to make his cock look as attractive as possible before following the others out. One of the things that had surprised Nathan was how quickly he’d become accustomed to being naked as he walked around the Goat’s Horn. He would have thought it would take ages to get used to it, surrounded by other naked men and later, out on the floor, surrounded by fully clothed customers looking him over, but he’d adapted far faster than he’d imagined he could. He felt no modesty at all as he walked into the taproom, his cock bobbing along, his arse pushed out so it would be noticed. He picked a likely table of noisy dockworkers still on their first round of drinks and meandered over, leaning against the man who seemed to be the leader of the group and running his hand along the man’s beefy arm. 

“I hope you’re enjoying yourself tonight, sir.”

The man leered at him. “And what’s a posh toff like you doing working here?”

Nathan had learned the Goat’s Horn attracted a crowd that liked a posh voice saying vulgar things, so he had an answer he always used for that question. “The cocks are bigger here, and my arse likes the challenge.”

The man guffawed. “And what about that fancy mouth?”

So there would be some extra money tonight. “You’ll have to ask Collins about the charge. Shall I find him for you?”

 

Owen had to get away. He couldn’t take another minute of being an earl. Sean was visiting Southampton. Normally, that was a good thing, something to be looked forward to. Normally, Sean stayed at Limecrest Hall when he visited, but this time he’d come to see to some paperwork at his current bank in Southampton to be certain he would be able to transfer money to his new bank in York, so Owen was staying in a very nice hotel not far from Sean’s townhouse. Normally, Owen would have been looking forward to spending time with his brother. Only as this trip was for Sean to arrange things for his move to York, and as the move was to be near Miss Renwick and her family’s business, Mr. Renwick had come along to help with the paperwork—and, Owen suspected, as an excuse to bring Miss Renwick along with him. And tonight Owen was to meet them yet again. Sean’s idea, of course. He thought it would be good for Owen to practice seeing his soon-to-be in-laws before the wedding to prove to himself that everything would be fine and he was worrying for nothing. Sean insisted Mr. Renwick understood, that he didn’t judge Owen, that all Owen had to do was try his best at being an earl and they’d be happy.

Owen did believe Mr. Renwick intended that and wanted that. After all, the man was staying in an entirely different hotel from the one Owen normally chose when he was visiting Sean in Southampton, which wouldn’t have been odd except it was Sean who had first suggested the hotel to him as being one of the nicest in town. But no matter what Mr. Renwick wanted to think, he hadn’t seen Owen outside of a couple of brief meetings in London, never in the sorts of places he’d seen Sean, never at balls and supper parties, so he couldn’t really know what he’d think of Owen when he was out in society. And Owen didn’t want to embarrass Sean, particularly not in front of his future father-in-law. And he would not embarrass Sean in front of his fiancée. So perhaps Sean was right and he should find some kind of tutor. An earl tutor. Did such a thing even exist? How did you even ask someone to be a tutor for an earl? Owen sighed. Better to embarrass himself than Sean. Particularly as it would be Sean’s wedding, Sean’s in-laws, Sean’s wife’s aunts and uncles and cousins and who knew who else attending the wedding. He would have to learn. But right then he had to get away, stop being the Earl of Morebrook, just for a little while, just to clear his head.

Owen had ridden from Limecrest Hall to Southampton wearing his old riding clothes. There hadn’t seemed to be much point to getting out the carriage when he could make the journey in an hour and not much point in dressing up when no one would see him. He dug the clothes out of the bottom of the dresser in his hotel room and pulled them on. He’d worn his new riding boots, but as he hadn’t planned to wear them around Southampton, he hadn’t bothered to have them cleaned, so they would do for an evening walk in the less fashionable parts of town. And his travel coat would cover his clothes as he left the hotel but was dull enough that it wouldn’t cause too much notice when he got closer to his destination, particularly if he draped it over his arm as he walked. The only question was his destination.

Owen had been to Southampton numerous times before becoming an earl. It had been the closest city to their village, so a place he’d needed to travel through when he’d been a journeyman stonecutter and somewhere he’d had to stay when the business had required him to order something he couldn’t get in Lower Weybeck or ship out something for a project that wasn’t local, or meet with a client from out of town. So he knew places there. Not the sort of places an earl would visit, but the sort a stonecutter would. The sort that he needed tonight.

A pub was always possible, but he’d be recognized at the places he used to frequent, and he didn’t feel like risking bad food and watered-down drinks at the seedier places in town. And unless he was going to strike up a conversation with strangers or get into a game of dice or cards, that wouldn’t take his mind off of anything.

That was an idea: someplace to get his mind off his troubles. And nothing would get his mind off his troubles like a trip to a molly house. He hadn’t risked that since he’d inherited the title. None of the places he used to frequent, of course. He didn’t want to run the risk of being recognized there either, particularly as they would no doubt all have heard that he had inherited money and a title. But he knew of a few other molly houses in Southampton, ones that hadn’t appealed to him at the time, so he’d never visited. One of those should do. As he sorted out his overcoat, making certain it closed over as much of his clothing as he could manage so no one in the lobby would notice he was wearing his old clothes, he ran through the names he knew.

The seediest was the Goat’s Horn. That made it the one he’d be least likely to be recognized at. The Goat’s Horn it would be. He checked his pocket watch—one of the few parts of being an earl he thoroughly enjoyed, being able to purchase a fine pocket watch—and determined he had a good three hours before he needed to leave for Sean’s townhouse. Three hours of not being an earl.

Well, not quite three hours. He’d have to change clothes when he returned and wash and shave and make his hair behave. But he could ask for hot water to be waiting for him when he returned in two hours. That would leave him an hour to get ready. It couldn’t take more than an hour, could it? So two hours of not being an earl once he went downstairs and told the desk clerk to send up the water. Was that who he was supposed to tell? He had no idea. It was who he was going to tell, and that would have to do. If he thought about it much longer, he would realize he had no idea who to ask for hot water and not leave so he wouldn’t have to ask anyone. And that would not do. He took his evening clothes out of the dresser and spread them out on the bed so he wouldn’t have to hunt for them when he returned then walked out the door before he could talk himself out of it.

Owen was halfway down the stairs when he realized he wasn’t wearing a hat. Not having a hat rather spoiled the gentlemanly look of his coat, but he didn’t have anything that would do for both the hotel and the Goat’s Horn. So no hat it was. Perhaps they would think he was carrying it to put on outside. He could carry his coat in such a way... But then they would see his clothes. Owen forced himself the rest of the way down the stairs and into the lobby. He was never going to remember everything he needed to walk out of a hotel as an earl, let alone live as one.

One of the uniformed porters spotted Owen as he took the last step and was at his side before his foot had touched the floor. “Can I be of service, my lord?”

Maybe this was who he was supposed to ask. “I’m going out. I’ll want a warm bath when I return. Are you who I ask?” That seemed abrupt, but he didn’t know how else to be certain he was doing it right.

“Indeed, my lord. I will see the staff is informed. Do you know when you are returning?”

With all the fuss, he’d probably be safest going for a walk around the block, returning in five minutes, and being done with it. “Two hours, more or less.”

“Very good, my lord. Shall I arrange conveyance for you?”

Oh, that would be grand. Tell some posh driver to take him to the Goat’s Horn. 

“I’m walking.”

“Very good, my lord.”

Apparently, that was all the man said. It had to be an incredibly boring job if that was all one did, ask people what they needed then say “very good” over and over. Owen fished in his coat pocket for a few coins and slipped them to the porter. “Thank you.”

The porter bowed as Owen made for the door.

 

It was a fair bit of a walk to the Goat’s Horn, but Owen took that as a good sign, a sign he’d be less likely to see anyone he knew there. He walked briskly, checking his pocket watch both when he left the hotel and when he got to a place that seemed to be near the edge of the run-down part of town, hoping he could gauge about how long the walk took and how long he had before he had to start back. He didn’t want to check his watch near the Goat’s Horn and risk being pickpocketed. He had no doubt he could handle a couple of footpads, but he didn’t want to waste the time. The brisk walk also warmed him and made him glad he was able to take off his overcoat when he reached the narrow, twisting streets he was looking for, despite the chilly December air. Once he was sure he’d found the right neighborhood, it was simply a matter of finding the right street and the grimy pub at the end of it, both of which he remembered well enough once he was in the area.

Owen knew the Goat’s Horn was not the sort of molly house he’d frequented in the past. Those had been the sort that were more of a pub for men with an interest in other men than anything else. So he wasn’t quite certain what to expect when he opened the nondescript but unusually sturdy door at the end of a small, fetid alley. The door opened into a small room that was almost empty except for a sort of bar without any seating just inside, giving it a good view of the door. There was a man behind the bar pretending to polish a glass. Obviously a guard, Owen thought, making certain no one got in who shouldn’t be admitted. He wasn’t used to there being someone so obvious at the entrance, but he didn’t try to move beyond the door until the man had finished studying him. He was taller and broader than Owen, which disconcerted Owen more than it ought to. When he’d been working as a stonecutter, there had always been a few men bigger than he was; it was simply the nature of his work that it attracted the burlier men. It wasn’t something he’d even thought about. He’d expected to be surrounded by at least a few men taller and stronger than him. But while he was fairly average for a stonecutter, he was big for an earl, tall enough and broad enough to stand out. It was one of the things that bothered him. And now it bothered him that he’d become used to being the tallest man in any room he entered.

The man put his glass down. “What’ll you have?”

So he’d passed inspection. “A pint of whatever’s good.”

The man nodded and actually did pull a pint for him. As he handed it over, he said, “Tables through there. You want anything, you talk to the manager first. He’ll give you prices before you agree.”

Owen knew they weren’t talking about drinks anymore and nodded. “And how will I know the manager so I can ask?”

“You’ll know. Any other questions?”

Owen shook his head and paid for the drink, leaving a little extra for the man out of a habit newly acquired.

“Go on through.” As that was said a bit louder than necessary, Owen assumed it was meant for whoever was on the other side of the door.

On the other side of the door, he found two more men, not as burly as the fellow out front but still men not to be trifled with, which confirmed his theory. He also realized just how different the Goat’s Horn was from what he was used to.

The molly house near Lower Weybeck and the ones he’d been to in Southampton could all have passed for a normal sort of pub if someone wandered in off the street, at least on the ground floor. There were always a couple of men about who were happy to sell their favors for an evening, but they normally looked like a better-groomed version of the patrons, and the only reason everyone knew who they were was because everyone knew, just as everyone knew who owned the place. And it had really been more common to strike up a friendship with someone, sound them out and then, if both sides seemed interested, offer to share the price of a room upstairs. That was what he was used to, but that was nothing like the Goat’s Horn. He also immediately understood what the guard in front had meant about knowing who the manager was. Or, more correctly, it was easy to know who the whores were: just look for the naked men. He assumed the manager was the fellow beside a second bar who the naked whores were seeking out to have a word with before disappearing under a table or being pushed against a wall, or occasionally being led upstairs. If anything would take his mind off being an earl, it was this: a run-down room full of naked men offering their services to tables of dockworkers and day laborers with all the accompanying grunts and moans and bawdy laughter and slapping of flesh, all surrounded by the smell of sweat and musk and stale alcohol. He couldn’t think of anything less like the ballrooms and dinner parties he was supposed to frequent now. The only question was whether he wanted to watch or participate.

Owen found a small, not-too-sticky table out of the way, which he took to mean watching was fine as long as he was paying for pints, and settled in with his drink. The ale wasn’t bad, watered down, but not bad for the sort of place this was. The Goat’s Horn might be seedy, but it did have some standards. He leaned back in his chair and started to watch the room. The whores were of varying ages, varying sizes, most fairly good-looking, none uncomfortably young. Quite a few looked like country lads who’d moved to the city not long ago. He did notice a couple turn down offers, usually followed by the manager offering the punter someone else, which Owen took as another sign the place had some sort of standards. He finished his pint and went up to the bar to get another.

The manager noticed him at once. “New here?”

“That’s right. Nice place.”

“Need anything?”

“Just another pint for now if it’s all right to watch.”

“That’s why they’re down here.” The manager signaled to the barkeep, this one more the size and shape Owen would have expected. As Owen paid for the drink, the manager added, “Just let me know if someone suits your fancy. There’s some in back, so if you decide you want something specific, I’m sure we’ve got one who can manage it.”

“Thanks.” 

Owen went back to his table and watched as a group of sailors picked out a group of whores for their table. Watching all the burly sailors and the naked, sweating bodies writhing between them decided him. He was going to hire someone’s services if he could find the right arse. He was certainly spoiled for choice. He sipped his pint and allowed himself to enjoy the search.

There were plenty of choices, but no one caught his eye until he saw a delectable arse poking out from under a table of dockworkers. Round, just muscled enough to be interesting. Pale, all the way to his feet, unlike most he’d seen that night, with pale arses and tanned limbs. Creamy and smooth all the way down, like warm marble. A moment later, the rest of the body followed, equally nice, he decided, average height, slim, with just enough muscle to show he could hold his own, hair that reminded Owen of the gorse that grew outside of the village. Owen realized he was starting to sound like Sean and pulled his attention back to what was going on around him.

The foreman of the group was laughing and smacked the fellow on the arse, clearly giving him a compliment. The man smiled politely and said something Owen couldn’t hear. That looked promising. 

The whore wandered off, his arse moving in the most delectable way. Owen was still watching him closely, or he would have missed the way the man shoved his hair back as a way to hide wiping his mouth. An old hand at this, then. Well, that could be fun, particularly with an arse like that. The fellow started to flirt with another table. Working the floor then. Owen had never been one for exhibiting himself, and one thing he didn’t have to worry about was funds, so he went to find the manager.

The man was easy enough to find, still standing by the bar, watching in all directions at once. He noticed Owen as soon as he approached. “See something you like?”

“The blond molly. Can I have him in a room?”

“Feel like stuffing that fine mouth, hmm? Many a fellow wants that after they hear him speak.” There was a bit of talk about money, and Owen paid for an hour of the man’s time in a private room upstairs. Then the manager yelled, “Nate! Get over here!”

So the fellow’s name was Nate. Probably something he ought to try to remember. Owen watched the fellow give a final smile to the man he was flirting with then cross the room to them. He was handsome from the front as well, slim, smooth, pale skin everywhere, lightly dusted with blond hair trailing down to a fine cock bobbing in front of him.

“Take him to seven,” the manager ordered.

“Yes, sir.” 

He gave the manager a deferential nod of his head then turned to Owen, looking him over in a way that seemed subtle but Owen suspected was meant to be obvious. Give the punter the impression you were checking him out secretly and liking what you saw but being certain he knew you were doing it. The fellow was clever, that was certain. 

When he’d finished his quick inspection with a slow, languid sort of smile, he looked up in a way not unlike the porters at the hotel and said, “It would be my great pleasure if you would follow me, sir.” 

He had the accent that Owen was trying to learn—posh, rich, educated—and Owen didn’t think it was an act. There was something too natural about it, not like his own attempts that sounded like someone in a poorly acted play. Maybe he could say this was some sort of study session if anyone asked where he’d been. Not that anyone would ask.

Owen took the key the manager held out to him and followed the molly upstairs. He couldn’t help watching that beautiful arse in front of him, the muscles bunching and stretching as he climbed the stairs, the skin as perfect up close as it had seemed from across the room. Then he remembered he’d just paid for it, he could watch all he wanted, could do as he pleased with it, and stared quite openly.

At the top of the stairs, there was another manager seated at a table. “If you would show him your key, sir,” the molly said, nodding to the manager.

A sort of guard, then. Owen held up the key, which seemed to be all that was required, as the guard nodded as soon as he’d seen it, and they were walking down the shabby, water-stained hallway.

 

 


Chapter 3

 

The room they entered was more or less what Owen expected of the place: clean enough, with a sagging bed and a set of drawers that held what clients might need.

“If you’d like to be watched, leave the door open.”

Owen closed the door. He stuck the key in the lock but didn’t turn it. He couldn’t tell if the molly appreciated that or not, but he definitely noticed.

“Now, what would you like me to do for you tonight?” 

Lush, that was how the voice sounded. It reminded Owen of the sauce for the pudding his new cook had made, caramelized sugar sliding over poached pears. He could see why men would want to slide their cock into that mouth, although most of the ones he’d seen downstairs would have been far less poetic. Probably imagining some boss or manager who talked like that and wanted to shove a cock down this throat while imagining it was theirs. That brought his mind back to the sordid little room and reminded him this man was a professional.

“Anything you don’t do?” Best to find out what he could ask for before he decided what he wanted.

“I’ll do whatever you like, sir.”

Owen wasn’t sure he liked the sir-ing, but it probably served the fellow well. Lots of insecure fellows loved hearing a posh voice be deferential and respectful, knowing they didn’t deserve it. He was starting to think that voice was a clever affectation. It probably earned the man a pretty penny every night. That and his arse. That was what had attracted him. And he suddenly wanted to see what that pale skin would look like warm and pink. “Mind a few smacks to your arse?”

“Not at all, sir. I’d enjoy them.”

No hesitation, so either he didn’t mind or he’d done it enough that it didn’t matter. 

“Where’s the oil in here?”

That made the man relax a fraction. So he’d been worried Owen would forget. “In the drawer. Shall I get it for you?”

“Get it, and use it, and let me see.” Then he could get another good look at that arse and the fellow could prepare himself as he liked.

The fellow—Nate, he had to remember the name was Nate—Nate went to the dresser and retrieved the oil then made a show of oiling himself, putting one foot up on the leg of the dresser where it bent out, sliding his fingers in and out of himself. Owen leaned against the door and enjoyed the show, letting the fellow take his time.

“Does that meet your satisfaction, sir?”

Nate must have been satisfied with the job he’d done. “It does indeed. Arms on the dresser. Arse to me. Let’s see what that pale skin does under my hand.”

Nate moved into position in quick, smooth movements without a word. Owen made a bit of noise as he walked up behind him, not wanting to startle him. Then he reached out and ran his hand over the pale skin. It was as smooth as he’d thought it would be. He gave a light smack to let him know it was time, then several hard slaps, alternating sides, watching the skin as it flushed then turned pink under his hand. Nate’s hips snapped forward with each blow then pressed back, ready for the next, while he kept up a stream of words.

“That’s good, sir. Feels good. Burns but good. Please, keep at it.”

Owen didn’t trust the words, of course. The man was saying what he thought his client wanted to hear. But Owen liked hearing that voice, liked watching that smooth arse move under his hand. And then he noticed Nate’s very fine cock was getting hard as well, almost as hard as Owen’s. So maybe there was some truth to his words.

Owen reminded himself he only had an hour. So when the skin under his hand was a nice rosy color, almost but not quite red, he stopped and reached around Nate to get the oil. Nate’s patter changed as he noticed. 

“Please, sir, please stretch me with your gorgeous cock.” 

Owen ignored it, letting it be an arousing background noise. He hadn’t even opened his trousers yet, so Nate hadn’t seen his cock yet. He yielded to a naughty impulse and moved to the side so Nate could see as he undid his trousers and lifted out the organ in question. He could see Nate notice it and note its size, which, while not as impressive as some, was nothing to be ashamed of. He watched as Owen slicked it in preparation. He was pleased to see a little dart of Nate’s tongue wetting his lips unconsciously and hear a little moan of appreciation that he didn’t think was feigned. The sound left Owen feeling a bit smug as he moved behind Nate and slid into him in one stroke.

The arse was just as good as he’d imagined, warm and tight and perfect. Owen watched his cock slide in and out as he pumped into it, trying different angles to see what they looked like. One drew the most wonderful moan from that perfect honey voice, just as posh as it had been when he was in control of it. Owen wanted to hear it again and continued to pound in at that angle, trying to hit that spot with every thrust.

“Oh, you’re good. Oh, that’s wonderful. Harder, please, don’t stop, don’t...”

And then the perfect arse in front of him was gripping his cock, wringing his climax from him as Nate spilled on the dresser in front of them. Owen hadn’t expected that. He couldn’t remember ever bringing a bloke off without touching the fellow’s cock. He felt quite proud of himself as he leaned against the dresser to catch his breath, his arms on either side of Nate’s chest. He reminded himself he couldn’t stand there all night and pushed himself back. He gave the arse in front of him another slap, this one somewhat affectionate. “Worth every penny and then some.”

“Thank you, sir. It was my pleasure to have your cock in me.”

More patter, but it did give his spirits a nice boost. Owen did up his trousers and left the room, taking the key but closing the door behind him just in case Nate needed a moment to recover from him. The idea that he might gave his spirits another little boost.

As Owen went downstairs to return the key, he seriously considered asking for another hour. He hadn’t felt that comfortable since he’d inherited the title. But he really didn’t have time, not if he wanted to be home in time to dress for seeing Sean and the Renwicks. He should have thought of that. 

Then he saw the fellow come down the stairs, his arse still pink, trails of spend still drying on it. He’d barely started walking the floor when someone, a blacksmith Owen would guess from his hands, beckoned him over. The Goat’s Horn was the sort of place that liked their whores well used by the end of the night, particularly a fine bit like that. 

Owen sighed and made for the attendant’s table. He’d leave a nice bit of a bonus, and maybe he’d come back when he had more time.

 

}~*~{

 

Sean was staying in the same townhouse he’d let just after Owen had inherited and moved to Limecrest Hall. He was waiting in the foyer when Owen was let in by the butler. “I was starting to worry you’d decided not to come after all.”

Good that he hadn’t stayed longer at the Goat’s Horn. He never managed to guess how long it would take him to change into evening dress, and since he’d let his valet go, well, handed him off to Sean really, it took longer than ever. “Can’t tie a cravat to save my life.”

“I can see that. You should have just brought it over and asked Carson to manage it. He won’t mind.”

Owen wished he’d thought of that himself. “That’s what I’ll do next time.”

“Good. I’ll ring for him. You’re looking quite the nobleman tonight, in spite of the cravat.”

Owen wasn’t sure he felt like a nobleman, only that he definitely did not feel like himself. “Thanks.”

“And you seem a bit more at ease than I’ve seen you.”

He should have known he couldn’t hide anything from Sean. “I went out a little, not the sort of places I should be going. The old sort, where I don’t have to worry what I say or which side I take my fork from.”

Sean nodded. “Well, it seems to have helped. And the forks are generally all on the same side. Sorry, you didn’t need instruction just then, did you?”

“S’all right.” Even Owen heard his accent slip then.

“Have you considered my suggestion?”

“I said I would.” The tutor. And how did a grown man go about finding a tutor anyway? It would be embarrassing at best to interview fellows who thought they were coming to tutor some lad and have them find out he was the pupil.

“If you want help finding one, I’m more than willing.” Sean paused and looked hard at him, then changed the subject abruptly. “But you won’t have to worry about tonight. We’re going to a play. A quick drink at their hotel is all we’ll have time for, and then we’ll need to leave for the theater. It’s a nice tragedy. You won’t have to worry that you’re not getting the humor since there won’t be any, and I can comfort Miss Renwick when it’s over. It works out well for both of us.”

Owen felt a little better at that news. Sean was right. He always worried at comedies that he was laughing at the wrong things and missing some point everyone around him understood. Tragedy was tragedy: dead people, jealousy, falls from grace. Anyone could understand that. Pain was pain. Trust Sean to come up with something like that. But Sean shouldn’t have to come up with something like that, shouldn’t have to arrange every outing to make certain Owen wasn’t going to do something to embarrass them. Owen ought to be able to manage being respectable for at least a few hours.

“Carson, there you are.”

“Good evening, my lord, sir.” Carson was as proper as ever. He didn’t even look shocked at Owen’s cravat.

“As you can see, my brother needs a bit of assistance with his neckcloth, and then we’ll be on our way.”

“Very good to see you again, my lord.”

“And you, Carson.” 

Owen didn’t mind Carson. He was probably a very good valet. It wasn’t his fault Owen was a terrible earl. Sean was benefiting far more from Carson’s attentions than he ever had. Or that fellow at the molly house. He would do well under Carson’s ministrations. And then he remembered he hadn’t seen the man clothed and had no idea what he wore, a fact that didn’t change his opinion one bit.

“That should do, my lord. If you approve.”

“I’m sure it’s perfect, Carson. Thanks.”

“My lord.” Carson bowed himself out of the room.

“Come on. If we leave now, we can get there in time to have that drink before we leave, and you can get greeting Mr. Renwick over with.”

The last thing Owen wanted to do was make Sean’s life difficult with Mr. Renwick, particularly as he seemed genuinely fond of Miss Renwick. “Tell me if I do something unforgivable. Or try to warn me if you can see I will.”

“All right, but you won’t.”

Owen sighed. Maybe he’d done all his ungentlemanly things for the night already, at the Goat’s Horn, to that glorious arse.

 

}~*~{

 

Nathan made his way back to his rooms as the sun was coming up. It hadn’t been a bad night. He’d made quite a nice bit in tips, which was unusual. And he’d had the one fellow in a room. That had been something. Most of the men who came to the Goat’s Horn were the sort he’d never consider bedding if he weren’t being paid, the sort who couldn’t get a casual night anywhere and had to pay for what they wanted. But that fellow, he could have had any man he desired. At least, he could have had Nathan if he’d wanted, even without pay, had Nathan been in a position to have a fellow without being paid.

In his room, Nathan put the water he’d brought up earlier to heat then stripped off his coat and trousers and draped them over a chair. He peeled off his shirt and decided he could stand to wear it another day. The shirt he could stand, but the drawers were stiff and sticking to him. He took his soap and flannels and washed every inch of his body twice, then dropped his drawers in the basin to soak and threw on his old banyan while he went to find the breakfast he’d bought before he left. A few more tips like the ones he’d gotten tonight, and he might be able to take a night or two off. Maybe. But not before he found out if a particular man had a set schedule or visited whenever he got the itch.

 

}~*~{

 

If his first night back and been moderately successful, Nathan’s first day back was anything but. Not only did Mrs. Morris not have a letter for him, she had her son back. He’d been promoted to a job on land overseeing something or another at the docks—she had been too excited to be clear—and she would be moving to Bristol to help keep house for him. Nathan was happy for her, but it meant he’d had to walk across town to ask Griggs to do his shirts and would have to do so for the foreseeable future.

A casual check at the offices he’d thought most likely to need his services revealed that no one needed him at the moment, and it seemed unlikely that they would before the new year. And when he’d gotten back to his rooms, it had been to find a letter from his father informing him that there would be three more families coming to the Christmas ball, all with children, and how nice it would be for him to bring them some little token present. More money he needed. Nathan briefly wondered if it would be possible to say he’d been called away somewhere. He’d tried that one year, saying he’d been called to an office in Berlin, only to be spotted in Southampton by someone his brother knew. It had taken months to stop hearing about that. So unless he wanted to emigrate to the colonies, he was stuck at the Goat’s Horn for the moment.

 

Things didn’t get any better when he arrived at the Goat’s Horn that evening. Nathan nearly groaned aloud when he went through to the holding room and saw it was Hensley who was assigning jobs. Hensley hated him, and he hated Hensley in return. Nathan suspected it had something to do with his accent. He was not the least bit surprised to hear Hensley say, “Nate, cleaning rooms tonight.”

“Yes, sir.” He got up and walked past the mirror. No point in primping to clean rooms.

Cleaning rooms was universally hated, but Nathan thought he might hate it a little more than most. When he’d started at the molly house, he’d been told every new whore had to do it for a week, both to be sure they could and as a sort of initiation, and from what he’d seen, that was true. He, of course, had had to learn how to do the most basic tasks, not that there was much to learn about scrubbing floors, emptying chamber pots, or changing sheets. It had been harder to learn to keep the pace needed to turn the rooms over as quickly as he was supposed to, to lug the buckets around when they were full of dirty water and slops and judge when he ought to empty them down to the yard. Harder to get used to his arms and shoulders aching from the buckets and his legs burning from the trips up and down the stairs and to accustom himself to the constant feeling of being sweaty and dirty from the work.

Nate went to the scullery and gathered the scrub bucket and the slop bucket and brought them outside. He suspected the week of cleaning rooms was part of why he had become accustomed to being naked so quickly. Crossing the yard without a stitch on, even though it was sheltered, had been hard the first time, then he’d been too busy to even think of it. The wash bucket had to be filled at the pump and soap added, then the wash copper for the sheets filled with bucket after bucket of water and soap and the fire lit under it. Then he gathered his buckets and rags, scraped his feet on the mat by the door so he wouldn’t have to clean up mud too, and went upstairs. At least he only worked at the Goat’s Horn in the winter. The squelching mud under his feet was bad enough. He wouldn’t want to go near the cesspit in the summer heat, and he couldn’t even imagine bending over the wash copper in summer humidity. Even in winter, the heat from it kept the little yard warm enough that he didn’t freeze when he went out to empty buckets and boil sheets. It would be unbearable in summer.

When Nate reached the landing, Wilson didn’t give him a minute to stop. “Room four.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Nate carried his buckets down to room four and went in, leaving the door open. Always leave the door open to clean, he’d been told. An open door meant punters could watch, and some liked to watch a naked whore clean a room. Some would even pay for services after. Nate knew several of the punters liked to watch him clean rooms—the accent again, he supposed. And yet something about the very humiliation of having men watch him scrub disgusting things from floors and empty chamber pots without a stitch of clothing on made his cock ache. He hoped none of the men watching noticed.

 

}~*~{

 

Owen considered the previous evening as close to a success as he was going to have. The theater had not gone badly. They had barely had time for a drink at the Renwicks’ hotel before leaving, so Owen hadn’t had to say much at all once he’d greeted everyone. Sean had been right about the tragedy being a good choice. The play had been Macbeth, and as Owen had already known the basic story, he’d actually managed to have a proper conversation with Mr. Renwick after the play about when exactly Macbeth had become doomed. Sean had spent the carriage ride pretending to comfort Miss Renwick, who was pretending to be upset over the play. All in all, about as good an evening as he could have hoped for. But he wished Sean didn’t have to plan for his inadequacies, didn’t have to choose a night at the theater because there would be less need for Owen to make conversation

And of course, that wasn’t the end of it. He was supposed to go and meet Sean and possibly Mr. Renwick at his club, because that was what gentlemen did. It wasn’t as fancy or exclusive as the London clubs he would be able to join if he wanted to—he didn’t—but Sean had said it would be good practice for those, and he didn’t want to let Sean down, so he’d agreed to meet there and have a late meal. He was regretting it now, of course, and had been very tempted to send a note over to tell Sean he wasn’t able to come, only he couldn’t think of a good excuse, at least not one Sean would believe.

And then he thought of something else. Sean had said he’d seemed more at ease than he had in a while. Owen had attributed it to getting a bit of release at the Goat’s Horn. If it had worked once, might it work again? He couldn’t go to the molly house every night, but for a couple of weeks, as a crutch until he could go back to the estate and make any mistakes far from Sean’s fiancée and her family, what was the harm? And he had plenty of time. He wasn’t meeting Sean until after ten. Sean had adapted to gentlemen’s hours easily enough. It would give Owen plenty of time for a quick tumble before he had to get back to change for the club. And so Owen found himself at the Goat’s Horn again, looking over the room of naked men flirting with the seedy crowd.

A different manager from the night before sidled up to him. “And what do you want tonight, mate?”

Owen looked around the room, but nothing struck him. He didn’t see the fellow from the other night, and he didn’t want to ask if he was there. “Not sure yet.”

“If you want to watch, any open door upstairs.”

Watching sounded interesting. Different from what he normally did, anyway. Upstairs, the man sitting on the landing asked if he wanted anything and again told him he could watch any open door. Owen was just starting down the hallway when he saw the man from his last visit come out of one of the rooms with a bundle of sheets tossed over his shoulder and two buckets in his hands. He went to the head of the stairs, put down the buckets, and dumped the sheets on a pile behind the chair and picked out a couple of rags that had fallen onto the stack with the sheets.

“Room five then eleven.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nate, that had been his name, or at least the name he gave. Nate grabbed up the buckets, tossed his rags over his shoulder, and started down the hall. Owen followed slowly, glancing at doors, pretending he was looking at everything. Nate went into what Owen assumed was room five and left the door open. That meant he could watch, so Owen did.

Nate was on all fours, that inviting arse poking up. He pulled a chamber pot from under the bed and dumped it into the slop bucket, then wiped it out with one of his rags and put it back. Then he took a scrub brush from the other bucket and surveyed the floor. As he did, he caught sight of Owen. “Can I help you, sir?”

“Just looking.”

“Very good, sir.” 

That fine accent, the one Owen should be learning. Fine lot of good it was doing Nate though. Nate was already on all fours again, scrubbing at some disgusting mess on the carpet. He looked beautiful doing it. His arse was perfectly displayed. His balls were heavy and visible between his legs when he moved at some angles. His cock was half-hard and getting harder. His feet were covered with a layer of mud, so he’d been barefoot outside sometime in the night. Owen thought he’d like to see that. And his hands were a mess, red from the soap and hot water, dirty from the messes he’d been cleaning. There was a sheen of sweat all over his body that caught the firelight and made his skin gleam as his muscles worked to scrub the floor. Something about that with the fine accent and aristocratic face was making Owen’s cock throb. 

Once he’d gotten the floor as clean as it would be, Nate checked the bed, saw the sheets hadn’t been used, and retrieved his buckets. Owen moved away from the door so he could leave.

Nate went straight down the hall, so Owen followed again and watched as he emptied and polished another chamber pot, scrubbed more muck from the floor, and this time stripped the bed and remade it with sheets from the closet. Owen moved aside so Nate could haul everything back to the head of the stairs.

“Room ten,” the attendant said without looking up.

“Have to dump the slop bucket first, sir.”

The attendant looked up and nodded, giving permission. Nate put down his buckets and gathered all the sheets from behind the chair, throwing them over his shoulder before collecting his buckets and starting downstairs. 

Owen kept following. No one moved to stop him, so he went all the way down, past the taproom on the ground level to the scullery below and watched as Nate walked right outside to the yard. Owen went to stand in the door, admiring the oddness of watching a handsome man walking around outdoors stark naked. 

Nate put the buckets down so he could drop the sheets beside them. He gathered up his buckets again and squelched through the mud of the yard to dump them in the cesspit. Then he filled the wash bucket at the pump and threw in a handful of soap. 

Owen leaned against the door, watching every movement, wondering what that arse would feel like with Nate pushed up against one of the molly house walls.

Nate was already lugging the sheets over to the copper. He grabbed each one, dunked it in the copper, scrubbed it against the washboard, and let it fall in before going straight to the next. Owen supposed the attendant must be timing how long he was away, making certain there was no dawdling. Nate was gorgeous in the firelight, bent over the copper scrubbing sheets, sweating from the heat and hard work. Owen was tempted to pull out his cock right there and rub himself off, but he could think of much nicer ways to get release.

 


Chapter 4

 

Nathan hated scrubbing sheets. The soap burned his hands as badly as the water did. The sheets were disgusting when he brought them down, thrown over his shoulder and rubbing against his skin, and heavy when they were wet and being scrubbed. He’d have to leave them to boil out the dirt and haul them all out at the end of his shift, wring them out with shoulders that were already aching from hauling dirty water and slops, then hang them on the line, all before he could go home. And the same punter was watching him, his cock straining the placket of his trousers, and it was arousing Nathan to no end. He was desperately hoping the fellow would shove him against the wall and take his arse, or even order him on all fours again in the mud of the yard. But he did neither. Probably planned to look his fill then go inside and find someone who hadn’t been hauling slops and scrubbing floors all night. 

Nathan finished the last of the sheets then retrieved the cleaning rags and threw them over his shoulder, trying not to think of what he’d cleaned up with them so far, collected up his buckets, and went back inside. He was surprised to realize the fellow was following him up the stairs again, all the way to the rooms.

“Rooms ten, twelve, and fourteen.”

A busy night. Of course Hensley would have him cleaning rooms on a busy night. “Yes, sir.” He started down the hall.

“That arse for sale tonight?”

Nathan paused on his way to room ten. He didn’t see anyone else in the hall, so the man had to mean him.

Wilson didn’t hesitate. “Normal rates. You want him?”

Nathan heard a sort of grunt he took to mean the man was agreeing, then a quick chat about money, then Wilson saying, “Let me find you a room.”

“Ten’ll due.”

Nathan swallowed and wondered if the fellow had seen how hard he’d gotten knowing he was being watched.

“Ten it is. Show him the way, Nate.”

“Yes, sir. Right this way, sir.”

 

Room ten was badly in need of a cleaning, but Nathan had seen worse. He went inside and put down his buckets, unsure what the fellow would want.

“You’re supposed to clean it, aren’t you?”

“Of course, sir.” 

Nathan swallowed and looked around. Knowing the fellow was standing there, watching him, had paid to watch him, was both more humiliating and more arousing than it had been when the fellow had just happened by. He reminded himself to do just as he always did. That was what the fellow had paid for and seemed to want. The fellow had started watching when he’d been on the floor and had been particularly interested in his arse, so he knelt by his buckets as if he were checking something then crawled over to the bed and peered under it. He pulled out the chamber pot and dumped it in the slop bucket and wiped it out. When he’d put it back, he surveyed the floor, looking where he’d need to scrub. Quite a few spots needed attention. He dunked his hands in the wash water, the soap burning them but hopefully washing away some of the muck that covered them, and felt around for the scrub brush then got on all fours again and went at the messes, careful to keep his arse facing the client as much as he could.

The man never stopped watching him. He could feel his gaze follow him across the floor as clearly as he could feel beads of sweat roll down his back. He wondered if he ought to make the cleaning take longer, give the man more to watch, but he wanted it to be over, and he’d only learned to do it quickly, so he scrubbed the spots as best he could, dropped the brush back in the bucket, and went to check the sheets. They hadn’t been touched, so nothing there. He turned to face the man, wondering what he was supposed to do now.

The man was leaning against the closed door, stroking his cock through his trousers. “Good job for someone not brought up to it.”

That was not what Nathan had been expecting. “Thank you, sir.” He wondered if that was what the fellow wanted, to watch him work. If so, he added, “I had to learn when I came here if I wanted to work here.”

“Mph. Learned a few other things, I’d wager, or did you already know them?”

Nathan didn’t know how to answer that, but the man went on before he had to answer.

“I can think of something else I’d like to see you do on your knees.”

At least Nathan knew how to respond to that. He scrambled across the floor as the man unbuttoned his trousers. The man was delicious. So much better than the other punters. Clean, smelling of arousal and musk and soap. Nathan licked at him, getting his balls and the skin around them, trying to gauge what the man wanted. He seemed content for Nathan to do as he liked, so Nathan slipped the tip of the man’s thick cock into his mouth and lapped at it.

The man let him do as he would for a few minutes then pulled back. “All fours. Let me see that arse again.”

Nathan hurried to obey, presenting himself to the man eagerly.

“Would look nice as red as those hands, I think. Should I see?”

Nathan swallowed. “Please.” His cock sprang up at the thought.

The word was barely out of his mouth when the first sharp smack hit his arse. A sting that went straight to his cock, then another, alternating sides, slowly getting faster, although not much harder than the first slap. After every few blows, the man would stop and rub his arse, kneading it, stroking it. Nathan pressed back into the big hands, wanting more sensation.

Nathan lost track of time, of where the blows were coming from, not that it mattered as he felt each one in his cock, until the man said, “That looks right,” as he gave the final smack to the left side. Then it seemed too soon to be over. He felt the man move away and surprised himself by whimpering without having to think about the right tone or sound. He wanted the man back. 

And then he was, with a slick finger to press into him. He’d gone for the oil. Nathan pressed back hard, wanting more than the finger.

“Ready for me already, eh? All right, let’s see.” The oiled finger was gone and replaced with an oiled cock pressing against him. Nathan pressed back again, inviting the stretch, and then the man’s hips were snapping against him, his cock driving into him, changing angles until Nathan let out a moan without needing to think about it. That had been what the man was looking for, and he started to pound into Nathan, hitting that spot every time, making Nathan gasp and pant under him, smacking Nathan’s burning arse with his palm as his hips pounded against him. It felt so good, so many sensations overwhelming him, that Nathan surprised himself by coming hard again without a hand ever touching his cock. He felt his body clench around the cock inside him as he did, and then the client spilled into him, and they both stilled, panting and spent.

The man pulled away and gave him another smack on the arse, this one almost affectionate. “Just as good as the last time. You get your bonus?”

No one at the house had ever asked that. “Yes, they’re good about that.”

“What’s the split?”

“Half to the house, half to me.”

“Good. That’s what they told me.” He gave Nathan another pat on the arse, this one affectionate. “I’ll tell ’em you’re cleaning the room again.”

There wasn’t much to clean up. A quick scrub of the floor and he’d be done. “Thanks.”

“I’ll see you around.” 

Nathan could hear the man leave the room, which felt very empty now. Nathan gathered himself together. There’d be at least two more rooms to clean by now, on top of twelve and fourteen. No use lolling about. He grabbed the scrub brush and gave the floor a quick scrub, then collected his buckets and moved on. He spotted the man at the head of the stairs settling up with Wilson. The man must have heard him come out of the room, as his head immediately turned in his direction. Nathan gave his arse a little shake, giving the fellow a final look at what he’d done, the reddened skin shiny and sticky. He heard the jangle of coins and wondered if he’d just earned himself an extra bit. But when he managed a glance from room twelve, the fellow was already gone.
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Nathan woke up the next morning sore everywhere. His hands ached from the washing, his shoulders from hauling and scrubbing, his legs from the endless stairs with full slop buckets and dirty sheets, and his arse from the pounding he had taken. The only difference was that the arse was a welcome pain. It made him think about the fellow, the one he didn’t want to call a punter anymore, the one he was starting to look forward to seeing. Clearly, the fellow was one of those who took pride in his cock’s ability to get another fellow off, and Nathan was grateful for that.

Nathan pressed his arse back into the mattress to make the ache worse then dragged himself out of bed and stretched to work the kinks out of his muscles and then got some salve to rub into his hands. It would have been easier if he could have allowed them to callous up when he worked at the Goat’s Horn, but he’d done that the first year, and there had been questions when he’d gone home. He’d managed a lie about losing his riding gloves, which had covered the truth but led to lectures on irresponsibility which made aching hands easier to deal with.

It had been a profitable night, at least. There’d been a big tip for him, and it had to have come from that fellow. He was the only client he’d had. It was enough that Nathan could take a day or two away from the Goat’s Horn if he wanted, even with the extra holiday expenses. Too bad he didn’t know when Hensley would be on duty.

Nathan sat at the table and ate the bread and sausage he’d bought the night before. He’d have time to get something for dinner at the pub, then it would be time to collect his laundry, which meant an afternoon servicing Griggs. Nate closed his eyes and shoved his hair back. Three weeks, then he’d go to the family manse and have a different sort of humiliation, and then no obligations until March, and he could start looking for short jobs in offices again. No more molly houses or shirts to be laundered until March. Nathan hated the holidays.

 

Owen had never been much of a one for molly houses. He’d only gone to the Goat’s Horn because he needed to stop being an earl for a few hours, and that had seemed the way to do that and scratch an itch and make himself forget. And now he was becoming obsessed. He’d made it to the club, and Mr. Renwick had been there when he arrived but excused himself after having only one drink. So Owen had had a good dinner with Sean and had been so distracted thinking about the Goat’s Horn that he’d taken Sean’s gloves with him, which wouldn’t have been quite so noticeable if he hadn’t been wearing his own at the time.

At least that was simple enough to fix. He would stop by the townhouse and drop off the gloves. That would get his mind off of the molly house. It was probably not what an earl would do; he was probably supposed to send a servant. It seemed he was supposed to send a servant to do everything, but there couldn’t be anything wrong with visiting his brother. And if there was, he didn’t care. Albion Street wasn’t far. He’d walk and not bother with a carriage. He never knew what he was supposed to do with a carriage. Or he could hire a hack. He had money now. He could hire whatever he needed. But the walk would do him good.

 

The morning post had arrived by the time Nathan returned with his Cornish pasty for dinner. Three advertisements for nearby businesses and a letter. Nathan opened the letter and read it quickly, then groaned and read it again. His brother was getting married for the third time. Naturally, Nathan would be expected to attend everything.

Nathan read the schedule twice, but it didn’t get any better upon the second reading. Between the parties, the meetings, and the wedding itself, he wouldn’t spend more than three weeks together at a time in town all summer. If he was very lucky, he might manage an office job or two, but most likely, he’d spend most of June, July, and August working at the Goat’s Horn, and when he thought about the new clothes he’d need, the presents he’d have to buy, the cost of the trips, he’d have to fill every gap in work after the holidays there as well. Normally, he managed his money well enough that a few days between office jobs wasn’t a problem, but now, the night before any day he didn’t have a job lined up would have to be spent at the Goat’s Horn. And there was the laundry. Unless he could find someone else willing to trade laundry for letter reading, he’d be seeing quite a bit of Griggs as well.

Nathan threw the letter down on the table. He could always tell them he couldn’t afford the trips and hear the lectures on how that was his fault for not doing as the family wanted. Or he could refuse to go and hear the lectures on what a bad son he was. Or say he couldn’t get away from work and have his father threaten to come down and have words with his employer. He groaned. The next time Collins was working, he’d ask if there was any way to make a bit more at the Goat’s Horn. Some places offered services that paid more, so perhaps they had something he hadn’t considered. He didn’t want to think what it would involve doing, but it would be money.

 

Owen enjoyed the walk to Sean’s townhouse. It was a chilly day but not cold enough to be uncomfortable, and the streets were just crowded enough that he didn’t feel he stood out but not so bad that the journey was difficult. An enjoyable walk until he got to Sean’s townhouse and recognized the carriage stopping outside. The Renwicks were paying a call. Owen didn’t want to see them, not without at least preparing something to say. He turned and hurried back the way he’d come, hoping they hadn’t noticed him already. He’d give them an hour or so and return to the house. If they’d seen him, he’d have to come up with something. No, Sean would come up with something. It was what he did. Save them both from embarrassment.

Even the house on Albion Street had been a compromise Sean had needed to make. It was fashionable enough for Sean to entertain Miss Renwick but not so fine that Owen looked out of place walking down the street. Every time he went there, he felt the need to promise himself he would do better, would be the sort of earl his brother could be proud of and didn’t have to try to accommodate. It couldn’t be that hard. Limecrest Hall was a well-run place. He didn’t know what he’d have done if the estate had been in ruins or the tenants unhappy. Everyone had called the old earl steady, sensible. He’d left an estate in good working order. All Owen had to do was keep it that way. And if visits to a molly house helped, well, perhaps he shouldn’t fight himself on it. Maybe he could only keep one part of himself hidden at a time, and right now, the stonecutter had to stay in some dark corner. Or was he just trying to tell himself it was fine to have another go at the glorious arse?

Owen was so busy thinking about that very arse that he almost didn’t believe what he was seeing, but he was quite certain the man walking away from the servants’ entrance of one of the fine houses farther down the block was the very fellow he’d been thinking of or someone who looked remarkably like him. No, he was quite certain he recognized that arse and that hair, blonde and just long enough to grab. And the face—Owen was sure that was the face he had seen looking up at him. He immediately felt bad that the face hadn’t been the first thing he’d noticed. He remembered the name, though: Nate. Nate was dressed now, not that that should be surprising. He certainly couldn’t walk around the city in the altogether. His clothing was a slightly worn and slightly outdated version of the sorts of things now in Owen’s closet, so he was a gentleman, or had been. Owen had never wondered what trollops did away from the molly houses, and he didn’t suppose they cared that he didn’t and would have wanted him to know if he did, but he very much wanted to know this fellow’s story. He turned to the house Nate was leaving.

It wasn’t as large as the house Sean was renting or as fashionable, at least to Owen’s mind. He had no idea what someone who knew something would make of it. There was a man standing on the stairs Nate had just climbed, watching him leave with a nasty sort of look. Not dangerous, just someone who’d gotten the better of another fellow. Owen didn’t like it, not when the other fellow was Nate. He sidled up to the servant. He had no idea what sort he was. That was the sort of thing he ought to know, he supposed. But he could probably be taken for some sort of servant himself, so it wouldn’t seem odd for him to talk to the man. “Who’s that fellow?”

“Looks like a toff, don’t he? But no better than us.”

Owen took a little pleasure in the fact that the servant’s accent was worse than his. “What makes you think that?”

“Seen the state of his drawers. Got to be a whore somewhere. Don’t get stains like that otherwise.”

So how had this fellow seen Nate’s drawers? “Know where he works?”

The servant shook his head. “Don’t need to. Get a nice bit from him anyway.”

Owen hoped they weren’t in some sort of relationship, not if this bloke was talking about Nate like that. “And how’s that?”

“Trade. He needs his fine shirts laundered, so he brings ’em to me in exchange for an afternoon using that fine mouth however I want. You should try it sometime. Get a toff with a fine accent and that nice blond hair, and ram your cock down his throat a few times. Makes all the yes sirring back at home tolerable.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Were you looking for something?”

Owen was, and that something was about to disappear around a corner. “A house. I think it’s the next street over.”

“Gave you bad direction, eh? Well, good luck.”

“Thanks.” Owen hurried off in the direction he’d seen Nate go.

 

Owen kept Nate in sight until they’d turned the corner and were well away from the house he’d come from and the servant who seemed to have nothing better to do than watch him. Owen didn’t want to have a conversation with Nate where anyone might see him, might embarrass him. Once they were around the corner, he judged they were safe enough and sped up his steps. He could have caught up easily, but he didn’t know what to say or even why he was following Nate, only that he wanted to talk to him, badly. He’d felt more confident after seeing Nate before, and he had the feeling that if he spoke to him now, he’d be able to go to Sean’s house and deal with the Renwicks again. So he resorted to following him while he thought of what to say.

Nate realized he was being followed quicker than Owen would have thought, but then Owen was a tall fellow and hard to hide. Every time Nate glanced back, Owen was tempted to say something, but he didn’t know what. Something that would tell Nate he didn’t mean any harm, didn’t want to embarrass him, certainly wasn’t going to follow him if he was sent away. And then it was too late. He could tell the moment Nate recognized him. The flash of recognition then the speeding up of his footsteps. Owen sped up as well.

Owen caught up with Nate outside of a milliner’s shop. “I know you.” That was the wrong thing to say. Not what a gentleman would say, and worse, it spooked Nate. “I meant to say I think we’re acquainted.” He managed to get close to the proper accent with that. Not as good as Nate’s, but still close.

“I’m sure you’re mistaken.” Nate kept his eyes averted, looking as if he was terribly interested in the shop window full of ladies’ hats.

And that was when he knew why he’d followed Nate, what it had been he wanted to ask him. Owen lowered his voice. “Won’t say where I saw you, promise. I won’t go back there if it makes you nervous. I don’t want to make it harder for you. But I have something to ask that would be to your benefit.”

Nate’s shoulders tensed. That was the last thing Owen wanted. He was doing this all wrong.

“Look, I won’t ask your name. You said Nate, so Nate it is. I’m Owen Landon. It really is a business proposal, and nothing to do with the other place. Can I buy you a meal at the pub and discuss it? It’s the sort of thing a fellow can discuss in a pub. Completely above board and legal.”

Owen was certain Nate was going to walk away. He took a step back and made certain he was leaving a clear path on the pavement for him to go wherever he wanted. He’d made a mess of it; that wasn’t Nate’s fault. He should have known better than to approach the fellow on the street. Who wanted to be approached on the street by someone they’d met in a molly house? As soon as he’d had the idea, he should have walked away and gone back to the Goat’s Horn that evening, bought some time with Nate, and put the proposal to him before he left. That would have been better. And now he’d lost his chance.

Only Nate turned and looked at him. “I suppose a meal wouldn’t hurt.”

“You can leave whenever you want, but I hope you’ll hear me out.”

“There’s a good pub around the corner.”

Perhaps it would work out if he could just find the right words. “The Lion’s Mane? I know it.”

Nate nodded and led the way.
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Owen let Nate lead them all the way to the pub and up to the counter. He wasn’t going to do anything to spook him now that he had his idea. It was brilliant—at least he thought it was brilliant. Really, he should have talked about it with Sean first. But how would that conversation have gone? And now he was making himself as nervous as Nate was. One of them had to be calm.

 He leaned over and murmured, “Order whatever you like. I’m paying.”

Nate gave him a look that seemed to doubt his word then turned to the barman and ordered a pint, a chop, a ham sandwich, and a pork pasty. Owen made certain not to react as he ordered a pint and a chop for himself and asked for some paper to wrap the extra food in. He assumed Nate would be bringing some of that home with him. He paid for their meals then asked Nate, “Where do you want to sit?”

Nate looked at him twice before crossing to a table by the window. Probably didn’t believe he’d meant it when he’d said Nate could order anything he wanted.

When they were seated, Nate asked immediately, “Should we wait for our food, or can we discuss the proposal now?”

“Nothing that can’t be said in public, and I know you won’t run before the food gets here.” He grinned to show there were no hard feelings. “In a nutshell, I need a tutor. For me, not some brat. Although I suppose I’m acting a bit like a brat. I know I shouldn’t have come up to you on the street like that. Sorry about it. I was just so certain this was a good idea.”

Nate sighed and said, “I like to know who I’m dealing with.”

“You won’t believe it.”

“So you won’t tell me?” Nate asked, as wary again as he’d been on the street.

He was doing this badly. “The new Earl of Morebrook.”

Nate’s eyebrow shot up.

“I know, hard to believe. Lots of deaths in the family, I think. I was brought up to be a stonecutter. I don’t know manners, and my accent’s awful.”

“It’s not that bad,” Nate said at once. “And your grammar is quite good.”

Owen could feel himself beaming under that praise. “But not good enough. I need a tutor. If it was just me, it wouldn’t matter. But I have a brother. And he wants to marry. And I can’t scupper his chance, not when I think he loves the girl.”

He could see Nate had questions, but their food came at that moment, and they watched as the barmaid spread out the various dishes and left a length of folded paper on the edge of the table.

“I suppose I did order a lot,” Nate said rather sheepishly as he looked at the feast spread out between them.

“Testing to see if I was a man of my word. Nothing wrong with that. Wrap what you’re taking with you.”

Nate picked up the pasty and put it on the edge of the paper. As he folded it over, he asked, “Why me?”

Owen could tell Nate was warming to the idea a little, not enough to say yes but enough to not say no, at least not yet. That deserved honesty. 

“It’s embarrassing to be a grown man and have to ask to be tutored in things a real earl would have known since he was a lad. Sean says not to worry, but I haven’t been able to get up the courage to ask anyone. And then I saw you, and I thought you would know the sort of things I would need to, and I didn’t feel stupid around you, so I thought I’d ask.”

Nate didn’t look up from wrapping the sandwich in the paper on top of the pasty. “Sean is your brother?”

Owen nodded. “Younger by three years. Smarter too. He’d have been a good earl.”

Nate finished wrapping his food and pulled the plate with the chop toward him. “What would be involved?”

“I’m meeting the girl’s family for Christmas. I’ve met her ma and da—mother and father. See what I mean? I’ve met her parents already, and they’ve invited us to Christmas at their estate. I have to go for Sean’s sake, but I don’t want to embarrass him. So I thought, if you could come to Limecrest Hall—that’s where I’m supposed to live now, but I suppose you would know that. If you could come and stay for a couple of weeks and help me. Tell me when I go wrong. Teach me enough so I don’t embarrass Sean. I know you can’t make a silk purse out of this sow’s ear by Christmas, but if you could slap on a layer of silk, I might pull it off.”

Nate chewed his food thoughtfully. “I’d have to be gone by the twenty-first. Family obligations.”

Owen wondered why, if he had family somewhere, Nate was working at the Goat’s Horn, but he didn’t ask. “I have to leave on the day after for the Renwicks’, so that’s fine.”

“And the job is tutoring you?”

He nodded. “No other obligations. Just try to pound enough into my head that I don’t embarrass my brother in front of his future in-laws.”

Nate cut his chop into smaller and smaller pieces. “You have no idea who I am.”

“I can tell you’re the sort of fellow I need. If I could act the gentleman half as well as you do naturally, I’d be fine. Quarter as well, even.”

“And you’re not going to ask.”

“Promise not to steal the silver, and I’m happy. If you see any you like, just ask for it.”

Nate laughed at that. “I promise I won’t steal the silver.”

“Then you’ll come?”

Nate was staring at his plate.

Owen realized what he’d forgotten to say. It had seemed so obvious, but of course Nate would need to hear it. “I’d pay well. Fifteen pounds for the ten days.”

That got Nate’s attention. “That’s quite a bit.”

“It’s what I’d pay my solicitor for two weeks’ work, and I figure you’ll be working at least as hard as he is.”

Nate gave him a wry sort of smile. “I promise you, you’ll be much easier than contracts or wills.”

“Then you’ll do it?”

“I don’t...”

Owen bit his lip, which was probably a very ungentlemanly habit, and gave in to pleading. “Please think about it, Nate. I really haven’t felt like I could ask anyone until I met you.”

“Nathan. Nate is what I use at... at the other place. And Nathaniel with the family. My name is Nathan Fitzroy.”

“Pleased to meet you properly, Nathan Fitzroy.”

“And you, Morebrook. I suppose that means I’m coming.”

“Owen. I mean, to my friends, I’m Owen.”

“And I count as a friend?”

“I hope so.”

“Then I suppose we should start discussing when I’m coming to Limecrest Hall, Owen.”

 

}~*~{

 

Outside the Lion’s Mane, Nathan watched the new Earl of Morebrook disappear around the corner then tucked his parcel of shirts and his wrapped food under his arm. He didn’t know what had possessed him to agree to such a mad scheme, but the money was too good to pass up. And Owen hadn’t batted an eyelash when he’d ordered whatever he wanted. He’d done that to annoy Owen, but Owen hadn’t seemed to mind at all. If he’d been a stonecutter, perhaps he’d gone through lean times when someone offering a couple of extra meals would be welcome. Of course, agreeing to the whole thing had been foolish. Going off to the country with some punter from the Goat’s Horn was beyond ridiculous. But then, working at the Goat’s Horn had been ridiculous too. And Nathan trusted Owen. That was the odd part. Nathan couldn’t remember the last time he’d trusted someone. Besides, part of the family business had been to know about the noble families, and Owen’s story fit what he knew of the old earl.

And Nathan knew what it was like to not quite fit in somewhere and how cruel the ton could be when you didn’t. And really, Owen wouldn’t be too difficult a case at all. And then there was the money. That was not something to be turned down. No more working at the Goat’s Horn this holiday and maybe enough that he wouldn’t have to work there between other jobs in the spring. It wouldn’t be enough to stop him having to work the summer there, but any bit helped. Any bit that took a little of the pressure off of him, gave him a little chance to feel normal for a while, was worth it.

 


Chapter 5

 

Owen worried the whole night before the trip to Limecrest Hall. Nathan had agreed to travel with him, which he knew was a sign of trust, and that had pleased him, but Nate hadn’t trusted Owen enough to give his address and let him bring the carriage to collect him. That was prudent to be sure, and if he had given it, Owen would probably have been worrying who else he’d given it to. But it meant he was worried about how Nathan would get to the hotel with his luggage. He’d offered to pay him half the money up front, but Nathan had told him no, he’d be fine. And then there’d been the preparations. Owen had already hired a carriage and driver, which were waiting outside. He’d debated whether it was proper to send a message on ahead to warn his housekeeper he’d be bringing someone and had finally decided he didn’t care if it was proper or not; she ought to know. And then there would be a room ready for Nathan when he arrived. He wanted Nathan to feel welcome when he got there, not like some trollop he was sneaking in the back door.

And so Owen was ridiculously relieved to see a hackney cab stop behind the carriage. If Nathan had enough to afford a cab, that had to be a good sign. Then Owen remembered the bonuses he’d left for Nate at the Goat’s Horn. He’d said he got half the money. But Owen didn’t want him using his own money for the journey, so he hurried outside to pay the driver himself.

“You didn’t need to do that,” Nathan said as Owen settled up with the driver and went to gather Nathan’s luggage, only to have the driver of the hired carriage come to take it.

“And you didn’t need to pay for it either.” That was too abrupt. “Do you want to freshen up or stretch your legs?” Owen hoped that was the right way to ask if he needed anything before the journey.

“I think I’ll be fine. Is it far?”

“Only an hour or so.”

“Then I’m ready whenever you are.”

It was a quick matter to transfer Nathan’s luggage from the cab to the waiting carriage. Owen made certain the driver knew where they were going then got into the carriage and sat across from Nathan—and realized he had a new worry. With Nathan seated only a few feet from him, their knees inches apart, it was hard not to think about the fact that when they’d met, he’d been paying for the use of Nathan’s arse. And that was not something he ought to be thinking about, both because he was hoping to know Nathan in an entirely different way now and because he very much wanted to see that arse again. And that would make for a very uncomfortable carriage ride in so many ways.

Nathan broke the silence almost as soon as they were underway. “Why don’t you tell me about the estate. Or your brother. Anything, really, I just want to listen to you speak.”

“See what you’re getting yourself into?”

Nathan shrugged.

At least he was honest. And Owen could see why it mattered. He couldn’t think of anything that would interest Nathan, but if Nathan was just listening to his accent, it didn’t really matter what he said. He started with Sean. 

“My brother’s name is Sean. He’s three years younger than me. We knew he wasn’t cut out to be a stonecutter, so Ma thought he was for the church, and Da didn’t argue. I think he was drinking even then. Da, I mean. It wasn’t what Sean wanted, but it was the best offer he had, and it let him stay in school, so he pretended he wanted it. And when Ma died, Da didn’t object to him continuing on.” Owen wasn’t sure how to go on without boring Nathan, but his companion filled the pause with a question.

“Did he go into the church, then?”

“No. By the time he would have had to choose, Ma had passed and Da was too far gone to care. I was paying his school fees, and I didn’t care where he ended up so long as he was happy. He was a clerk in a counting-house and then a shipping warehouse before I inherited the title, and doing well there.”

“Is your father still alive? I suppose he can’t be if you inherited instead of him.”

“He’s been gone these past five years. He left the business to me, since I was already running it. It’s been me and Sean since then.”

“It sounds like you had a comfortable life before you inherited.”

Owen was pleased Nathan had understood that. It had been a comfortable life. The business had done well enough that he didn’t have to worry about having a roof over his head or food on the table, and once Sean had been done with school and there were no fees to worry about, he’d been able to afford a few small luxuries as well. It would have seemed quite a poor existence to most of those he met now, but he’d been happy with it.

Once again, Nathan filled the silence with a question. “What about the estate?”

“Limecrest Hall. It’s big. Lots of rooms.” That was obvious. “There’s a library and a ballroom.” Nathan didn’t need a list of all the rooms. He probably knew all the rooms that sort of house would have.

“What about staff?”

“I kept what was there. Mrs. Andover said it was a good staff, and she seemed to know. The housekeeper. The butler retired, but he was already going to do that. Mrs. Andover told me to promote one of the footmen and hire someone to take his place, and a couple more maids from the village if I was going to be hosting anything for the wedding. Give her a chance to train them properly.”

“That sounds like a sound plan. Did you warn her you were bringing a guest?”

So that had been the right thing to do. “Yes, I told her you were a friend I’d made in town.”

“That was well done. Telling her, I mean. Quite a lot of gentlemen don’t bother, but I’ve found it’s always good to stay on the housekeeper’s good side.”

So he’d done something right. That was a relief.

“And what is that look for?”

“All the blokes at the pub used to say how they’d trade places with the gentry in a minute, how easy it would be to be in charge. But cutting stone seemed so much simpler.”

Nathan nodded as if he understood then said, “I would think it was hard too, but in a different way.”

Owen nodded. “It was, but I didn’t mind that part. I liked making the stone do what I wanted it to. But I don’t know what I’d do if Limecrest Hall was in trouble. I don’t know how to fix anything, not like I could with a wall that was unstable.”

“Do you have someone to help you with that part? I don’t know how much good I would be with land management.”

“I have Mr. Prescott. He managed the place for the last earl. I don’t know how long he plans to stay—he’s more than old enough to be pensioned off—but he agreed to stay and help me, and I think the tenants like him.”

“That sounds good. Then I wouldn’t worry. I think it’s easy for some landowners if they don’t care what happens to their land. I’ve seen plenty that just collect their rents and spend their money. It takes work to be a good steward of your estate. You’ll learn it. After all, you didn’t learn to cut stone overnight, did you? I bet you spent years learning it.”

“I suppose I did.”

“Then you can’t expect to be as good at being an earl as you are at cutting stone without a bit of study, now can you? And if you learned the one, I’ve no doubt you can learn the other.”

Owen could feel his ears turning red. That was just the sort of compliment that made him feel he might be able to do this without embarrassing Sean. Then he realized he ought to fill the silence, but he wasn’t sure what to say when Nathan had been so kind.

Nathan changed the subject without seeming to notice the silence. “So what were you going to do before you became an earl?”

“I’ve been running my da’s stonecutting business. Just a small concern, mostly working on local projects. I was paying for Sean’s schooling, you see. But he’d finished that, so I was hoping to go back and finish studying with some masters, maybe become a master stonecutter myself. Then I could take on apprentices.”

“Any plans for family?”

Owen wondered if Nathan was asking what his desires were. If the molly house was just a bit of a lark and he planned to settle down one day or if that was what he wanted. He hoped he was clear enough as he answered. 

“That’s why I was thinking of taking an apprentice. I could get to know them, and if one of them turned out to be trustworthy, turned out to like me, and if Sean didn’t have any sons who wanted the business or daughters with husbands who did, I could ask the fellow to stay. And when I was too old and my back too bent to do the work, I could run the place, and he could work for me, knowing he would inherit it someday.”

“You didn’t want to be alone.” Nathan sounded so sympathetic that Owen knew he understood. “Well, now you’ll have a nephew to teach about being an earl.”

“Once I learn.”

“I think you’ll be fine.”

For the first time since he’d learned of the title, Owen was starting to think being fine might be a possibility.

 

The carriage ride to Limecrest Hall made Nathan feel better about the whole project. Owen had not been the least bit inappropriate during the journey and had been quite willing to listen to any corrections Nathan gave him. He wouldn’t be a difficult pupil, and Nathan suspected he needed confidence more than anything. It wouldn’t be a particularly difficult project as far as he could see. And there was something quite sweet about Owen outside of the Goat’s Horn. Nathan was quite liking spending time with him and rather wishing he would propose something completely improper.

The journey to Limecrest Hall did indeed take roughly an hour, and when Owen told him they were approaching the house, Nathan leaned as far as he could to get his first glimpse of it. One look at the house and Nathan could see why Owen was intimidated by his title. Anyone would be. Well, anyone who planned to take the thing seriously. He could imagine any number of young fellows he’d met through his father’s office that would have seen it as a source of income and then been confused when the money was exhausted. But he didn’t think Owen was that sort at all. Still, it was a large house, bigger than he would have expected for an earl. But not particularly old, either, or if there was an old part of the house, it was hidden behind the newer portion. What Nathan could see was a very classical, very symmetrical, very tidy sort of house. The front was a perfect rectangle that no doubt adhered rigorously to the golden mean, the windows were neatly arranged, and the portico of pillars out front were all perfectly spaced and perfectly centered. It was a beautiful example of the architect’s work, clearly selected by someone who knew what they were doing. At the same time, if someone had purposefully designed a house to intimidate someone like Owen, they couldn’t have done a better job.

“I know it’s a nice house,” Owen said as they continued up the drive, “but it’s not really the sort of place for someone like me.”

Nathan privately agreed but not for the same reason as Owen. Owen would have been happier in the sort of tangled pile most old homes turned into, with mismatched wings and bits stuck on because some previous owner was desperately fond of the cathedrals in Paris and another had just been to the Roman forum. That would have made Owen feel more at home than the regulated perfection of the facade here. “I think you would manage to ornament any establishment.”

Owen laughed at that. “Is that what you say to the young ladies?”

“I try to avoid any situation where I would be required to say something like that to young ladies.” That should tell Owen where his own interests lay.

“I should probably learn how to do that too.”

“Another lesson I will gladly teach you.” 

The carriage stopped at the front stairs, which meant he didn’t have to come up with anything else to say just then.

 

The steps out front did nothing to change Nathan’s opinion of the house. They were beautifully designed, entirely proportional, and seemed designed to intimidate whoever entered by them. Same with the sweeping doors leading into the impressive entryway, where they found the proper line of maids and footmen with the housekeeper at the head of them waiting to greet the master of the house. The staff had done a fine job of trying to make the place seem festive. There was holly and greenery strung around the entry hall and red fabric and gold paper stars had been draped over the banisters. It made the place a bit less intimidating than it would have been in its normal state, all stone and polished wood. The state Owen must have seen it in for the first time. With the staff lined up as they were now. Nathan did a quick count and decided the staff he saw in the entryway was less than half of what was needed to run a house like this. Owen’s first visit would no doubt have had a longer line of people wanting to meet the new master of the house—exactly what an insecure new earl did not need.

The housekeeper gave them a proper curtsy and came to take their hats. “It’s a pleasure to have you back, my lord.”

Owen hesitated then realized she was waiting for his hat and coat and handed them over before Nathan needed to intervene. “Thank you. It’s real pretty in here. Very festive.”

Nathan smiled at that. Owen’s instincts were good; he just needed a bit of polish. It wouldn’t be such a hard job. And he wanted to do well, and not just because he was being paid a ridiculous amount to do so.

The housekeeper was smiling at the compliment. “Thank you, my lord. The staff will be happy to hear that. We wanted to make your first Christmas here as festive as possible, even if you won’t be here on the day.”

Owen didn’t seem to know what to say, but he did manage a nod, which was good enough. The housekeeper turned to take Nathan’s things. As he handed over his hat and coat, Nathan looked at Owen and tried to think hard enough to transfer the idea to him that he ought to make the introductions. Unsurprisingly, it didn’t work, so he stuck out his hand. 

“Nathaniel Fitzroy. I hope I’m not putting you out.”

“Mrs. Andover. And you’ll be no trouble at all, I assure you. And good practice for the new staff.”

Owen had been right: his housekeeper seemed very capable.

“And you can give one of them a bit of practice leading a guest to his rooms.” She motioned to one of the uniformed men. “And while he’s at it, he’ll show you where his lordship’s rooms are, in case you need to find them.”

And in case his lordship needed to, Nathan thought with a smile. Very considerate of her. “Thank you.”

The footman waited for them to fall into step behind him then led the way upstairs.

“Don’t know how anyone finds their way around these places,” Owen murmured as they climbed the stairs.

“They grow up in them. I bet you knew every inch of the place you grew up.”

“The house had three rooms. It wasn’t hard.”

“And the village?”

Owen paused then chuckled. “I suppose that was a bit bigger than this place, but not by much.”

“You’ll learn,” Nathan whispered. He was prevented from saying more by the footman stopping at a door near the top of the stairs.

“This is the entrance to his lordship’s rooms, should you need to know, sir. Your rooms are just down the hall.”

Owen glanced at him, and Nathan hoped he was interpreting the look correctly when he nodded, hopefully telling Owen it was all right to leave them and go into his rooms. 

“I’ll see you dinner?” he asked to be certain Owen understood how such things normally went.

“Right.”

The footman smoothly added, “Mrs. Andover said dinner is at seven, if that meets with your lordship’s approval. We’ll make certain someone is sent to show you the way, Mr. Fitzroy.”

“Thank you.” Nathan glanced at Owen, again trying to think hard enough to let him know he was supposed to answer.

This time Owen seemed to understand and said, “Tell Mrs. Andover seven is fine.”

“Very good, my lord.”

“And were we going to be informal tonight or dress for dinner?” Nathan assumed he knew the answer but was surprised when Owen looked surprised at the question. But then, perhaps no one had told him he could decide to be informal when he was alone.

“We’ve been traveling all day, so a bit of a wash and some fresh clothes would be the thing, don’t you think?”

Nathan realized Owen was asking if it was the correct thing to do. “Yes. That would be perfect.”

“I’ll inform Mrs. Andover.” 

The footman bowed and started leading Nathan down the hall. Nathan glanced back and saw Owen watch them leave, looking unsure. Before Nathan could decide if he should do something, Owen turned and went into his room.

“These are yours, sir. The luggage will be up soon, and someone will bring hot water.”

“Thank you. I’m sure it will be lovely.”

Nathan’s rooms proved to be a small suite, with the door opening into a sitting room and a dressing room and bedroom off of it, all with windows facing the garden. The whole thing was larger than his little set of rooms in Southampton. The fires had been lit, so the rooms were cozy, and someone had put a vase of evergreen boughs on the mantel, giving the place a bit of holiday cheer. Like the rest of the house, the room had been done in the best sort of taste, with leather chairs by the fire, a desk that was at least a century old by the window, fine velvet and silk drapings, a few paintings of hunt scenes showing the room was intended for a man. The best of taste…and completely impersonal. He understood how Owen would find the place overwhelming. And Owen would have no idea how to make it feel more like the sort of home he was used to or at least the sort of home he would be comfortable in.

There was a tap at the door, and then a line of footmen came through with his trunk and the promised hot water. Nathan turned down the offer to have them unpack at once, said he didn’t need help dressing for dinner, and had them on their way. He wondered how Owen dealt with having servants willing to help him with things he was used to doing for himself, like dressing. Did he know he could gently send them on their way when he wanted to? Owen was so sweet and unsure that he probably didn’t want to hurt their feelings or something. Nathan wanted nothing more than to prove to him he could be a wonderful earl. He had no doubt Owen could learn what was needed.

So how was he going to give Owen a bit of confidence? He supposed he should start by finding out what Owen did well and build from there. It couldn’t be that hard. Owen seemed like someone who had plenty of talents. He just needed to see how they applied to being an earl.

 

Owen liked having Nathan just down the hall. He felt more comfortable knowing he could go and ask Nathan if he wasn’t sure what to do. Like when Nathan had suggested they didn’t have to dress for dinner. Owen wondered if that was something he could suggest every night. Not when the Renwicks were visiting, of course; that would embarrass Sean and deprive Miss Renwick of the chance to show off her new dresses. But when he was alone, if he didn’t have to be so formal, it would be easier. Maybe he could even take his dinner in the smaller breakfast room. He’d ask Nathan if that was possible and if he would seem too odd if he did.

A footman came in then with his travel case and hot water and took out a fresh suit for him to wear—not one of the formal ones, he noticed, which was slightly better—then started arranging his shaving things on the dresser. “Do you need anything else, my lord?”

He needed to be alone for a few minutes. “No, just tell me when Mr. Fitzroy is ready to go down.”

“Of course, my lord.” He bowed.

“Thanks.” The servants always looked surprised when he said that. He wondered if it was something one didn’t do or just that most of the ton didn’t remember the servants were there. Another thing he could ask Nathan now.

That was the thing about Nathan: he didn’t make Owen feel ignorant—or worse, stupid—for asking things. He seemed to understand that Owen had no way of knowing how one went to dinner or treated servants or any of the things he was expected to do now. Nathan seemed convinced he’d be a fine earl once he learned a few things and quite confident that Owen could learn them if someone bothered teaching him. Sean was the only other person who seemed to think that, and he knew about as much about being an earl as Owen did. Although Sean had been the one to suggest a tutor.

}~*~{

 

Someone knocked on Owen’s door as he was making a mess of his cravat. He gave up and made some sort of knot he knew he could undo later and went to answer. Another thing he would ask Nathan to teach him. 

Nathan was standing there, looking as handsome as ever in brown trousers and a blue coat. He smiled at Owen. 

“If you were ready, we could walk down together.”

Owen hoped he looked ready. His clothes were in all the right places, but he never knew if there was some subtle thing he was supposed to do that he didn’t know about. “Ready when you are.”

Owen was certain the dining room was much too large for him, and it didn’t seem any smaller with Nathan there, but at least Nathan had been seated at Owen’s right and not at the other end of the long table. Owen didn’t think even he could manage to yell loud enough to be heard that far away, and he was used to yelling at construction sites and quarries.

“You won’t have to worry about having room to entertain,” Nathan said as he sat down.

“Could bring the whole village in and still have room for some lords.”

Nathan grinned as he arranged himself at his place.

Owen tried to copy him, then decided he might as well start asking questions at once. “Would it be strange if I ate somewhere else?”

“Depends where. I wouldn’t recommend, say, the stables, and one of the family clients liked to conduct business while he was bathing. Do not do that.”

Owen laughed. “I’ll try to remember. No meetings in the bath. What about the breakfast room?”

“For meals? Yes, that would be all right. Not quite the normal thing, but for a bachelor gentleman who doesn’t entertain much, not unusual. You’ll have to use this room for formal entertaining, when you have guests that might mind, and I would have the vicar and that sort in here until you know them well enough to know what they’ll think. Same with dressing for dinner. Quite a lot of people do it when they’re alone, but it won’t seem so out of the usual way if you don’t when you don’t have company.”

Owen was so relieved at that news he was amazed when Nathan didn’t comment on it. He tried another question. “What about my cravat?”

“What were you attempting?”

“I don’t know. Nothing really.”

“Then I think you succeeded, I’m afraid. I can show you something simple. A waterfall knot, maybe, and you can build from there. If you have someone who can do it for you for formal occasions, you really only need to know two or three knots so it’s not the same every day.” Nathan grinned again. “I’ve never seen someone look so relieved at something I said.”

“Three worries managed and the soup isn’t even here yet.”

“Then I take it I’m earning my keep. And here is the soup.”

As the footmen brought in the meal and served it, Owen resolved to let Nathan eat in peace. He wasn’t sure how their arrangement was supposed to work, but he didn’t want to pester Nathan on his first day there.

When the footmen left, it was Nathan who got down to business. “Let’s start by seeing what you know. Please don’t be offended. I really have no idea what to ask, so I’m starting at the very beginning.”

Owen nodded then realized he ought to be speaking as much as he could in Nathan’s presence and said, “I understand.”

“Can you read?”

“Yes, but only English, and I might be a bit out of practice. Only been reading newspapers at the pub for years.”

“I’ve only been...” Nathan corrected.

“I’ve only been reading newspapers in the pub for years.” Owen could see how that sounded better.

“And figures?”

“Nothing fancy, but I’ve kept accounts for the stone yard.”

“Languages?”

“Just English, but I can swear in Swedish.” Nathan looked up at that so he added, “There was a Swede at one of the stone yards. He had a temper.”

Nathan laughed. “Something you’ll have to teach me. I think it would be quite useful when I’m with my family. How about history?”

Owen considered that. “A fair bit about English history.”

“Horses?”

“I can care for them as good as the next man.” He knew that wasn’t right but wasn’t sure how to correct it. Nathan didn’t say anything, so perhaps it was all right to not be proper when talking about stable work. “I can ride, but probably not like a gentleman. I can drive a fully loaded cart and a gig.”

“Boxing?”

“If it’s like punching a bloke who insults you in the pub, I can manage. Otherwise, no.”

“Fencing?”

“I know what it is.”

“Shooting?”

“Not like a gentleman, but I can hit a target most of the time.”

Nathan nodded. “It’s a start. It seems to me we need to get you comfortable with being an earl. To start, we’ll get you a few gentlemanly habits. For sports, I think you ought to concentrate on horses, unless you can’t stand them. We’ll get you riding properly, but don’t worry if you’re in a race or something and fall back on your old ways. Gentlemen can be very competitive and will probably think you have some marvelous new technique for winning. It’s just riding in the park with ladies or something like that that you have to worry about. And if you can drive a gig, we should see how you do in a curricle. You might get a stylish one and go driving. That would be very gentlemanly. Don’t do anything to make someone call you out so they can’t choose foils, and if you’re forced to call someone out, choose pistols. Avoid fisticuffs like the plague unless someone comes at you, and then flatten him as quickly and efficiently as you can. Then say that’s why you don’t fight. It should shut everyone up.”

Owen swallowed and nodded. He couldn’t bring himself to answer. Learning horses he could probably manage, especially when it seemed he’d be all right if he slipped into old habits. But he had the feeling that was the easy bit.

Nathan leaned over and squeezed his arm. “You’ll be fine. You’re miles ahead of where you think you are. Just look at your accent. Your grammar is very good, so it’s just a matter of the sounds. Just copy me for a while, and you’ll sound like a gentleman in no time, and giving the right first impression will help you more than anything else. Your manners are quite good. I’ll give you a few pointers for meals and balls and such, but after dining with you, I can assure you you’re in no danger of coming across as an uncouth lout. And we’ve got your sporting life settled. That shouldn’t be hard, should it?”

“And the rest of my education? Those fellows went to school for years to learn stuff. All I learned was hard work and saving money.”

“And reading. And keeping books. And swearing in Swedish. And I’ll let you in on a secret: most of those fellows spent most of their time at school drinking and playing pranks. They don’t have any serious knowledge of anything. If you’ve got the right accent and say the right things, they’ll think you know as much as they do—or more, as they don’t know much. And the ones that really do know their history and their languages and their art, well, a few of them are pricks too, but most of them are quite understanding. They’ll like you better for saying you wish you’d been given the chance to learn than they would had you gone to university and wasted the time. The trick is to figure out which category the people you meet fall into and act accordingly, and I think you can already figure that out without much help from me.”

Owen wanted to protest, to say he couldn’t possibly learn enough, but Nathan was looking at him with such confidence he found himself smiling instead. “I’ll try my best.”

“And I have the feeling that will be more than enough.”

Owen wanted to lean over and kiss Nathan just then, when he was looking so proud and confident in him, but the footmen came in with the next course, and the moment passed.

 


Chapter 6

 

Nathan thought he’d gotten off to a good start, but he’d managed to spoil it and make Owen nervous. He couldn’t blame him. He’d gone too fast. He needed to do something to build Owen’s confidence again, only he had no idea what might do that.

Once the footmen had finished changing the plates, Nathan knew he had to say something, so he asked, “Shall we continue, or have you had enough lessons for one night?”

“If you’re not tired of me, I think I have a lot of ground to cover.”

Owen didn’t seem upset with him, that had to be good. “All right, but let me know when you need a break. You said you knew English history. Let’s start with that. Where did you learn it?” That would at least tell him something of Owen’s education and where his interests lay.

“When I was a journeyman stonecutter, I went all over England learning from different masters. They took me out to see the old stones in the area and told me about them, and I remembered it.”

That was not what Nathan had been expecting, but Owen seemed to find the memory pleasant, and he’d managed to keep his accent relatively proper during the exchange. “So you’re interested in history? You have a head for it?”

“I think so.”

Nathan would take any bit of confidence from Owen he could get at the moment. “Excellent. That’s where we’ll start with the book-learning portion. Greek and Roman history. You’ll like some of the illustrations.” He gave Owen a filthy grin so he’d know what he meant then went on. “And if it comes up, you can express regret that you never had the chance to read Homer and Cicero in the original, only in translation. We’ll have to get you some translations to read.” He looked over and could see Owen’s brow starting to furrow again. He was getting nervous, doubting he could do this. Homer and Cicero must have scared him. “But let’s start with England. Tell me what you know of English history.” He probably should have started there, in case Owen’s knowledge was shaky and he said something like King John defeated the Armada. 

He was quite surprised when Owen started with, “Around the year 50, the Romans came to Britain and started a settlement called Londinium on the banks of the River Thames.”

By the time the pudding was served, they’d only gotten as far as Henry III. Nathan picked up his spoon. “Is all your knowledge of history this detailed?”

Owen nodded. “But only English history.”

“Well, we can cross that off the list of things to learn. If you want to impress someone, just give them that analysis of the location of Hadrian’s wall or rattle off the list of the traitor barons who wrote the Magna Carta, and you’ll shock them into silence. Unless that was their specialty at university, and then you’ll never shut them up.”

“It’s really impressive?” Owen had that sweet, surprised tone to his voice again, as if he really hadn’t known how much he knew.

“You won’t find more than three people at any ball that know half that—outside of a university party, of course. Never underestimate a professor. History is definitely going to be a strong suit for you. Which is good. Nothing makes a person look more educated than Greeks and Romans.”

Owen gave him a genuine smile. “At least I’ve got something right.”

“I think you’ll find there are plenty of things right about you.” Nathan was going to say more then decided to let Owen take that as he would.

 

Owen was feeling much better as the meal ended. Nathan seemed to be having that effect on him every time they spoke, giving him confidence. Maybe, if things went well, Nathan wouldn’t mind meeting again after the holidays. Owen had the feeling that seeing Nathan every so often, having him grin and say Owen was good at something, just needed a little polish, and being so confident that Owen could learn that polish, would help him more than any lessons would. 

As the dinner dishes were cleared away, there was another hurdle, but it was only Nathan, so he thought he could simply ask. “Is this when gentlemen go to the study for brandy and cigars?”

“Generally, yes. When you’re the host, the proper form is to say something along the lines of, ‘Shall we retire to the study for brandy and cigars?’ Or suggest drinks.” Nathan took a look at his expression and grinned. “Which is it you don’t like, the brandy or the cigars?”

“Cigars. Can’t get used to the smell.”

“Then don’t offer them. Confidentially, your guests would be more upset to lose the alcohol than the tobacco.”

“Sounds like the pub back home.”

“You’ll find vices to be similar most places. Only the cost changes.”

Owen wanted to say something about their particular vice but wasn’t sure how to word it without offending Nathan.

“Did you want to try drinks in the study, or have you had enough lessons for one night?”

“If you’re not disappointed, I’m not sure where the study is.”

Nathan grinned. “We’ll worry about it tomorrow, then. Shall we try to find where they’ve hidden our rooms?”

“As long as they haven’t moved, I think I can find them.”

“Then lead on, Macduff.”

“That’s Shakespeare, right? Macbeth?”

“Correct. Did you study that on your travels as well?”

“No. Sean took his fiancée and her father to see it while we were in town, and I went along.”

“Then you have a good memory.”

Owen could feel himself grinning again. Something about the easy way Nathan complimented him made him think Nathan meant it and wasn’t simply being nice. He wanted to say something more, but he could see Nathan setting his jaw. It took a moment for him to realize Nathan was trying to hide a yawn.

“Early night, then, with all the travel?”

“If you don’t mind. It wasn’t far, but...”

So he’d guessed right. “Let’s see if we can find those rooms.”

 

}~*~{

 

Nathan woke up feeling disoriented for a moment. He could tell he was in a large, comfortable room, but there was none of the dread he normally felt with his family hanging over him. And that reminded him of where he was. At Limecrest Hall. With Owen. He stretched luxuriously then pulled himself out of bed. The fire had been lit, and water had been left out for him. He remembered being quite clear the night before that he wouldn’t need anyone to act as valet and that it had been in the hopes that Owen might find his way down the hall in the night. He’d been disappointed in that, but then he’d also been exhausted, so he wouldn’t despair just yet. Besides, he was at the house to do a completely different job, and he ought to be thinking about where to begin.

As Nathan shaved and dressed, he considered the matter. He wanted Owen to be comfortable in his new life, able to enjoy the advantages with minimal discomforts. So how was he going to begin? That was the question. What would need the most time to see through? That was where to begin.

 

Owen was waiting by his door when Nathan came out of his room. It was the sort of sweet thing he was beginning to realize Owen did as a matter of course. Really, the man didn’t have to worry that he was too rough to be an earl; more likely he was too gentle to be one. 

“Good morning.”

Owen looked in his direction and smiled a little then bit his lip. “Morning. I thought, if you didn’t remember the way...”

“That was kind of you.”

Owen stopped biting his lip and gestured toward the staircase. Really, this was going to be an easy job. Owen just needed a little confidence in his abilities, to stop seeing himself as someone who didn’t belong here.

 

The breakfast room was smaller than the other rooms Nathan had seen, with large windows looking out over the grounds, which were snow covered at the moment but probably quite pretty when it was sunny if it was ever sunny in this part of England. Breakfast had been set out on the sideboard and there were two places set at the round table in the middle of the room. This seemed like a good room to start Owen’s lessons in, the sort of room where he would be more comfortable, at least. But he’d let the man get a bit of food in him first.

Owen broke the silence. “If there’s something you want that Mrs. Bradway didn’t make, I can ask her to.”

“I’m guessing that’s the cook? It’s kind of you to offer, although I’d be careful of it at a house party.”

“Everyone asking for very specific dishes that they wouldn’t dare ask their own cooks for?”

So Owen knew a bit about how people behaved. That was good. “The ones they don’t want to get their own cooks upset about.”

Owen grinned. “Don’t worry. Only you and Sean get that privilege.”

“I’m flattered to be included in that group.”

The compliment to his brother made Owen smile.

Nathan went to the sideboard and surveyed the choices. “I’m not sure there’s anything that could be added to this spread, unless I started asking for a brace of quails or lemon ice.”

Owen joined him and began filling a plate. “Mrs. Bradway does lay a good table.”

Nathan took that as a good sign, a sign that Owen was feeling comfortable with him. They filled their plates in companionable silence and took their places at the table. As Nathan began to eat, he tried to figure out how to bring up the idea of lessons. He didn’t want to spoil Owen’s relaxed mood before he had to, certainly not before he’d at least gotten a bit of food in him. So Nathan was quite surprised when Owen brought the subject up himself.

“I suppose we should start right off if you’re going to get anything useful into my head.”

“I don’t think it will be that difficult, but we should probably start, as we haven’t all the time in the world.” Although Nathan was rather wishing they would have more time. He was becoming quite fond of being in Owen’s presence.

Owen seemed ready to get to work at once. “Then where should we start?”

Nathan was glad he’d already been considering the question. “I thought we might see to your wardrobe this morning. Then, if we want to do something about it, you’ll have time to get a start on it before you leave for the Renwicks’.”

“I defer to your expertise.” Owen grinned at him. “How was that? Properly like an earl?”

Nathan couldn’t help laughing. “I told you you’d be brilliant at this.”

Owen was still grinning as he returned to his food.

Once they had finished breaking their fast, Owen waited a moment to see if Nathan wanted anything else, something Nathan thought was quite kindly meant and felt a twinge of guilt at how much food he’d ordered at the Lion’s Mane. When Owen was sure Nathan had finished, he asked, “How should we begin?”

“I think I ought to have a look at what you’ve got already, and we can see what needs to be done from there.”

“Right. Then we should start in my dressing room. Can you believe I have enough suits to need a whole room for them?”

 

Owen didn’t hesitate as he led Nathan up to his rooms, which Nathan took as a good sign, perhaps a sign that Owen trusted him. They went straight through to the dressing room, and Owen flung open the wardrobe. “Look all you want.”

So Nathan did. The wardrobe was full of well-tailored suits made from excellent fabrics. He thought a couple of the coats might be from Weston, and the whole thing had a very Bond Street-Savile Row air about it. And somehow nothing of Owen at all. “How did you choose these?”

“My valet did.”

That was something Nathan hadn’t expected. “You have a valet?”

“Had a valet.”

If he’d chosen the clothes, he’d clearly been good at his job. “What happened to him?”

“I gave him to Sean.” Owen chuckled at Nathan’s expression. “Not quite like that. I said as Sean was courting, he needed someone who knew what they were doing more than I did, and maybe he ought to go work for him. I think they were both happier with that arrangement. I was.”

At least it sounded like the fellow had gotten a good position and hadn’t simply been turned out. “Well, he did a fine job selecting these, just not a fine job for you. I bet if he gives your brother the same thing, he’ll be thrilled.”

“Sean’s already written twice to make sure I don’t mind the bills I’m getting from some Westing in one breath and raving about his latest delivery in the next.”

“Weston?”

“That’s it.”

“And what have you said?”

“Same as always. If things were fair, he’d have half the money outright, so he may as well use half of it. If things were proper, he’d be the earl, but there you are.”

“If you’re getting bills from Weston, I think your valet is much happier there. Let’s see if we can get you sorted out now. I think we should have a look around and see if there’s anyone local who’s up to snuff. You’ll have to go to Weston or someone like him for your wedding clothes, but if we can find a good local man, everyone will think it’s good of you to support the local merchants. And I think you’ll be more comfortable.” Nathan poked around among the clothes, trying to decide where to start. “Which of these do you like best?”

Owen stared at the suits, clearly not sure what he could pick.

“Nothing?”

“It’s not my sort. I know they’re good, even I can tell the quality, but...”

“But they don’t suit you.” Nathan pulled out a pair of perfectly tailored buckskin breeches. “Tell me you at least like these.”

“They’re very tight.”

“They’re meant to be. You have to break them in, and then they’re like a glove. You’ll wear them everywhere. And believe me, you have the legs for them.” Nathan could just imagine Owen in a well-fitting pair of breeches, the muscles of his thighs stretching the seams, every inch of him outlined in the pale leather.

“If you’re going to look at me like that when I’m wearing ’em, I’ll give ’em another chance.”

Nathan laughed and was glad he’d lost the ability to blush ages ago. “Good. I want to see that.” Then he turned his attention back to the wardrobe. “All right, let’s go about this another way. Which of these suits did your valet want you to wear most desperately?”

Owen went to the wardrobe and poked around with the look of someone searching for something specific, not one contemplating the answer. He pulled out a very fine grey suit with matching trousers. Nathan took it from him and sat on the bench by the door to look it over, checking the fit of the shoulders and the length of the sleeves. “And a second choice?”

Owen went straight for a blue coat and fawn trousers. Nathan looked them over as well. “I think I see what’s going on. Can you try the first one on for me?”

Owen took the grey suit from Nathan and stripped off his jacket and trousers. There was something intimate and familiar about watching Owen change clothes in front of him, not the least bit modest, although Nathan supposed it was silly to think of that considering how they’d met. 

When Owen had finished dressing, he turned to face Nathan. “Well?”

Nathan walked around Owen, examining the drape of the suit, then poked at the shoulders and the waist. “I bet I can guess the third favorite.”

“Is that good?” Owen asked.

“It might be. Tell me if I’m right.” Nathan went to the wardrobe and examined each coat until he found what he was looking for and brought over a darker grey jacket with the wrong trousers to see what Owen would say. “How did I do?”

“Exactly right on the coat, but he had lighter trousers. How did you know?”

Nathan hung the suit back in the wardrobe. “I see what he was doing. He was trying to make your shoulders less broad.”

“I see. Not have a stonecutter’s arms.”

Nathan could tell Owen was ready to be self-conscious. “Not quite. You can be a bit intimidating. I think he was assuming you were going to be looking for some young debutante from a good family to wed and produce an heir. If that was what you wanted, making you a bit less intimidating was a good plan, especially if you hadn’t done as well as you have with your manners.” He hoped he’d phrased the last bit to give Owen a bit of confidence. “But I don’t think that’s what you want to begin with, and even if it was, it was the wrong approach. It didn’t make you less intimidating; it made you uncomfortable so you glowered more and would scare off anyone who didn’t fancy being shoved against a wall and quite thoroughly taken. Now, I’m sure there are some fine young debutantes who would like nothing better, but I suspect your valet was not the sort to think of such a thing.”

Owen managed a bit of a grin. “Definitely not. So what are we going to do?”

Nathan liked being included in Owen’s plans. “Get you some coats that don’t try to hide your build. A lot of men pad their coats to have shoulders like yours.” Nathan couldn’t resist running his hands over the hard shoulders and broad back in front of him. “We’ll get something tailored to you so there’s no doubt you’re not doing that.”

“And it won’t...” Owen bit his lip in that endearing way he had.

“Make you look like a stonecutter in costume? I won’t allow that to happen. You’ll be brilliant. And I can assure you there is at least one molly-house whore who would like nothing better than to be shoved up against a wall by you and quite thoroughly used.”

Owen grinned a little. “I was thinking of that when I saw you.”

Nathan leaned over Owen’s shoulder and whispered, “In the yard at the Goat’s Horn? If you’re in town when I’m working there, we could arrange to be there at the same time, and you could buy me for the whole night. Have me naked and at your beck and call. Have me against the wall, under the table while you drink, in a room alone, or in front of everyone. Anything you want.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he knew he shouldn’t have said them and waited for Owen’s reaction.

But Owen gave him a slow, filthy grin. “Don’t think I should be trying those buckskin breeches now.”

Nathan laughed, breaking the tension. “Probably not, but I’d love to see it.” He squeezed Owen’s shoulder then stepped back. “You can change back to what’s comfortable, then show me which of these is your favorite material.”

Owen stripped off his coat so quickly Nathan knew he didn’t like it. The trousers followed, but he didn’t bother putting his old ones back on and came to the wardrobe in his shirt and stockings. Nathan noticed Owen didn’t wear drawers, so he was getting delicious glimpses of the thick cock poking out, hard and ready for him after their conversation. Nathan very much wanted to drop to his knees and taste it, but Owen pulled him out of his thoughts by asking,

“What do you mean by favorite?”

“Whatever you want me to. I’m trying to decide what we should order for you, so I need to know what you like.”

Owen nodded and pulled out a brown coat. “This feels so nice.”

Nathan rubbed the sleeve. “Fine merino wool. You could do three-fourths of your wardrobe in that and not go wrong.”

“I saw a fellow with a green coat once, looked like spring.”

“Green would be good with your eyes.”

Owen smiled at that. “And not brown. It makes me look like a laborer.”

“I suspect that’s in your head, but no brown coats to begin with, unless you see something you like. Some brown trousers might be good, though. It would go with the green, to begin with. And I bet I could find a brown tweed that you would like for wearing around the grounds.”

“If you’re certain I’ll look all right.”

“I won’t let you look anything less than wonderful. I promise.”

Owen looked at the coat he was holding. “I trust you.”

Nathan felt unbelievably happy at that. “I won’t let you down.”

 


Chapter 7

 

Nathan and Owen spent an hour going through the rest of the wardrobe, making plans for what needed to be ordered should they find a suitable tailor. As they put away the last of the suits, Owen asked, “Is there anything else we should get while we’re in town?”

Nathan considered. They’d discussed history the night before, and Owen had seemed interested. “How about books?”

“The history ones? That’s good. It would give me time to read at least a little bit before I see the Renwicks.”

“Excellent. Then what is your budget for books?”

“Whatever you want to spend.”

Nathan laughed at that. “Not sure that’s what you want to tell me.”

“Really.”

Nathan didn’t want to hurt Owen’s feelings, but books could be frightfully expensive. “Really, I’d like a number.”

“All right. Two hundred pounds.”

Nathan stared. That was more than the clerks he filled in for made in a year. “Did I hear you right?”

“If you heard two hundred pounds, then you did.” Owen grinned. “Come on, I should show you something so you understand what you’re working with.” He led the way to the desk in his sitting room, where he opened the bottom drawer and pulled out a ledger. “That’s one set of investments I inherited.”

Nathan looked at the ledger book then looked twice more to be sure he was reading the figures correctly. “Three hundred per year?”

“On that one, right.”

“On that one? So there are more investments?”

“Most about like that. And the estate usually turns a small profit on its own. Whenever I think of turning down the inheritance, I remind myself of these ledgers and decide it’s not all bad.”

Nathan stared at the figures in front of him. “You’re right, it’s not bad at all.” He wanted to ask about Owen’s brother, but that seemed rude.

Owen must have read his thoughts. As he took the ledger to put it back, he said, “And if that isn’t reason enough, I can’t take this from Sean.”

“Do you mind if I ask how you’re sharing it?”

“I wanted to do it straight down the middle, but he said I might need the money to keep the estate running, so I take out anything the estate needs, and we split the rest down the middle. It’s set up so I can’t give any of them to him outright, but I have him send all his bills here and tell him I’ll let him know if he overspends, but I wouldn’t. And he asks for the accounts, probably knows I wouldn’t tell him and wants to be sure he’s only using his share.”

“Does his fiancée know?”

“Only that we have inherited money, not how much. And after the wedding, he’s going to tell her I’m a confirmed old bachelor, so she’d better be prepared for their son to inherit the title, if they have one. It’s not her he minds knowing, of course, but her father.”

“What excuse is he going to give her for not telling her sooner?”

“That he thought the title might make me warm to the idea, but now he sees I’m a lost cause.” Owen looked up at him. “He already knows I’m a lost cause and why. He doesn’t mind. Knew before the title too, and still didn’t mind.”

Had he known, Nathan’s brother would have minded very much and would still have insisted Nathan marry. “He sounds like a good brother.”

Owen nodded. “He is.”

Nathan wasn’t sure what to say next. He hoped Owen wouldn’t ask about his own family, although he probably knew they weren’t as understanding after meeting him at the Goat’s Horn. Still, he didn’t want to discuss it.

Owen broke the silence by changing the subject. “I looked at some of the books in the library.”

Nathan grasped at the new topic. “Find anything interesting?”

“Not really, but I understood most of it. There were words I didn’t know, but I figured them out. So I’m not too out of practice.”

Nathan relaxed. “So you should be able to read whatever I buy for you, so long as it’s not too technical.”

“I think so.”

“Excellent. Then shall we go into town?”

 

}~*~{

 

Nathan had thought it best for Owen to drive them in the gig with two horses pulling it instead of the usual one so he could see Owen’s driving, which turned out to be quite good, despite the lane being slippery in places and muddy with churned-up snow in others. He considered suggesting Owen get a curricle and practice driving around his lands when the weather got better, but that reminded him that he wouldn’t be at Limecrest Hall when the weather was nicer but in Southampton, trying to fit in as many jobs as possible around his new family obligations and working at the Goat’s Horn whenever he could. That was a depressing thought. Far nicer to keep his eyes on Owen’s large hands as they guided the horses.

“Am I doing that badly?”

It seemed he wasn’t the only one watching. “Actually, I was just thinking how well you’re doing and wondering if I should suggest you consider learning to control a random-tandem. That would impress any sporting young bucks.”

“That’s a pair with a third in front, right? The sort of thing the young fools do too fast down the lane.”

“Exactly.”

“If I don’t have to, I think I’d rather not. Seems kind of pointless.”

“The main purpose is impressing people, and I didn’t think you’d be that interested. And you could impress almost as many with a good curricle and a matched pair driven well, which I think you could manage without any trouble.”

Owen nodded. “That sounds better. When the weather’s nicer, I could practice around here and no one would see if it went wrong. Or on my grounds. I keep forgetting how big that place is.”

“Exactly.”

“Will you help me choose a curricle when the weather’s better? Oh, but you won’t be here then, will you?” 

Owen lapsed into silence and Nathan found himself wondering if Owen was bothered by the same sorts of thoughts he was.

 

The silence stretched until they reached the end of the lane that led to the house and had to make a decision about which way to turn. Nathan realized he’d been so worried about helping Owen he’d missed one rather important detail. “Do you have any idea of where we should go?”

He was surprised when Owen answered at once. “There’s a market town not far from here. Otterford. They have a bookseller and a tailor.”

“Then that’s what we’ll try.” Nathan wanted to make a bit of conversation, something to take Owen’s mind off of the upcoming shopping, or so he told himself. “Are you from around here?”

“No, but not far. Lower Weybeck in Dorset.”

“Oh.” He’d thought Owen seemed interested in Otterford and might have known it, but it seemed not. “Is it very different?”

“From Lower Weybeck? Not really. A larger village. More hills, fewer crags, but the same otherwise.”

That explained it. “Then you should feel more comfortable here.”

Owen nodded. “It’s not a bad place.”

“And your brother?”

“Oh, I think he envied me when I got to go away to work for other stonecutters. He didn’t care for the country, although he’d never say it. I think his plan was always to go to London once he’d saved enough and had a good enough reference to get a position there. I think he only stayed for me, not wanting to be a burden on me.”

Nathan could hear a tinge of guilt in Owen’s voice and tried to make it go away. “Well, he can move to London if he likes now.”

“York. He’ll be going to York. Mr. Renwick has a wool business, you see, and he’s going to have Sean work for him. I think he’ll like it. And they can go to London for the Season if they like.”

“And shopping trips for Miss Renwick,” Nathan added.

“I suppose so. He’ll be happy.”

“And you?” Nathan surprised himself by asking.

Owen sighed. “Maybe I’ll learn.”

 

The town of Otterford was a good-sized market town. Nathan noticed that Owen seemed at ease there. He’d have to remember to tell Owen he wouldn’t have to spend much time in London if he didn’t want to. He had the feeling Owen would take any responsibilities there quite seriously, but perhaps he could handle most of them through the post or a good solicitor. That had been one thing he would have been expected to do if he’d stayed in the family business, handle things by proxy for some of their more important clients. Perhaps that was something else he could help Owen with, find him a good solicitor he could trust. It was a pity he’d been gone from the family business for so long that he no longer knew the names of the people they used in London. Still, some of the firms he’d worked for recently had business in London. Perhaps Mr. Aga—he was a trustworthy sort of person. He might be able to give a list of names.

“Is it so poor a place that it’s making you look like that?”

“What?” So Owen was paying more attention than he’d thought. “No, I was just considering some matters that I’m not sure I’m qualified to handle.” That made Owen’s brow furrow, so he felt he had to explain. “I was thinking I ought to help you find a good solicitor in London. Then he could handle most of your business there by post and you wouldn’t have to go up very often if you didn’t want to.”

“That would be nice. But not your worry.”

“I used to have contacts that could help, that’s all.”

Owen smiled. “The fellow who told me about the inheritance was nice about it. Would he be someone I could ask? I mean, if he deals with earls, he must know people in London.”

“Yes, that would be just the sort of person to give you a recommendation. What was his name?”

“Mr. Aga.”

Nathan laughed. “I’ve met him. He’s very trustworthy.” He realized he needed to explain why he found that funny. “I was just wondering if the acquaintance was recent enough for me to call on him and ask for his help.”

“How did you meet him? Or is that a rude question?”

Nathan shrugged. “Not really. I worked for him at one time.”

Owen looked as if he wanted to ask something, but he didn’t. “The tailor’s shop is down that way, but I’d like to leave the horses at the inn first.”

“A good plan. Then they can have a rest, and we can take our time.”
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The tailor’s shop was in a well-kept cottage at the end of the high street, where it had room for windows on two sides to catch the light. The front window had a display of three miniature suits on two-foot-tall mannequins and an array of handkerchiefs and other small items scattered with a few bits and bobs—spools, a watch that didn’t seem to be keeping time, a cravat pin—all arranged to add interest to the display. The proprietor clearly had a bit of artistic flair, so that was something. Nathan leaned in to look at the stitching on the suits. Neat and even, seams that lay properly, and the coats were well fitted through the shoulders in spite of the awkwardness of the mannequins having no arms. He didn’t see anything that would suggest Owen shouldn’t spend his money at the shop.

“I like that one,” Owen murmured, nodding to the suit on the right.

“It’s a very good one. Anything in particular you like?” He could feel Owen tense beside him, thinking it was some sort of test, no doubt, and added, “I was thinking I could tell you the proper name and you could request something like it.”

“It’s not too fancy.”

“Elegant, in the style of Beau Brummell. Good choice. You could carry that off.” Privately, he thought Owen’s could carry off just about any style the tailor put on him. “And if that particular coat is done right, there’ll be pockets in the tails.”

Owen grinned. “Very convenient.” Then he got very still.

“What’s worrying you?”

“How will I know what to order?”

Nathan patted him on the back. “Leave it to me. I’ll steer you in the right direction. If he asks you anything you don’t know the answer to, look at me, and I’ll try to signal an answer.”

“And if it’s something complicated? Something that isn’t just yes or no?”

“Say you’re considering whatever it is you like, then look at me. I’ll try to signal if that’s a good choice or not. In a pinch, you can always turn to me and ask my advice. If you don’t do it after every question, it shouldn’t seem odd.”

“And what am I ordering?”

“If he made those suits, he’s good at his job. I would say to start with one suit for country wear and two suitable for a house party.”

“Three suits. That doesn’t seem so many.”

“A very reasonable number, and a good chance to see what he can do.”

“Should I order shirts or anything else?”

“Are yours comfortable?”

Owen nodded.

“Then we don’t need to now. Any other questions?”

Owen shook his head.

“Then let’s go in and meet the fellow.”

Inside, the shop was neat and sunny. There was a long counter with shelves of fabric behind it and trays of buttons and other bits displayed. Nathan made a quick inventory of the fabrics and found that there were indeed some wools that would suit Owen’s needs on the top shelf, with simpler fabrics that were probably in more demand below. He saw Owen’s eye drift to a small selection of printed silks. He’d have to be certain Owen ordered a few fancy waistcoats for himself.

The proprietor hurried forward when he saw them enter. “My lord, it is a pleasure to have you here in my little shop. I’m Mr. Harchester. Is there any way I can be of service?”

Nathan watched as Owen swallowed nervously, but he answered quite properly. “I wanted to order three suits, two for a house party I’ll be attending and one to wear when I’m here.” 

Owen’s eyes darted in Nathan’s direction, and Nathan made certain to nod in approval.

“I’m honored, my lord, particularly when you’re wearing such fine tailoring already.”

“It’s not comfortable,” Owen said, then stopped abruptly.

“Then perhaps we can find something more suited to your needs. Is it the shoulders bothering you?”

“I think so.”

“Yes, I see. I think we can manage that, if you don’t mind not trying to hide them, which really, I’m not sure you would want to.”

“I don’t.” Owen glanced at Nathan, who tried to give him a reassuring nod. He could tell from the short sentences and hint of his accent creeping in that Owen was getting nervous.

Mr. Harchester went on as if he hadn’t noticed. “Then we can certainly manage something. Did you have any ideas?”

Nathan could see Owen’s head start to turn to him for advice, then he stopped abruptly and said, “Merino wool. I’d like merino wool for the coats. One in green. And simple, like Brummell.”

Mr. Harchester nodded and smiled and didn’t seem to find Owen’s directness odd, which seemed to give Owen a bit of confidence. “Excellent choices, my lord. A simple style will look well on you, I think. There’s a small model of something I made last spring in the window that would suit nicely. I could make the collar a bit more of the current style, and it would do quite well for a house party.”

Nathan quite firmly told himself not to be jealous that someone else was giving Owen confidence. He should be glad, not jealous.

“If your lordship and your friend would come to the counter, I can show you some samples of fabric.”

This time, Owen realized what he ought to do. “I should have introduced you. Mr. Fitzroy is my friend from Southampton. He’s helping me settle in.”

“Very pleased to meet you, Mr. Fitzroy.” Nathan had the impression Mr. Harchester understood that he was there to guide Owen, but he didn’t give any sign of it. “I have some very fine merino wool I’ve been hoping to have the chance to use, or I can order something else if its more to your liking.”

They spent a pleasant half-hour going through Mr. Harchester’s sample books and pattern books. Nathan didn’t come across any browns that Owen found acceptable, but he did find a good green tweed for his country coat and two very fine wools for the other coats, all in Mr. Harchester’s stock. And Owen found his perfect green in one of Mr. Harchester’s sample books, so a fourth suit was ordered to be delivered later. The silks for waistcoats made Owen glance at Nathan so many times he finally gave up pretending it was Owen making the decisions and started flat out asking him which he liked and giving his advice. Fortunately, Owen didn’t choose anything ridiculously garish, so he only needed a little guidance on styles.

Once the patterns and fabrics had been decided on and Mr. Harchester had finished scribbling in his receipt book, Owen seemed to relax. Nathan suspected it was because the decisions had all been made and Owen knew he hadn’t done anything wrong. Nathan leaned over and murmured, “You will look every inch the fine earl in those clothes.”

“If I can get my mouth and manners to cooperate.”

Nathan smiled at that. “I think you’ll manage beautifully.”

Mr. Harchester cleared his throat. “If your lordship would like the suits soon, I could take measurements at once.”

Owen glanced at Nathan and made a small nod. Nathan nodded back.

Owen turned back to Mr. Harchester. “Probably best to get it all done at once.”

“Then if you’d step in back, I can begin. I’ll just get someone from upstairs to watch the shop.”

Owen didn’t seem surprised by the request, so Nathan assumed he’d been through the measuring and fitting process before. As there weren’t any decisions to be made during that process, Nathan felt it was safe enough to leave Owen to it. “If you could tell me where the bookshop is, we could meet at the pub when you’re done.”

Owen answered promptly, “Turn right, third shop down.”

Nathan gave Owen a look, but Owen nodded then followed Mr. Harchester into the back of the shop. It seemed he was comfortable enough with that part of ordering clothes, so Nathan left to find the bookshop and order what Owen would need.

 

Buying clothes hadn’t been so very difficult with Nathan there. And Mr. Harchester managed to be polite and deferential without making Owen feel like he was imposing on him or that he was silently laughing at Owen. Being measured was simple enough. Owen stood where he was told, moved when he was told, and stayed silent, glad he could use the excuse that he didn’t want to bother Mr. Harchester while he was making notes. Nathan had done a good job of letting him choose what he wanted and giving a gentle push in the right direction if he needed it. It wouldn’t matter if the suits were even more uncomfortable than the ones he had now; knowing how Nathan had helped him choose them would make them his favorites.

“All done, my lord. You can put your own clothes on, then come and sign the receipt book.” Mr. Harchester gathered up his measurement book and left him to dress.

Once his clothes were back where they were meant to be, Owen went into the shop. There was a younger man at the counter with a ledger book who reminded Owen of Sean. Something about the way he was bent over the books, studying the accounts. Clearly, he was the one Mr. Harchester had sent for to watch the shop. Mr. Harchester was waiting for him at the counter.

“If you would sign the account, my lord, I can start at once. Which would you like completed first?”

Owen took the pen from Mr. Harchester and signed the line beside the order he’d just placed. “One of the ones for the house party, I suppose.”

“If you’re traveling over Christmas, that’s probably prudent. I could have something for you to try on tomorrow afternoon.”

“As soon as that?” Owen hadn’t known suits could be managed so quickly.

“The first fitting, yes. Not something wearable, of course, but enough for me to test the fit and be certain you’re pleased with it.”

“Then should I come here tomorrow afternoon?” Nathan would have known that.

At least Mr. Harchester didn’t seem to think the question was odd. “Unless you would prefer I come to you up at the house.”

He didn’t want to put the man out of his way, which was probably the exact wrong thing to think of as an earl, but Owen decided he didn’t care. “We’ll probably need something from town anyway, so I can come here.”

“Then I will look forward to seeing you tomorrow afternoon, whenever suits you.”

Owen tried to think how Nathan would take his leave. “Until tomorrow afternoon, then.”

Mr. Harchester gave a small bow, and Owen took that as a sign he could leave.

 

As he walked down the street to the booksellers, Owen was feeling quite proud of himself. He’d managed to order three suits with help from Nathan and get measured for them without doing anything stupid, and he thought he’d conducted himself quite properly as he’d taken his leave. All and all, a successful morning. And there was a lovely feeling of knowing he was about to have some new things that were properly his that would fit him and suit him. And now he would be having a meal at the pub with Nathan and go back to Limecrest Hall with him and whatever books he’d bought, and he could begin to study Greek history, which sounded like something he could manage to learn a little about before he left for the house party.

Nathan. He wondered when Nathan had last had something new. He ought to get him something. Shirts. That lout Griggs had been laundering shirts for Nathan. If Nathan had more shirts, it stood to reason they’d be laundered less often, and that would mean fewer visits to Griggs. That had been the first thing his valet had drummed into him: a gentleman can never have too much clean linen. And Nathan was a gentleman. And there was something satisfying about the thought of something he’d given Nathan resting against his skin, against his neck, against his chest.

Owen turned and ducked back inside the tailor’s shop before he could change his mind.

Mr. Harchester was at the counter with the other man, looking over a length of wool Owen realized was for one of his suits. “Did you forget something, my lord?”

“Not exactly. I mean...” The my lord always threw him. But Mr. Harchester was standing there quite calmly, as if stuttering lords walked in every day. “Christmas present. For the fellow I was with. Shirts.” That sounded ridiculous. Not at all the way an earl would say it. And he’d been doing so well.

When he didn’t go on, Mr. Harchester asked, “Shirts, my lord?”

If he wanted Nathan to have new shirts, he had to press on. “That’s right. He won’t buy himself new ones, so I’m going to get him some.”

Mr. Harchester smiled at him. “Most thoughtful of you, my lord.”

“You saw his size? You think you could manage without me having to bring him back?”

“For shirts? Yes. A suit would be a different story, but shirts I can. How many were you planning on ordering?”

At least the man wasn’t acting as if he thought Owen was mad. Probably the promise of a large invoice to be paid at the end of all this. 

“How many can you have quickly? With cravats.” Even Owen knew drawers would be too much.

“If you can wait until Thursday to have them delivered, I could manage as many as twenty-five.”

“That will do.” The more Nathan had, the less often he’d have to have them laundered. That seemed a good thing.

The tailor’s eyebrow shot up at the size of the order, but he didn’t say anything more than, “And as many cravats?”

“That’s right. On my account.”

“Very good, my lord. They’ll be delivered. We’ll just add them to the account.”

Owen went to the counter and signed the book next to the new items then left the store for the second time, not sure it had gone as well as the first. But Nathan would have new shirts. That was what was important. That and finding Nathan now so they could go to the pub.

 

Owen found Nathan partway down the street struggling with three wrapped parcels that seemed ridiculously heavy. So he had taken Owen at his word when he said he could spend whatever was needed on books. Owen was glad. He hoped Nathan had enjoyed himself. But he hurried down the street and grabbed two of the parcels from Nathan. “You should have sent someone to get me.”

Nathan grinned at him, which made Owen wonder if he’d said something right or something funny.

“You don’t normally think to send someone. You’re sounding like an earl.”

Owen wasn’t sure whether to be pleased with that or not. He changed the subject. “Do we need anything else, or should we go to the pub?”

“The pub, I think, with all these books. Even you won’t want to cart them all over town.”

Owen smiled at that. “I’m glad I brought two horses for the gig.”

 


Chapter 8

 

Nathan kept Owen in suspense about the books he’d bought all through the drive home and through supper. If he hadn’t trusted Nathan so well, Owen would have been worried about what the books contained. But he did trust Nathan, so he managed to spend the evening in anticipation without anxiety. As he served himself a second helping of Mrs. Bradway’s almond cake, he wondered if that sort of anticipation was what people felt at the holidays when they were expecting presents. Da had never bothered with presents, as he’d usually drunk the money away long before it was time to get any.

“You’re looking thoughtful.”

Owen turned his attention back to Nathan. “I was just thinking I ought to get Sean a present for Christmas. We never really did that when we were kids.”

“I bet he’d like that. You could get something next time we go into town.”

“Tomorrow.”

“What?”

Owen offered another slice of cake to Nathan, who nodded his acceptance. “I have to go back to town tomorrow afternoon for some kind of fitting. The suits won’t be ready, but he wants to see how the pieces fit.”

“Well, that’s quick. But that’s good. It means you’ll have them in time for your trip to York.”

Owen nodded. He didn’t want to think about his trip to York.

“Have you considered getting a curricle?”

A change of topic. Owen grasped for it gladly. “Do you think I could manage it?”

“Easily. Your driving today was excellent. A little practice to get the feel of it, and a proper driving suit, and you’ll fit right in, even in Hyde Park.”

Owen smiled at that image. “Maybe not Hyde Park, but if I could drive around York without embarrassing Sean, I’d be pleased.”

“Definitely suitable for Hyde Park, but that doesn’t mean you need to go there.”

Owen tried to pretend Nathan’s certainty wasn’t just what his confidence needed, but it was. He had no idea how he would manage when Nathan went back to Southampton. Best to think of something else. He turned his full attention to the cake in front of him then watched as Nathan finished the last crumbs of his. “Shall we retire to the study for a drink?”

“Spoken like a proper earl.”

Owen smiled, as that was exactly what he had been trying for.

“But if we went to the library, I could show you the books I had you carrying back.”

“I’ve been wondering about those.”

 

The footmen had brought the parcels of books to the library and left them, still wrapped, on the table. Nathan hurried over and began undoing string and peeking inside while Owen found a bottle of whiskey and glasses and sorted them out. 

“This is a nice general text.” Nathan held one of the books out to Owen.

Owen took the volume and looked at the title. Myths of Ancient Greece. He opened to the first page and saw a list of The Inhabitants of Mount Olympus. He was pleased to see he recognized several names and had a vague idea that Zeus was in charge and Apollo had something to do with the sun. “Are Athens and Athena related?”

Nathan sipped his drink and went back to looking through the books. “According to legend, she founded the city. Won it in a contest.”

“How?”

“The city went to the god that could give them the most valuable gift. She gave them an olive tree.”

“Practical. That was a good choice.” He would get Sean something completely impractical though. 

He put the book down and watched Nathan sorting through his other purchases.

“You’ll like this one, I think.” Nathan was giving him a naughty sort of smile as he put another volume on the table, and that made Owen want very much to know what was inside.

Owen picked it up and opened to the first page. Nothing but a title: History and Myth of the Spartans. He knew enough to know they were Greek, but that was about it. He turned the page to find an engraving showing a battle. It took him a moment to see the individual soldiers, to pull them out of the mass of bodies. But he managed it after a moment. 

“They’re all naked.”

“Greeks were very enlightened, as my tutors would say, as to the subject of physical perfection. They liked to exercise naked.”

Owen grinned. “You’re right. I do like this method of learning history. How do they know that they were naked?”

“Their art, mostly. And records of their sporting events.”

“I’d definitely go to watch those.” Owen turned the page and found another print, this one of a well-muscled man reclining, his head down, his weight on one arm. “The Captive Gaul,” he read. “That was France, right?”

“That’s right. You really are good at history.”

Owen ran his finger along the Gaul’s side, tracing the line of his waist and hip. There was a fine bit of arse peeking out, not as fine as Nathan’s, but still quite nice to look at. “This was a statue, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” Nathan answered but didn’t add anything. Owen was glad. He was too busy studying the position. If there was the blank space between the arm and the body shown in the etching, then it would have taken a good bit of balance to make certain the arm really could support the weight of the torso above it. He was trying to see how that had been achieved, but it was hard from a drawing.

“Once your brother’s wedding is over, you could travel, you know. Go to Greece or Italy to see those sculptures. Or Stockholm. I think the King of Sweden has started a small collection. That might be something if you don’t want to travel so far.”

Owen had never thought of travel as something he could do, and for a moment, the idea of going to far-off places with Nathan sounded amazing. And then he remembered Nathan wouldn’t be with him. 

“It’s hard enough being an earl here. Don’t know how I’d do it abroad.” 

He turned another page and found a print of a half-man, half-goat getting drunk. That was even more interesting with the transition between the torso and the legs. That was one he’d want to see in person.

Nathan stayed quiet through several pages. When he did speak again, it was very soft. “You know, you could still carve stone.”

“What? You think this lot would have a stonecutter for an earl?”

“I didn’t mean cutting stone for buildings, but as a hobby. You said you made a monument for the mayor of your town. I took that to mean it was some kind of sculpture?”

Owen shrugged. “It was an angel.”

“So they might think a stonecutter was odd but not a sculptor.”

Owen stared. He’d never thought of what he’d done as sculpture until Nathan said it, but in a way, he supposed it was. At least the monument had been, and the fine carving he’d done to decorate buildings.

Nathan went on. “You wouldn’t have to show your work. In fact, it might seem more gentlemanly if you don’t. But you could put some in the garden.”

“You really think it would be all right?”

“I’m sure there’s someplace in this pile that would do for a studio. You’d need tools, of course, but I would think you could manage that. I would suggest you at least try a bit in marble. That would be the most classical, and you could show you can do it if you want to. Then, if you want to continue in marble, you can certainly afford to, but if you prefer something else, you’ll have shown it’s a choice, not out of necessity. Come up with something to say, like ‘The ancients had marble quarries practically in their back gardens. Why shouldn’t English stone be just as refined, just as elegant, and just as beautiful?’ Something like that. An artistic choice.”

Owen liked the sound of that, of humble English stone being just as beautiful as anything in a museum. He’d worked with marble—not much, only when someone else was the master and was allowing him to help—but he’d enjoyed it. The cool feeling under his fingers, warming as he worked with it. The layers of light coming through it. He had only made small blocks for flooring, but he could imagine carving something fancier out of it. 

His mind drifted to Nathan, to carving Nathan out of marble while Nathan lay naked and open in front of him, like the Gaul. No, like he’d seen him at the Goat’s Horn. But not there to be hired, there because he wanted Owen. Sliding a piece of polished marble over that smooth, pale skin. Feeling it warm with Nathan’s heat.

“Whatever you’re thinking, tell me now, then promise you will never think of it in company, ever.”

Owen looked over at Nathan and gave him a slow grin. “I was just wondering if I could carve a nice, thick cock out of marble then find a beautiful arse to put it in, slide it in nice and slow, let him feel every inch of cold, hard marble. Then, when I have it nicely buried in him, slap his arse until it’s warm and red, while the marble cock is bouncing in him and warming from his arse until it almost feels real but is just as hard as ever.” 

He could see Nathan’s cheeks flush and for a moment worried he’d shocked him. Then he remembered he’d met Nathan working at the Goat’s Horn, and there likely wasn’t anything that would shock him. 

He was becoming aroused. Owen pushed the idea further, feeling his own cock swell as he imagined what he wanted to do to Nathan’s arse. 

“I’d have to carve a nice, large set of balls on it, so it wouldn’t push in too far while I’m warming his arse. Maybe make him walk around the room with it—or crawl; not sure which is better—but either way, he’d feel the weight of them. Or better still, a nice, wide, flat bottom. Prepare him just like that in the morning, then make him put on his trousers and spend the whole day with it in him, feeling the stretch, the weight, that hardness as it moves.”

Nathan swallowed twice before he could get out the words, “He’d be spending in his trousers within an hour.”

“Then we’d have to account for that, because he’d have to keep it in all day, all through work and supper and a nightcap. Do you think a leather pouch would do? Line it with flannel so it doesn’t get stained, tuck his cock inside. Then he could spend all he needs.”

Nathan was almost spending in his trousers right there, Owen was sure of it. But then he was close himself. Nathan licked his lips and murmured, “He’d be a mess at the end of the day.”

“He would indeed, sweaty, and sticky and desperate for a real cock in his arse. I’d make the marble one just a bit too short to reach where he wants it most. All day, all he could think about would be getting something a little longer in there. Makes me wish I had the right length of marble.”

Nathan nearly fell into the desk. “You are definitely never to think of that in company.”

Owen laughed and went to refill their drinks. “And in private?”

Nathan didn’t answer, just pulled the glass of whiskey from Owen’s hand and downed it in one gulp. Owen refilled the glass again and desperately wished he had the right size piece of marble to carve.

 


Chapter 9

 

After his decidedly not-earl-like conversation, Nathan stopped going through the remaining books and kept staring at his whiskey. Owen wondered if he’d gone too far and made Nathan uncomfortable or if there was something else on Nathan’s mind. When the glasses were empty, Owen wanted to say something brilliant, something that would tell him what was on Nathan’s mind, but all he could think of was, “Shall we go upstairs?”

“Yes, yes, it’s late.” Nathan smiled at him. “And we’re going back to town tomorrow. Is there someplace where you could get tools? If you wanted to carve, I mean.”

“There’s always the blacksmith or the tinkerer. Either one could have what I’d need. If you really think it would be all right.”

“I really do. And it gives you an excuse to spend most of your time out here. You’re overseeing your lands and practicing your art, and only pressing business can pull you away from either.”

Owen smiled at that. “So I’m only in London when I have no choice. That suits me. And it wouldn’t embarrass Sean?”

“Not at all.”

Owen felt the knots in his neck relaxing. He hadn’t upset Nathan. He was fairly certain Nathan knew which arse he wanted to fill, but if they could still be friendly, it must not have bothered him.

As Owen led the way upstairs, Nathan became very quiet. Then, as they started down the hallway with the bedrooms, all in a burst, he asked, “When you said there would be no other obligations...”

Owen had thought he’d been clear about that. Apparently not. And the talk of marble cocks hadn’t helped any. “I meant it. I hired you to teach me, not sell your arse.”

Nathan flinched at those words.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to be rude about it.”

“No,” Nathan said quickly. “That’s exactly what it was.”

And now he was making Nathan uncomfortable, probably making him regret agreeing to tutor someone so obviously not suited to being a gentleman, let alone an earl. “Still, I shouldn’t have said it.”

“Why not? It’s what Collins said every time I went back. ‘Hi, Nate, selling your arse again?’ There’s no reason for you not to say it.”

“Except that you don’t like it.”

That surprised Nathan into looking up. “I suppose I don’t, from you.”

“Cause you want your pupil to be better than some molly-house manager.” Owen had known this wouldn’t work, and now he’d just proven it.

Nathan gave him one of those soft, sad smiles. “Because I want you to think I’m something better than a molly-house whore.”

Owen knew he was gawping at Nathan, and he knew that wasn’t proper, and he knew he couldn’t stop. “You’re a gentleman who did what he had to. You’re clever and resourceful, and I’d never think you were less than the finest of men just because you had to scrape a bit to get by. Plenty do. It’s something to be admired, not looked down on.”

“That’s nice of you to say.”

“Well, it’s the truth. And I meant it. I hired you to teach me, not sell your arse.” 

And then it dawned on him why Nathan might have asked, particularly after that talk of marble cocks downstairs. Not because he’d been unclear at all. 

“But if two gentlemen find each other attractive, there’s no reason they can’t have a bit of fun on a friendly basis. No money involved.”

Nathan smiled a little at that, a flirty sort quite different from the one he’d used on him at the Goat’s Horn. “And do you find me attractive?”

“You’ve the finest arse I’ve ever seen.” That succeeded in making Nathan chuckle. “And the rest matches quite well. And what do you think?”

“That you are the finest specimen of manhood I’ve ever encountered.”

Owen could feel himself swelling with pride. “Then a bit of fun might be arranged?”

“I hope so.”

“My room’s just down the hall.”

Nathan nodded. “Then I should come to you?”

“Yours is farther from the stairs.” 

Owen had no idea how to arrange a meeting like this in a grand house. And he certainly didn’t want Nathan to think he was somehow at Owen’s beck and call.

“My room, then? Just don’t want the embarrassment of running into each other in the hallway. When should I expect you?”

“I would think... I mean, I’m not here enough to know.”

“Then we’ll say midnight.”

Owen couldn’t help grinning as he went to his rooms.

 

Nathan could barely contain himself as he made his way down the hallway to his rooms. Owen did still want him. He’d seen the book on Spartans in the shop and had bought it on a whim. He’d known Owen would appreciate the drawings, but he’d wanted to see if he could use it to somehow gauge Owen’s interest in him outside the Goat’s Horn. And that had worked better than expected. Owen’s musings on marble cocks had almost had him spending in his trousers like a green boy. And when Owen had said he still thought of him as a gentleman in that admiring tone, well, it seemed Owen’s opinion meant a great deal to Nathan.

Of course, in a way, things were simpler at the Goat’s Horn. Punters told him what they wanted, and he did it. No need to worry or even to think. That was a change from his days, when he seemed to constantly be thinking where his next job would be, how long could he go between jobs, how they would all fit between what his family expected of him, what he would tell them. There was something relaxing about just letting someone have their way with him, even when they weren’t the sort of fellows he’d choose to be with. 

And what would Owen think of him then, knowing that he liked the idea of being used like a strumpet in a molly house? Certainly not that he was a gentleman.

“Stop being an idiot,” he told himself quite firmly. 

Hadn’t he been wondering what it would be like to have a night with Owen when there wasn’t a financial arrangement between them? Now he was getting the chance, and he was managing to put himself in such a state that he wouldn’t be able to perform at all. And Owen would no doubt blame himself. And then he would lose not only the chance to be with him during these days, but Owen probably wouldn’t go back to the Goat’s Horn either, and Nathan would lose the one customer he looked forward to seeing. 

“Stop that,” he told himself again, trying to be firmer, not that it helped any.

If he wasn’t going to calm down, he could at least get ready. There was a bottle of Scotch on the table by the fire beside a few glasses. He wasn’t sure who had thought he’d be entertaining in his rooms, but it seemed a place to start, and he brought the tray through to the bedroom. Water had been set out for him, so he poured a little in the basin to wash with and put the ewer with the rest of it near the fire, hoping it would stay warm until he needed it. He’d packed a small bottle of oil on the slight chance that something like what he was hoping would happen this very night did happen. He found it in the corner of his shaving kit and put it by the bed. Then he stripped off his coat and waistcoat and hung them up. After a moment’s thought, he removed his stockings as well. Those were always hard to get off gracefully. A quick wash at the basin, and then there was nothing to do but wait and worry. He should have brought one of Owen’s books up with him.

 

Nathan was straining to hear the clock downstairs chime the hour, so he was startled when there was a knock on the door before the clock even started chiming. He hurried to open it.

“I couldn’t wait,” Owen said as he came in, wearing his nightshirt and nothing else.

“I was getting desperately tired of it myself.”

Owen ran a finger along the open placket of Nathan’s shirt. “Seems you found a way to spend some of the time.”

Nathan leaned into the touch, then slid his fingers along the collar of Owen’s nightshirt. “As did you.”

“And yet we’re still overdressed.”

“Sounding quite the earl.” 

Nathan grinned then pulled his shirt over his head, glad it was one of his newer ones so Owen wouldn’t see the mends on the older ones.

“I try.” 

Owen pulled his nightshirt over his head and was naked in no time. He leaned against the armchair and watched Nathan unbutton his trousers and get them off. Nathan was wishing he’d thought to bring a nightshirt then remembered he didn’t have one worth bringing. 

When he’d managed to get out of his clothes, he turned to Owen, trying for the same relaxed sort of pose, and failed completely as he saw all of Owen for the first time. Broad shoulders, muscled chest, slim hips, a trail of dark hair down his torso leading to a thick cock poking out of a thatch of dark hair. Nathan wasn’t sure where to look first, where to let his gaze linger.

“So what would you like?” Owen was direct as always.

Nathan didn’t know how to answer. What he wanted was for Owen to take control, but that sounded weak, hesitant. He tried to think of something from the Goat’s Horn that had seemed exciting, but none of the things he’d been asked to do there were things he wanted now.

“If you’re tired, we can do this another time.”

And he’d hesitated too long. Owen thought he’d changed his mind and, ever thoughtful, was giving him a graceful way out. Nathan closed his eyes so he wouldn’t have to look at Owen’s powerful chest as he said, “I want you to do exactly what you want to me. Just like when you bought my arse at the molly house.” He waited, wondering what Owen would think of him when he realized there were parts of working at the Goat’s Horn he’d found arousing.

“No requests at all?” At least he didn’t sound disappointed.

“No requests. Use me how you want.”

There was a pause, then Owen said, “Tell me if you change your mind.”

Nathan was startled. No insisting, no saying he must have something, just tell him if he changed his mind.

“Answer. Will you tell me if you don’t like something?”

That slight note of command when straight to his cock. “Yes, I will, I promise.”

“And do you mind if I smack your arse a bit?”

“I liked it the last time you did it.”

“Then on the floor, all fours, just like when you were scrubbing muck out of the rugs.”

Nathan felt his cock swell at the words and hurried to obey. He could feel Owen watching him as he displayed himself there, those green eyes studying him as they’d studied the etchings in the book. Then there were footsteps crossing the room, and he could feel Owen’s heat as he knelt beside him.

The first smack was a bit of a shock. It wasn’t hard, but Nathan hadn’t been expecting it. And he should have been, since Owen had asked permission. Then there was a second slap, slightly harder, on the other side. The third smack pushed all other thoughts out of Nathan’s mind with the sharp sting followed by a warm thread of desire running through him. And then he couldn’t think of anything but imagining what Owen looked like behind him, his large hand on Nathan’s arse, the sting of pain that seemed to go straight to his cock. That was all there was room for in his mind. Owen’s hand and his arse and the wonderful anticipation of what would come next.

“Damn, your arse is perfect,” Owen said as he stopped slapping and started kneading the warmed flesh. 

Nathan pressed back into the big hands, feeling the burn of the slaps and the pressure of his hands and wanting more of something, anything. 

Then Owen’s hands were parting his arse, and he felt the brush of Owen’s tongue along the puckered hole. He’d been hired to perform that service many times at the Goat’s Horn, but he’d never experienced it himself. Owen’s tongue was stronger than he’d have thought, firm, pressing wetly against him, darting inside then pulling back and sweeping up over the skin before coming back to his hole and pressing in again. Nathan tried to hold still, but his hips kept pressing back, wanting to be closer to Owen’s tongue. Owen didn’t seem to mind, just grabbed Nathan’s hips in his strong hands, pressing against the reddened skin and adding another burning layer of sensation that seemed to go straight to Nathan’s cock.

Just as suddenly as he’d begun, Owen pulled away, and Nathan heard himself whimper. He wanted more of Owen. More slaps to his arse. More of Owen’s mouth. More of anything.

“That oil on the nightstand?”

Oil. Yes, that was what he wanted. “Yes.”

He felt Owen move away from him, but he knew he’d be coming back. He just had to wait patiently. He couldn’t help another small whimper.

“Want me in that fine arse, hmm? Happy to oblige once I’m sure you can take me. I’m not small anywhere, you know.”

“I know,” Nathan managed to whisper as slick fingers stretched him. “You’re beautifully large and strong.”

“Then let’s see what you can take, all right?” 

Owen pulled his fingers out and gave Nathan another smack on his arse, then Owen’s thick cock was there, pressing in slowly, giving Nathan time to adjust. Nathan gasped and tried to push back, but Owen was holding his hips. Once he was in, Owen paused, massaging Nathan’s arse again. “Ready?”

“Please!”

The first few strokes were tentative, the angles changing. Then Owen’s cock brushed the spot that made Nathan gasp.

“There we are. Ready?”

“I said...” Before Nathan could finish, Owen was pounding into him, quick, hard thrusts that almost felt like the slaps from moments before, each thrust hitting just the right spot to leave Nathan moaning and writhing beneath him, nothing in his mind but Owen and how close to the edge he was.

And then Nathan could feel Owen swelling inside him. 

“Almost there,” Owen said as he reached around and wrapped his large hand around Nathan’s cock, stroking as he thrust. 

Nathan was so close, he barely needed the strokes to spend over Owen’s hand. He hadn’t finished spending when he felt Owen’s seed filling him. They were locked together for a moment, then Nathan collapsed onto his elbows and closed his eyes.

Nathan was quite happy to spend the rest of the night where he was, but he felt Owen move away and wanted to turn and reach out for him. Before he could sort out his limbs, Owen was back, and there was a cool, damp cloth being run over his back and neck.

“Enjoyed yourself, did you? Now let’s get you cleaned up, then I saw some whiskey on the dresser.” 

Owen kept up a quiet sort of patter as Nathan leaned into his touch, gentle now that they’d finished. Nathan had never liked being sweaty and sticky after working at the Goat’s Horn, but the idea of being in just that state in Owen’s house was remarkably arousing. Still, the cold cloths Owen was running over his skin felt so soothing and good he found himself making a little sound of pleasure. 

By the time Owen had finished washing him, Nathan felt ready to sit up and act coherent. Owen swiped the cloth over the mess on the floor, then dropped it in the washbasin and brought the basin back to the washstand.

Nathan pushed himself to his feet and went to see to the drinks. “I hope we’re planning to do that again while I’m here.”

“Without question. You are good. And I like it much better on friendly terms.”

Nathan smiled. “So do I.” He held out one of the glasses to Owen.

Owen came to lean against the dresser beside him. “Anything you’d like to do the next time?”

Nathan shook his head, wondering how to explain.

“So you like to have someone else make the choices and just feel? I can manage that. There are plenty of things I’d enjoy doing to that fine, gentlemanly arse.” He gave Nathan a filthy grin, and Nathan discovered he was still able to blush under the right circumstances.

“I look forward to it.”

Owen grinned in a more friendly way. “So do I. Come on, let’s get you into bed.”

Nathan was going to say he was all right, but then he yawned in a way that stretched his jaw and made him feel ready to collapse right there. He swallowed the last of his drink and allowed Owen to steer him to the bed. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but it wasn’t for Owen to tuck him up under the covers, fluff his pillows, and brush his hair off of his face. 

“Sleep well.”

As Nathan watched Owen pull on his nightshirt and slip out of the room, he fought down the urge to ask him to stay. That would be dangerous, foolish, and no doubt Owen had wanted to meet in Nathan’s room so he could slip away when he was ready to and not be obligated to stay the night. Still, Nathan couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to curl up against that strong back as he fell asleep and if Owen would brush his hair from his face as gently as he had just then when they woke up in the morning.

 

}~*~{

 

The next morning, Nathan woke up in a wonderful mood. The sun was shining, the snow was just deep enough to be picturesque, the fire was warm, and he didn’t have to carry up his own water. It was a perfect morning to be up and about. It wasn’t until he was standing in front of his meager wardrobe, trying to decide if he should wear the coat that made his eyes bluer or the one that gave his hair a bit of color, that he realized what was wrong with him. He was falling in love with Owen. What had started as an easy way to make a bit of money had quickly become a chance to help a nice fellow become a bit more comfortable in his new life. That Nathan had noticed almost as soon as he’d arrived. And he’d noticed when he started hoping to see Owen again after he’d finished the job, but he had taken that for friendly interest, perhaps a bit of nosiness, wanting to see how it all turned out. Nathan didn’t have friends anymore. He hadn’t been able to tell anyone about his two lives, so that was hardly surprising. But Owen had understood, so it was hardly surprising he’d considered Owen a friend and hoped he felt the same. But he hadn’t noticed himself falling in love, and yet the debate about the coats seemed to prove it was happening. He loved Owen. 

“You’re an idiot,” he told himself and closed the wardrobe door. He was even more annoyed with himself for being pleased he’d chosen the coat that showed his trim waist to advantage.

 

Nathan couldn’t tell if Owen noticed the coat when he entered the breakfast room, but Owen gave him one of the wonderful, friendly smiles that Nathan was certain had caused his foolishness. He smiled back and went to fill his plate at the sideboard.

When Nathan was settled in his place at Owen’s right, Owen was still smiling. “Good night?”

Nathan found himself blushing again, and he was quite sure that was what Owen had intended. “Very good. And you?”

“Wonderful. What sort of plans do we have today?”

As there were maids seeing to the plates on the sideboard, Nathan assumed he meant the sort of plans one could discuss in polite company. “As you’re not needed in town until this afternoon, I thought we might do something here in the morning, but I wasn’t sure what you thought was most important to work on.”

“My accent.” There was no doubt in Owen’s voice, and Nathan had noticed that seemed to be something of particular worry for him.

“Accent it is. That won’t be nearly the problem you think it is, and no, I’m not just trying to boost your confidence.” From the sheepish sort of smile Owen gave him, Nathan could tell that was what he’d been thinking. “When you’re thinking about it, you manage quite nicely. You just need to practice so it feels more natural to you.”

“I’m not sure it will.”

“See, right there. That was quite good.” Perhaps that was the way to do it—catch Owen speaking correctly and point out to him when he did it. Nathan filed that idea away for later.

“I was trying there.”

“Still, it was good.”

Owen shrugged. Then his mouth stretched into that terribly attractive naughty grin again, and he leaned over to whisper, “Do you know how I knew you were a gentleman?”

Nathan swallowed and shook his head.

“Your accent never slipped, no matter what I did.”

Nathan knew he meant at the Goat’s Horn. “Then perhaps a repeat of last night, and you could see how your accent fares.”

“Need more than one repeat.” But Owen was smiling as he said it. Then he settled back in his chair. “Is there anything you’ll need from town when we go?”

Nathan was glad of the abrupt change of subject. “I’ll think about it.”

 

Nathan thought a repeat of the night before during the day was probably not a good idea, so he suggested they retire to the library when they’d finished their meal, where he spent the morning listening to Owen read aloud from Myths of Ancient Greece while he gave suggestions for his accent. He figured it would allow Owen to study history and practice his accent at the same time. It allowed them to pass a pleasant morning together without either of them having to worry about embarrassing themselves. Owen took any correction well and repeated phrases over and over until he felt comfortable with them.

They’d been at it most of the morning when Nathan noticed Owen hadn’t asked any questions about what he’d been reading. As he’d been asking several earlier, wanting to know how everything fit together, Nathan took that as a sign Owen was growing tired. 

“I think that’s enough for now.”

“You’re certain? I want to get better at this.”

“And you are. You’ve sounded quite proper for the last hour at least.”

“Do you really think I’m improving?”

“I think your brother is going to be very proud of you.”

That got a smile from Owen. “If I can make it through the wedding and all the bits leading up to it, I’ll be happy.”

That gave Nathan another thought, which he knew Owen would hate, but it had to be done. “While I’m here, we should have a formal dinner. Just the two of us,” he quickly added when he saw the look on Owen’s face. “But it would give you a chance to practice with a full table service.”

Owen didn’t look any happier, but he said, “I suppose there’ll be a few of those leading up to the wedding.”

“There generally are.”

“Then I suppose it’s best I make mistakes with you before I have to do it in public.”

Nathan clapped Owen on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit. Or close enough.” Then he leaned in and whispered, “And if you do very well, perhaps I can come up with a reward for you.”

Owen grinned at that. “Then I have every reason to do well, don’t I?”

Nathan smiled back. 

 

“I think Mrs. Bradway probably has something for us to eat, in a nice informal setting, then we can go into town.”

Owen looked relieved. “Would you mind if we brought a cart this time?”

Nathan was surprised by that request but shrugged. “I’ve seen all I need to of your driving. As I said, all you need is the proper vehicle and a bit of practice to get the feel of it. Any reason why?”

“I thought I might get some tools and, if they have any good stone, bring back a bit. And I can’t really do that in a gig.”

Nathan smiled at that. If Owen decided he was good at sculpting stone, even in a strictly amateur way, it would help his confidence and make him feel he wasn’t giving up all of his old life. “I think it’s a brilliant idea.”

 

 


Chapter 10

 

When they arrived back at Limecrest Hall after what Nathan considered a successful trip into town—at least Owen had seemed comfortable and he had found some more books—the post had arrived, letters in two neat stacks on the silver tray in the front hall. Owen picked them up without thinking about it, something that made Nathan smile. It was becoming a habit. Owen was becoming used to living at Limecrest Hall. That was good.

“There’s one for you.”

Nathan hadn’t been expecting that, although he supposed he should have guessed from the stack with a single letter in it. Still, it should not have made him feel so pleased, so much like he belonged now that he was getting letters delivered. He took the letter from Owen. “I hope you don’t mind; I told my landlady she could forward anything that looked important.”

“Quite sensible,” Owen said as he flipped through his letters, sounding almost exactly as he’d been practicing.

“Your accent really is improving.” Nathan broke the seal and unfolded the letter.

When he didn’t say anything, Owen nodded to the letter. “Nothing bad, I hope.”

“Just my family. It seems they thought I might forget Christmas or something.”

“If you need to reply, you’re free to use the study.”

The letter started with three paragraphs detailing the difficulty of collecting him from whatever terminus he would arrive at and the need to know all the details as soon as possible. At least, with the money Owen was paying him, he could honestly write back that he’d be fine taking a hackney to the house. “If you don’t need me...”

“I’m going to see if I can find someplace for a studio.”

“Then thank you.” Nathan hesitated. “Should I talk to Mrs. Bradway about a formal dinner?”

Owen looked as if he was agreeing to be tried for murder. “I suppose we have to.”

“Remember, it will just be the two of us.”

“That makes it a little better.”

Nathan patted Owen on the shoulder then took his letter to the study.

 

While Nathan went off to read his letter, Owen went to see to the unloading of the stone. The stables seemed to be the place to find help with it and the place to ask about likely spots for a studio. He thought the trip into town had gone well. Nathan had seemed pleased when they’d met at the pub, and he’d had another parcel of books on Greece he’d told Owen about while they ate. Mr. Harchester had made surprising progress on the first of the suits and had fussed around with it but hadn’t asked anything Owen couldn’t answer easily, mostly questions being about the fit of the pieces. He’d also confirmed the order of shirts would be ready to be delivered the next day. The mason had had a good selection of stone too small for his current projects that he was willing to sell and two very nice pieces of marble leftover from a project that he was happy to find a buyer for. He’d also taken Owen to the local tinker’s shop, where he had found all the tools he’d need to start on the stones. All in all, a successful trip, particularly as Nathan had been smiling as he told Owen about the books he’d bought.

When he got to the stables, Owen could see that Mr. Daniels already had the horses settled inside but had left the cart with the stone out in the yard. Owen figured the stable master would be inside with the horses and went to check.

“Afternoon, my lord. Come to do something with your purchases?”

Owen assumed he meant the stone, which had probably confused everyone in the stables. Well, he hoped it had given them a nice game of guessing what craziness the new earl had come up with now. “I’m going to try my hand at sculpting.”

“That’s a new one for sure. Good to have something to take your mind off your troubles. Where were you planning on doing it?”

Mr. Daniels was the sort of person he understood, so Owen had no worries about asking, “Do you have any suggestions?”

“I do. There’s a gardener’s shed just down the path from the house. Nice stone building. Sturdy. The old lord had a bigger one built closer to the gardens years ago, but the place seemed too sturdy to take down. We use it in the spring if someone needs to stay nearby, and the lads use it to have a bottle when they think I won’t notice.”

“I’ll go have a look then.” It sounded like what he needed.

“I’ll get the key and show you where it is.” Mr. Daniels didn’t talk as he led Owen to a small stone building not far from the back of the house. “You’ll see it’s in good shape. Gets cleaned out regularly in case we need to use it. Roof’s in good repair. You could move right in if you’ve a mind.” 

The lock had been kept oiled and turned easily for Mr. Daniels’s key.

Owen went inside and looked around. It was a one-room shed but big enough for his needs, with windows on three of the walls. There was a small stove in the corner if he needed heat and a long table against the wall that seemed sturdy enough for his tools.

“Like I said, the sort of place you need.”

“I’m not putting anyone out by taking it over, am I?” Owen realized that was not a very lordly thing to say but decided he didn’t care.

“Not a bit. We can always put people up in the office if we need to, or the loft. The lads who come here to drink won’t like it, but then I don’t like them drunk around the horses, so it balances out.”

Owen opened the shutters on the windows and took a good look around, but Mr. Daniels was right, the place had been well kept. There was a bit of dust, but he’d be making more of a mess than that. “It looks ready for me to move my things in now.”

“Indeed it does.” Mr. Daniels handed over the key. “I’ll get a couple of the lads to move that stone in here, and you can say what boxes come along.”

“Thank you.”

Owen stayed to help with the moving of the stone, stripping down to his shirt sleeves and helping with the carrying and dragging, which seemed to surprise everyone, but he decided to ignore that too. From the way Mr. Daniels was giving orders and cautioning about how Owen would be using the place from now on, he suspected the lads sent to help were the ones who had been using the shed to hide their drinking. 

Once everything was inside, he told everyone to go back to what they had been doing and set to work sorting out his tools, which was a simple job and quickly finished. Then he retrieved his coat, waistcoat, and overcoat and went to see if Nathan wanted to come see his new studio.

 

Owen did not find Nathan when he went inside, but Mrs. Andover was in the front hall. She looked up when he entered but didn’t say anything. He was sure she was wondering why he was coming in covered in sweat and stone dust, so he thought he might as well answer her questions and be done with it. 

“Going to be doing some stone carving, Mrs. Andover.”

“So I see. Shall I have a bath drawn for you?”

That seemed the sort of thing an earl would request. “If you wouldn’t mind.” He looked at his shirt sleeve. “Are my old things near?”

“I’ve had the trunks put in the attic. Would you like something brought down?”

“I think some of my old clothes would be better suited to my new interest.” That sounded at least a bit like what an earl would say.

“I’ll send someone to bring down a few things for you.”

“Thank you. Is Mr. Fitzroy around?”

“Still in the study with his letters, I think.”

He didn’t want to bother Nathan when he was dealing with his thorny family troubles, and Owen realized he was eager to have tools in his hands again. “Then save the bath until it’s time for dinner. If you tell me where the trunk is, I can get it.”

“I can send footmen up for it just as quickly. And Missy up to your rooms with a bit of something to eat before you go back out.”

Owen realized he was hungry despite the meal they’d had at the pub. “If you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. Is there anything else you’ll require?”

He couldn’t think of anything. “That will do.”

“Very good, my lord. And Mr. Fitzroy spoke to me about meals.”

“I hope it isn’t too much trouble.”

“For two people? Not at all. And I have a few dishes I’d like to try out before I serve them to company. The old lord rarely entertained of late, his health and all.”

“I don’t think I’ll be entertaining very much either.”

“Be that as it may, it will still be a nice bit of a change. If Mr. Fitzroy asks after you?”

“Tell him I’m in the old gardener’s shed. He can come see if he likes.”

“Where the stable lads go to drink. That should please Mr. Daniels, then, if they’re afraid they’ll run into you there. I’ll send everything up to your room.” She bobbed a quick curtsy and disappeared down a staircase. Owen took that as a dismissal and went upstairs.

 

Mrs. Andover was very efficient. Owen had barely made it to his room when Missy arrived with a tray of sandwiches and a mug of ale. Owen was still eating when two footmen came in carrying his old trunk. He refused their help with unpacking it and sent them on their way then examined the contents while he finished his meal. He decided on his best set of work clothes, as there was no reason to save them for meeting with customers now, and changed. As he was poking through the bottom of the trunk for his comfortable boots, his hand brushed a small bottle of oil. He barely remembered packing it in the rush after he’d been informed of his new title, but he picked it up and slipped it into his pocket. The shed had been private. It wouldn’t hurt to slip it into a drawer just in case.

 

Mrs. Andover proved even more efficient downstairs, where she had put together a basket with lamps and candles and kindling and a flask of ale and another of water and anything else she could think of that he might need to make the shed comfortable while still being suitable for the work. Owen wondered if he should raise her salary and decided to ask Nathan about it at the next opportunity. It was such a comfort having someone around he could ask ridiculous things he was worried over and not feel foolish. He had no idea what he would do when Nathan left. And that was not something he wanted to think about. Owen grabbed the basket and hurried outside.

Back in the shed, Owen opened the shutters and made certain the lamps were properly trimmed and ready to be used should he need them, then he went to contemplate the stones he’d bought. There was one piece of marble properly sized for a small statue, a smaller piece of marble, and four nice pieces of local stone. He chose the smallest of those to begin with and moved it to the sturdy table in the center of the room where he intended to work. He ran his hands over the stone, getting a feel for the shape and the imperfections. The stone was smooth and hard under his hand, a comforting, familiar feeling. As he slid his hand over a curve in the surface, his mind went to Nathan’s arse as it had been the night before, displayed for him all round and smooth and beautiful. The contour of the stone was similar, not nearly so nice, but not so different. He stared at it for a moment then went to get a piece of chalk. It was a practice piece, after all, he didn’t have to show it to anyone. And he could always say it was Greek. Nathan was right: that was a ridiculously useful subject to know about. He marked out a rough bit of shape then went to select a chisel.

}~*~{

 

Owen was so engrossed in his work that he didn’t realize he was being watched until he heard a slight sound from behind him. He quickly turned, trying to come up with an explanation for why he’d been very intently carving the indent between the mounds of the arse in front of him. But it was only Nathan standing in the doorway, staring at the scene in front of him with heavy-lidded eyes and a flushed face.

“I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

Owen grinned. “You didn’t. Want a look? It’s still rough, but I think you get the idea.”

Nathan crossed to the table and admired the piece. Owen couldn’t help resting a possessive hand on the smooth bit that would be the small of the back. It was only the hips and arse of a figure, fading into the suggestion of a back on one end angling forward, as if the man was on his elbows and knees. That would let the top edge rest on the table and support it. It stood on what he planned to make the suggestion of thighs, arranged so it hid the cock he’d barely started from most angles.

“It’s lovely,” Nathan murmured.

Owen slid his hand down to caress one of the cheeks. “I had a lovely model in mind.”

“Mmm. You’re looking quite lovely yourself.”

“I’m covered in stone dust and stink of sweat.”

“And your shirt is stretched across your chest and nearly transparent.” Nathan reached out and ran a finger along the center of Owen’s chest, tracing the muscle there. “I can see right through to the skin.”

Owen transferred his hand from the stone arse to Nathan’s. “Have time for a bit of modeling, then?”

Nathan’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?”

Owen nodded. “If you don’t mind. Be nice to see the original while I work.” And to have it when he’d finished, but he suspected Nathan had figured that out.

“What do you need me to do?”

“Get undressed and pose like this.” He gave the stone arse an affectionate pat. “I’ll see the windows are all closed and light a fire.”

Nathan didn’t hesitate and peeled his coat off at once. By the time Owen had seen to the windows and the fire, Nathan was naked and on the floor as requested. Owen was tempted to ignore the stone altogether and focus on the smooth flesh in front of him, but Nathan asked, “Will I do?” in a husky voice that told Owen posing was arousing him.

“Perfectly. Let me adjust your thighs.” Owen knelt beside Nathan, moving his thighs into position and getting the angle of his back to where he wanted it, then ran his hand over Nathan’s lower back and arse. “Now stay there and let me look at you. And tell me if your knees get tired.”

Having a model did help. Owen had to adjust the thighs a bit, and there were details of Nathan’s smooth skin he hadn’t noticed until he was looking. He worked quickly, more marking out things than finishing them, enough so he could finish them if Nathan wasn’t naked in front of him. Every so often, he would come around the table and run his hands over Nathan, feeling the angles of his flesh, the way one muscle flowed into another.

Owen could tell Nathan was trying to stay still for him, but even when he wasn’t touching him, Nathan’s hips would move, sometimes undulating, sometimes snapping back, telling him that Nathan was at least as aroused by the attention as Owen was.

Owen wasn’t sure how long he kept at his work, but Nathan didn’t complain once. When Owen’s arms started aching—something that surprised him as he had been used to working from dawn to dusk in the stone yard—he put down his tools and went to kneel beside Nathan again. “Now that I’ve finished for the evening, shall we do what we’ve both been anticipating?”

“Please,” Nathan moaned.

Owen grabbed the bottle of oil from the drawer and knelt behind Nathan. He gave himself a moment to admire the beautiful man displayed before him, the line of his back, the curve of his arse. Then he slicked his fingers and slid one in, then another, working the puckered hole until he felt Nathan relax and stretch around his fingers. He pulled them out and gave the perfect arse a sharp slap to get his attention. “You’ve been a very good model, so tell me what you want. Not what you think I want, what you want.”

“Keep doing that,” Nathan moaned. “Make my arse warm and stinging and sensitive, then pound into me until all I feel is you stretching me and your sweat on my back and your hands on me.”

Owen smiled a little as he noticed the change in Nathan’s words, less vulgar than what he would have said at the Goat’s Horn and far dirtier. He happily complied, alternating between slapping the firm orbs of Nathan’s arse with kneading the pliant flesh with his palms while Nathan writhed under him, shoving his arse back and arching his spine as he made sounds of desperation and pleasure. When Owen decided the arse in front of him was the exact shade of red he wanted, he gave it a final squeeze then eased himself in, slowly stretching Nathan, keeping a firm grip on Nathan’s hips so he couldn’t move, making him feel every inch of the cock invading him. When he was fully in, he paused for a moment, letting Nathan feel him, then started to thrust, hard and fast, pushing Nathan across the floor before he leaned over him, letting his sweat drip and slide over Nathan’s back just as he’d wanted.

“Oh lord, Owen, that’s good, that’s what I want. Lord, you’re big. I feel you everywhere. Harder, Owen, please, harder.” 

Nathan was gorgeous, sweating and panting and begging. Owen wanted to keep him like that forever. But it was too much. His cock was already swelling, ready for release. He gave Nathan a few more hard thrusts then reached around and grabbed Nathan’s cock, rubbing firmly until Nathan came with a beautiful moan, his passage massaging Owen’s climax out of him.

Owen eased Nathan to the floor then leaned back on his heels to look at him. Delectable. Nathan’s arse was still rosy, his body gleaming, his blond hair dark with sweat and sticking up at all angles. “I should sculpt you like this, all wanton and well fucked. You’d look better than any of those Greeks.”

“If you’d prepare me like that every day you work, I’d be happy to model.”

Owen stroked Nathan’s back. “Do you know how tempting that offer is?” He made small circles along Nathan’s spine, feeling him relax under his touch. “I should put a couch in here for you to rest on if I’m going to be working you like this.”

“Mmm, floor is fine.”

Owen slid his hand back to rub Nathan’s arse then gave him a light slap. “I’ll get some water to clean you up. Although I’d like to keep you just like this all the time.”

Owen found the water and cloths that had been in the basket and cleaned Nathan up, enjoying taking care of him as much as he’d enjoyed getting him in that state. When he’d finished, Nathan had recovered enough to get to his feet and start to dress. Owen cleaned himself quickly, remembering there was a bath waiting for him inside, then dressed. “Are you ready to go in and wash up properly for dinner?”

“Dinner. That’s right.”

Owen smiled. “We do generally eat a meal in the evenings.”

“And tonight we have forks. No, my mind isn’t that scrambled. Mrs. Andover was going to put out a full dinner service of forks so I can show you which is which.”

It was Owen’s turn to feel disoriented. Nathan laughed. “It won’t be that bad.”

“If you say so.”

 


Chapter 11

 

The forks proved less trouble than Owen had feared but more than Nathan had implied. At least Owen thought he could manage them without making a fool of himself, and really, they all looked so similar, he doubted anyone would notice if he did. Still, he was glad when the breakfast table the next morning had only one of each utensil.

They spent the morning reading books again, but Owen’s mind kept drifting. Nathan seemed comfortable talking about inheritances. Owen had never quite managed to get up the courage to ask Mr. Aga for the details about the arrangements of his inheritance. The man was nice enough but a bit intimidating. And Owen didn’t want to seem ungrateful or as if he were trying to get out of his responsibilities, particularly as he was getting out of the most onerous one, the one that involved getting an heir, thanks to Sean. But if Nathan might know, might be able to have a look at it, maybe there would be something he could see.

“Were you getting bored with this? We could try something else.”

“What?” Owen hadn’t realized his mind had wandered that far.

“There’ve been three cities you haven’t asked to look up on a map, at least four warrior pictures you haven’t commented on—and the third one was definitely something to be remarked upon—and you’ve read that passage twice. As I said, if this exercise has served its purpose, we can find something else to try.”

“No, no, it’s not that.” What Nathan had said about the third warrior registered in his brain, and he flipped back to find the plate with the engraving. The fellow was clearly well-endowed in every possible sense of the phrase.

“Now you see why I noticed. If you’re not bored, is there something else?”

Now that he’d gotten to it, he wasn’t quite sure how to start. “It was just something I wanted to ask you. Not about lessons or the other things. About my inheritance.”

“Ask away. You know I’m happy to help you.”

“You mentioned entails a couple of times, and I was just wondering what you did before you worked at the Goat’s Horn?”

Nathan sighed and stared down at his hands.

“If you don’t want to say...”

“No, I’m surprised you waited so long to ask. My family are mostly barristers. I was studying to be a solicitor to pick up odd jobs for the bigger clients, which were mostly wills, hence the knowledge of entails.”

“Then how did you end up at the Goat’s Horn?”

Nathan shrugged. “My father insisted I marry into the family he’d chosen as helpful to our family. I refused. He cut me off. But Father still insists on my being at all family obligations, so I do short jobs most of the year, but around this time, I need something I can take or drop day by day, hence the Goat’s Horn. Was that what was bothering you?”

“Not really. I was just wondering if there was any way to get around the entail. Then I could give Sean something as a wedding present. One of the investments, maybe, give him an income of his own.”

“Would you like me to have a look at the papers? I might be able to find something you could use. You’re not trying to break the whole entail, so there could be a piece that isn’t covered by it.”

“Do you mind?”

“Not a bit.” Nathan smiled at him. “Don’t worry. If there’s nothing there, there’s nothing there. It never hurts to have a look.”

Owen hadn’t noticed how worried he was about asking until he realized how relieved he was that Nathan had agreed. “I’ll get the papers now.”

“Then I’ll have a look at them after we eat. I think Mrs. Bradway should be putting something out for us soon.”

 

Owen managed to find all of the paperwork quickly, as he’d had everything neatly stored in the safe behind the desk in his sitting room. When he put the whole thing out on the breakfast room table, it looked like a massive amount of work, but Nathan didn’t seem at all surprised by the thickness of the files, merely said, “If we don’t have any plans, I’ll start on it after we eat,” to which Owen had nodded, ready to agree to anything.

After they’d eaten and Owen had helped Nathan carry all of the papers to the library to work on them, Owen wasn’t sure what to do with himself. Mr. Prescott had gone to spend the holidays with his family, so there were no books to be gone over. Mrs. Andover had the staff well in hand, so there were no household worries. He should have been pleased with a free afternoon. But he’d gotten used to spending most of his time with Nathan, and without him, nothing seemed to hold his interest.

As he wasn’t needed in the house, Owen went out to the shed. Studio, he realized. It was his studio now. He wasn’t dressed for working with stone, but he could look over his materials. Mrs. Andover had seen that there was wood for the stove, so he hung his overcoat by the door and got a nice fire going. There were several books of Greek sculpture on the table by the window. Nathan must have brought those over and forgotten to mention them in the distraction of modeling. Owen pulled the more comfortable of the two wooden chairs closer to the stove and picked up one of the books. He was supposed to find something to carve that he could show to ladies.

There were some lovely pictures of goddesses, but he knew he wasn’t ready for draperies like the ones they wore. The little cherubs would be suitable, but he didn’t want anyone to think his mind was turning toward marriage and children. He turned another page and found some half-goat creatures. Those would do. Fauns. He read the short description of them and decided they were not something a lady would want to encounter in the flesh, but in stone, they were cute enough to pass for proper. And he could carve a couple playing, hiding their faces somehow so he wouldn’t have to worry he wasn’t good enough to make proper features yet. One crawling under a bush maybe, his little bum poking up. Nathan might tease that he was developing a theme to his work, but he would have just the punishment for him.

Only Nathan wouldn’t be there to see it. Owen swallowed and planned his second faun, hiding against a tree. Playing hide-and-seek the way he and Sean used to. And the other one was hiding. And one in marble and one in stone. Then he would be able to show guests the whole of his plans in two pieces. He went to get a pen and paper and started sketching out some ideas.

 

Owen became so engrossed in his sketches, he barely noticed how much time had passed. It didn’t even occur to him to think about it until he felt someone watching him. He looked over his shoulder and saw Nathan standing just inside the door again. “Have you been there long?”

“Not particularly, no.”

Owen put the paper aside. “You could have said something.”

“I didn’t want to disturb you.”

Owen tried a bit of a grin. “Didn’t want to pose for me again?”

“I thought we could do that tonight, upstairs. Besides, he seems a little small to be me.” He nodded to the book Owen had left open on the table.

“It’s my idea for something appropriate to show company. I have some sketches.” Owen brought the pages over to show Nathan. “That one will be harder to balance as he’s standing, so I thought I’d do him in stone, seeing as I’m more used to it.”

“Sounds sensible. Fauns? That’s a good choice. Suitable for ladies but just naughty enough their mamas’ minds won’t go to children.”

Owen felt the familiar swell of confidence at Nathan’s words. “That’s what I thought.”

“And how is the work going?”

“Wonderfully. I’ve got the design all sorted out, so I’ll be able to rough it out in the stone. I can start refining it when I have a bit of time. Here, I’ll show you.” Owen brought Nathan over to the table and spread out the sketches of the hiding faun near the marble and started explaining the design, showing how the figure would fit into the shape of the marble in front of him. Nathan looked interested, so he kept at it, pointing out the difficulties he’d considered and how he was going to attempt to suggest fur on the lower half.

“That’s going to be wonderful when it’s done. I’d love to...” Nathan reached out and stroked the smooth line Owen had marked to show the curve of the body.

It took Owen a moment to realize why Nathan had trailed off, or why he hoped Nathan had. It was possible Nathan was wishing he would be here when Owen finished the pieces so he could see them in the garden. Unless it was only that Owen wanted him around in the spring, and the summer, and next Christmas, he realized. 

“Should we go back up to the house?”

Nathan smiled and nodded. “Yes, let’s.”

Owen collected his overcoat and led Nathan out of the studio and back toward the house. When Nathan didn’t say anything, Owen began to wonder if he himself had said something wrong. To break the silence, he asked, “Have you made any progress on the entail?”

“A bit. All of the investments are firmly in the entail, so the idea of finding a stray one you could hand over is out, I’m afraid.”

“Oh.” Owen had been hoping, but he’d known it was a long shot.

“But all is not lost. The investments themselves are entailed, but the profits aren’t mentioned. What have you been doing with them?”

“Paying accounts, mostly.”

“And is that taking all of them?”

“Not usually, no.”

“And the remainder?”

“I’ve been leaving it to Mr. Prescott to arrange.”

“Find out what he’s been doing with it and how much there is. You’ve had more expenses than usual lately getting the pair of you set up as gentry, but that’s a temporary situation. Your expenses should go down a bit soon.”

“I would think.”

“And when is the wedding?”

“In late spring.”

“And who’s paying for it?”

“Mr. Renwick is. Is that normal?”

“Perfectly. So there won’t be many more unexpected expenses connected to that. That means you can take the profits from the investments where they aren’t entailed and invest them in something yourself, something outside the entail. If things are performing as they seem to be, you should have enough by the wedding to invest in whichever shares seem safest, or possibly borrow a bit against them if you needed to. Investments that are outside the entail and can be gifted as you see fit.”

Owen stopped with his hand on the door and stared at Nathan. “You mean I’ll be able to give them to Sean?”

“Right, so long as you buy them outside of the entail. If you tell Mr. Prescott that’s what you want to do, he should have no trouble seeing it done.”

Sean had never complained about the arrangement, but Owen knew Sean would rather not have to depend on him for money. He’d always been a bit unsure taking his school fees from Owen and had always promised to repay him someday. Having money of his own from the estate—he couldn’t complain about that as they both should have inherited—would make it so much easier for him when he was married.

“I take it Sean will be pleased.”

“He never complains, but...”

“But he’s going to have a wife soon, and hopefully a son. I understand.”

Owen smiled. “So long as I don’t scare the lot of them away before the wedding.”

“You won’t. We’ll practice anything you like before then, but you won’t scare anyone away, even if you had them to dinner right now.”

“I have no idea how to have anyone for dinner in town.”

“Well, you’ll have to invite people to dinner here at some point. It’s not that different.”

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to do here either.”

Nathan smiled at that. “You just need to practice. Shall we go upstairs and get ready? I’ll even show you how to manage your cravat if you like.”

“If you don’t mind...”

“Bring a couple to my room, and we’ll practice.”

 

As they didn’t properly dress for dinner, merely tidied up, there was plenty of time to practice cravats. Owen left Nathan at his door and went to his own room to wash up and was back as Nathan was trying to get his hair to lie properly. He abandoned that as soon as Owen arrived with his armful of fresh cravats. “Let’s start with a barrel knot while these are nice and starched. The waterfall can be done if they’re not as stiff as is proper, so we can do that after.”

“It seems a waste to mess them up and have to starch them again.”

“I suppose it is a bit, but if you learn to do it properly now, you’ll need fewer later. And if you don’t want to bother, you could invest in a couple dozen neck-stocks. Those just buckle in the back and you don’t have to worry.”

“Do you think Mr. Harchester would have those?” “

Nathan couldn’t help wondering why no one had suggested that to Owen before. “I would think so. You could ask when you collect your suits. In any case, let’s try a barrel knot and see how it goes. Just stand in front of the mirror and I’ll demonstrate.”

Owen looked ready to laugh as he obediently went to stand in front of the mirror. Nathan saw why as soon as he stood behind him with one of the neckcloths. He stretched up enough to rest his chin on Owen’s shoulder. “I suppose this won’t work, will it?”

“Not if I’m supposed to be able to see you.” Owen grinned and retrieved a chair from by the fire. “Should I sit, or do you want to stand on this?”

Nathan swatted him with the starched linen, privately pleased that Owen could joke during his lesson. It meant he was getting comfortable. When Owen was settled, Nathan began wrapping the linen over his collar. 

“The barrel knot isn’t particularly complicated. It’s mostly adjusting the folds so they look neat. Just watch.” 

Tying the cravat meant Nathan had to stand behind Owen and lean in close, and he was very tempted to press a kiss to Owen’s neck more than once. But this was a lesson, and he had no idea what Owen would think of that. He’d said a bit of fun between friends, that was what they were doing. Surely stealing kisses was not part of that. 

“There we go. Now try it yourself.”

“Doesn’t look too hard,” Owen conceded and took the new cravat Nathan held out to him. He managed a reasonable knot on the first try, so Nathan handed him a second cravat to try again. “I think I’m getting it.”

“You are. That was quite good, really.”

“You think so? Maybe I should try another while I remember.”

“I’ll get you another cravat.” 

Nathan hoped he had a couple of his newer cravats left. The older ones were so worn they were limp even when properly starched, and that wouldn’t help Owen’s confidence. But when Nathan opened the closet, he found something he wasn’t expecting: neat stacks of freshly pressed white linen shirts. New—that was obvious from their whiteness and the crispness. He pulled one out, not quite believing what he was looking at. The shirt was loose, no skimping of fabric there, but not so large or long as it would be for someone taller and broader than he was. Not something of Owen’s handed down, new shirts, made for him. He ran his finger along the edge of the stack, trying to count them without seeming to. Two dozen, more or less. He hadn’t had so many new shirts in years. Not since he’d left the family firm. He could have clean shirts every day of a visit that lasted more than a week. He could figure out the precise number of shirts that he could give Griggs to launder without him demanding another afternoon with him and still have enough clean shirts to last days.

He heard Owen fidgeting in his chair by the mirror and tried to pull himself together enough to thank him. Before he could get the words out, Owen spoke.

“Carson always said a gentleman can never have enough clean linen, and you being a gentleman, I thought...”

Nathan bit his lip. Owen thought he was a gentleman, and here he was trying to figure out how many shirts he could have laundered for one afternoon of cock sucking. He closed his eyes and tried to tell himself that pricking feeling in the corners of his eyes was not tears, had nothing to do with tears, and if he just blinked enough times, they wouldn’t be tears. 

“Thank you, Owen.”

“You’re welcome.” 

Simple as that. He didn’t ask anything, and that made Nathan wonder if he knew what Nathan was thinking.

Blinking helped more than Nathan had thought it would. At least it wasn’t long before he felt he was under enough control to pull out two fresh cravats and bring them to Owen. “Shall we continue?”

“If you don’t think it’s a wasted effort.”

“I’m quite certain it isn’t.”

 

Owen had been looking forward to learning to tie a cravat. He’d had the feeling that learning something so obviously gentlemanly would make him feel, if not like a gentleman, at least like he could manage to pretend. So he was feeling fairly confident as he went down to dinner with Nathan. Nathan had actually taught him to tie a reasonable barrel knot. Owen intended to put a good bit of practice into it, but when Nathan had shown him the series of steps slowly, something about the explanation stuck in his head, and he was fairly certain he could repeat the steps as often as he needed, so practice was all that was needed. The waterfall had been much simpler, and he was fairly certain he could manage that whenever he needed to look respectable, and that was a surprising comfort. But more importantly, Nathan had liked the shirts. He could tell that from his reaction. He’d nearly been in tears, which had to be a good sign.

At least Owen was feeling confident until he walked into the dining room. The table was covered with serving plates, most of them empty. Owen stared down the length, trying not to panic.

“Nothing to worry about. We’re going to practice dinner à la française tonight.”

Owen nodded and tried not to look as nervous as he felt.

“Really, Owen, it’s nothing to worry about. Just the two of us. You can imagine the other guests, but they’re not there. I’ll show you exactly what to do. It’s not hard. And then if you’re invited to a dinner like this, you’ll know what to do.”

“If you say so.”

Nathan was giving him one of those confident smiles again. “I do. Nothing at all to worry about. Let’s sit down.”

Sitting down. He could do that. And he took the napkin from by his place and put it on his lap as Nathan did. That was something.

“It’s all right,” Nathan said again, sounding far more cheerful than the situation warranted. “Now, the proper thing to do is to serve yourself from the dishes near you then offer them to someone sitting a little way down the table so everything can make it around. Although not everyone remembers to do that, so you have to hope you don’t get seated at the end of the table with the cook’s failed experiments, or worse yet, with one of the daughters trying to impress someone.”

Owen chuckled at that. “And is that likely to happen?”

“I haven’t seen it happen personally, but I’ve heard stories. And it’s good not to laugh too loudly. Everyone at the table is going to be bored, so if they think there’s some amusement to be had, they’ll want in on it. I like to have an amusing story or two on hand just in case I laugh at something I shouldn’t. Nothing too interesting, but enough to shut them up.”

“Something like the time we spent the entire afternoon in the rain looking for a horse that ran away at the first sign of thunder only to find him safe and snug in his stall eight miles away?”

Nathan laughed. “Exactly. Did that really happen?”

“It did. But I think I’ll leave out the part where he had a cart with all our tools. It does make the whole thing more amazing though. Still don’t know how he got the cart into the barn, but he had it nicely parked in the aisle behind his stall. We had to drag it out on our own.”

Nathan laughed. “That’s the best part of the story, but you’re right, you might want to leave it out.”

Owen got quiet again. “I suppose I’ll have to learn conversation now.”

“That’s what the Greeks are for.”

“So I’m supposed to discuss Greek mythology with any young lady I’m seated next to?”

“It will be less boring than what the other fellows are discussing, I can promise you that. But you can always ask what interests her and be bored yourself. Or you might get lucky and find someone interesting seated next to you. It has been known to happen. Besides, I’m not worried. You have sense, which will help you more than anything. You won’t go rambling off on something inappropriate, so while you might not be the wit of the table, you won’t do anything to embarrass yourself.”

“If you say so.”

“I do. There was this one fellow we were all supposed to be friendly with, cousin to a marquess, might have a shot at the title, so Father wanted to be in his good books should he need to sue to get it. Well, at the one supper party I attended with him, he spent the whole meal telling Lady Miriam Sensbury about breeding his prize stallion, every step of the process, in great and excruciating detail. I don’t think I have to worry about you doing that.”

Owen smiled. “So no praising the Warrior of Athens then?”

“Not unless you can do it without mentioning his arse or cock.”

Owen laughed. “So his shield is acceptable?”

“Barely.”

“Makes sense, as it barely covered him.” Owen leaned in and said in a very serious voice, “Miss Harrington-Smith-Johnson, don’t you think the soup is delicious?”

“Excellent. Can’t get in trouble with that.”

“Unless the soup is awful.”

“True. But you’re doing a very proper job of eating it, so that’s good.”

Owen looked down. He hadn’t even been trying to eat the soup in a gentlemanly way, so he was quite impressed with himself. Perhaps dining in company wasn’t impossible, at least if Nathan was there.

 


Chapter 12

 

By the time his suits were ready for their final fitting, Owen realized he’d gotten used to visiting Mr. Harchester in his shop. He was beginning to think he wouldn’t mind ordering his clothes in Otterford anymore, not if he could have Mr. Harchester be the one poking about with measuring tapes and pins.

“How nice to see you again, my lord. Now, I have the dark suit all finished if you would like to try it on.”

Owen followed Mr. Harchester into the back of the shop and changed into the new suit. The clothes were surprisingly comfortable. Not as comfortable as his old clothes, but he could see himself getting used to them.

“They are acceptable, my lord?”

Owen nodded, then remembered how he’d appreciated compliments to his work and added. “Very nice.” That wasn’t enough. “The coat’s comfortable. I can do this, at least.” He moved his arms around in a way he couldn’t in the other coats he had.

“I thought your lordship seemed like an athletic gentleman, so I put a bit more of a pleat in the back of the lining to allow for greater arm movement.”

Owen wasn’t quite sure what that combination of words meant, but he recognized a man who knew his trade. “Well, it’s comfortable. You do good work.”

“I’m pleased you approve.”

Owen was wondering how to answer when he heard the shop door open. He could tell Mr. Harchester wanted to poke his head into the main room and see who had arrived and was not doing so with great difficulty. Owen was trying to think how to tell him he could when the curtain to the back room parted slightly and Nathan poked his head in. 

“How is it... Oh, that is nice.”

Owen couldn’t help grinning a little at Nathan’s exclamation.

“His lordship does fill out a suit nicely, doesn’t he? No need for padding at all. It’s a pleasure to work on a suit like that.”

“It’s very comfortable,” Owen said, figuring another compliment was always a good idea. He didn’t want to change clothes yet again. “I’ll wear this one back to the house.”

“Very good, my lord. If you’ll just sign the account, I’ll wrap your other things.”

Owen signed where he was shown in the book while Nathan gathered up the rest of the parcels.

“If there’s anything else, my lord?”

He would never get used to everyone deferring to him, trying to anticipate what he needed. “Not now, but I’ll be back when I need something else to wear.”

“I look forward to it.”

 

Nathan led the way out of the shop. When they were partway down the block, Nathan looked him over again, and Owen had the feeling he’d have looked longer had they not been out on the street. It was a feeling he looked forward to.

“You know, you might be able to order from him for the wedding if you don’t mind being a little eccentric.”

“You think so?” Perhaps wedding clothes wouldn’t be such a problem after all.

Nathan nodded. “I would keep your evening suit from Weston’s though. You’ll be uncomfortable no matter who makes it, so you might as well have one that will impress everyone in the room.”

Owen nodded. “That makes sense. But it really would be all right to get something for the wedding day here?”

“I think so, yes.”

“That would make it easier.”

“Good. Are you ready for dancing lessons?”

Owen had been looking forward to that. He already knew a bit of dancing from parties at the village hall. He was hoping dancing at balls would be similar enough that he might impress Nathan for once. And the thought of having Nathan on his arm as he moved through the sets... Unless... “You’re teaching me?”

“Unless you’d rather someone else did.”

“Then yes, I’m ready. Although I’d rather we do it up at the house.”

Nathan laughed. “Probably best.”

 

Owen hadn’t realized just how important Nathan had become to him until he got back to Limecrest Hall and found a note from Sean telling him he was leaving for York in the morning and would be passing through Otterford at noon if Owen wanted to meet at the pub. Normally, visiting Sean was something Owen looked forward to, but he was acutely aware of how little time he had left with Nathan, and that made the note seem more like an intrusion than a welcome invitation. Still, he didn’t want to miss the chance to see Sean, so to Otterford he went, wearing his new suit and leaving Nathan poring over some intricacies of the estate. It seemed Owen owned a house in Southampton along with everything else.

Sean was waiting for him outside the pub, looking happy and bouncing impatiently on the balls of his feet. Now that Nathan had told him a bit about clothing, Owen could see that Sean’s were well tailored, his blue wool overcoat cut to show his trim figure to its best advantage and his hat properly proportioned to hide the fact that he was a bit short. Sean spotted Owen quickly and broke into a wide grin as he waved him over. “Come inside. I ordered us pints, but I wasn’t sure you’d find me if I sat inside.”

Sean had ordered more than pints. He had arranged for roast chicken, just as Owen had always ordered at home, and a chop for himself. 

“I thought we could have a proper conversation right off if we didn’t have to worry someone would be bringing the food by.”

“Smart as always.” Owen clapped him on the shoulder and collected his food.

Once they were settled in at a table far enough from the fire that they wouldn’t be bothered, Sean looked him over. “You’re looking well.”

He’d been hoping Sean would approve of the new suit. “So are you. And how is Miss Renwick?”

“She’s excited about the wedding, picking out fabric and I have no idea what else. And I found out why her father keeps coming down here with me. He wants to open a branch of the firm in Southampton in a couple of years. He’s waiting because he’s thinking of putting me in charge once I’ve learned the business, if you don’t mind having a brother in trade, he says. What do you think of that? I’d be back here. Unless you do mind having a brother in trade.”

“Not at all. Unless you want me to mind, then I’ll be happy to make a fuss.” 

If he did own a house in Southampton, Sean could live there.

“I like having something to do. And the wool trade is quite respectable, or at least it feels that way. And he finds time to go to London and his club in York, so I should be able to see you when I’m here. I’m rather looking forward to it. What about you? What have you been doing?”

“I’ve taken up sculpting.” Owen held his breath, wondering what Sean would think.

“Marvelous! You were always so brilliant with stone. Is that why you’re looking so much happier? I haven’t seen you this relaxed since you inherited the title.”

Owen hadn’t noticed it, but he was feeling more himself than he had since inheriting. “I suppose it is. That, and I’ve hired someone to help me. Sort of a tutor to get me into shape.”

Sean laughed. “Is that what it was? I noticed your accent is incredible.”

“He’s good. No need to worry your brother will embarrass you by sounding like a stonecutter.”

“As long as he’s still my stonecutter brother under it all.” Sean leaned over and squeezed his arm. “And I would never be embarrassed by you. Never.”

Owen felt a rush of pleasure at that. “Well, now we won’t have to test that at your wedding.”

Sean leaned in and whispered. “And is he handsome, this tutor you’ve hired? Or some old fellow that still calls you ‘lad’?”

“Yes, he’s handsome, I mean.”

“And how did you find him?”

Owen bit his lip. Normally he told Sean anything he wanted to know, but that seemed... not his.

Sean looked ready to pout. “So you don’t trust me with that.”

“It’s not that,” Owen said quickly. “It’s...it’s not my story to tell.”

Sean leaned back and stared at the ceiling for a moment, then leaned in again to whisper, “Thief or whore?”

It seemed wrong to call Nathan a whore, even if that had been his job when they’d met. But as Sean had guessed and didn’t seem to be judging, and he didn’t want him to worry, he whispered back, “The second.”

Sean nodded. “And why was someone who could teach you to be an earl doing that?”

“That is definitely too personal.” And just so Sean wouldn’t try to guess, he whispered, “Family trouble. That’s all I’ll say.”

“And all I need to hear. Is he staying?”

Owen sighed. “I don’t know.”

“You haven’t asked? You should. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy.”

Owen looked over at Sean and felt terrible for Nathan that he didn’t have family like Sean, family who would love him no matter what he told them. It was Nathan’s family that had forced him into the Goat’s Horn to begin with, and while Owen was a little bit grateful, since they wouldn’t have met otherwise, it was still a rotten thing to have done to him.

“You could at least offer.”

Owen stared down at his hands. “I don’t know if he’ll say yes, and I’m not sure I could handle him saying no.”

Sean didn’t answer, just rested his hand on Owen’s shoulder and changed the subject to their travel plans.

 

}~*~{

 

The last evening. The ten days had gone quickly. Nathan had thought, at the beginning, he might offer to come back after the holidays if Owen needed a bit more tutoring, but that was obviously unnecessary. He wouldn’t be considered the ideal earl by society, but he hadn’t wanted that. And he certainly wouldn’t do anything to embarrass himself or his brother. And he’d figured out his place at the manor house. Really, Owen had grown into his earldom more in the past days than Nathan would have expected. He’d only needed a little confidence, which he now had. And that meant he no longer needed Nathan. 

Nathan picked up the stack of new shirts and moved them to the trunk. He’d considered telling Owen when he’d be working at the Goat’s Horn to see if they could meet sometime, but he didn’t want Owen to see him there now. Owen thought he was a gentleman; he rather wanted him to keep that view of him.

Nathan had seriously considered some sort of final evening party, a formal dinner as they’d been practicing, a bit of dancing, but he’d decided against it. There was something lovely in the thought of sitting beside Owen in his evening clothes with crystal glittering around them or being swept around the parlor they’d used to practice dancing while in his arms. And in his version of the evening, as Owen swept him around the room, he asked him to stay. But as lovely as that thought was, Nathan knew it wouldn’t happen. 

Owen didn’t need him to stay. He looked every bit the proper gentleman in his new clothes. Mr. Harchester had indeed managed to make them more comfortable, more suited to Owen’s tastes, so he didn’t glower when he wore them. And knowing he could tie a proper cravat and speak with a proper accent had given Owen confidence, which had made him stand properly and not slouch or look like he was hiding. And he did manage the accent, only slipping when he became too nervous to remember.

So no dinner party, not even for the two of them. Owen would have worried, and Nathan didn’t want to spoil their last night with Owen worrying. He’d hoped Owen might want him to model one last time, but it seemed he’d reached the point in his sculpture that he didn’t need a model. Nathan had become superfluous. And that was a good thing. It meant he had done exactly what he was supposed to do: teach Owen to be an earl then slip back into his old life. He reminded himself of that quite firmly, then made certain his hair was properly combed and his eyes weren’t red and went down to dinner.

 

Nathan was surprised to enter the dining room and find the table set with glittering crystal and good china and a large arrangement of holiday greenery in the center. Owen was standing at the head of it, looking nervous and proud at the same time. “I know you’ll be having Christmas with your family, but I thought we could celebrate a little bit here. A thank-you for helping me. I think I can get through the whole meal without you having to correct me.”

Nathan was touched. “I’m certain you can. And this is very sweet of you.”

“I’m glad you like it. But I had another reason. I wanted to ask you something.” Owen fiddled with his sleeves then folded his hands behind him. “I know you’ll be going to stay with your family, but when you come back, I thought, perhaps, you’d like to come back here. To stay. I’ll find you some perfectly respectable position that you can tell your family about, and a salary, and whenever you need to go to Brighton, you can. You helped so much with the entail and with Sean’s money, and I can ask you things I can’t ask other people. And I’m better when you’re here. I couldn’t have learned all of this if you hadn’t been here to help me. I think I can manage being an earl now, but I think I’d do it better if you were here.”

Nathan stared at the carpet. It would be so easy to say yes, to come back to Limecrest Hall and a position where he didn’t have to go back to the Goat’s Horn, didn’t have to scramble for short jobs in between. And being close to Owen would tear his heart out sooner or later. And that meant it would be completely impossible, unless... “I’d like to, but it wouldn’t be advisable, not unless...”

Owen’s hands were on his shoulders, then around him, and then warm, soft lips pressed against his, the gentlest, softest of kisses, and then Owen pulled away without doing more. “Did that make the decision better or worse? If it made it worse, then you’re right, and you don’t have to say anything, and please forget I said anything. We’ll just enjoy dinner.”

Nathan rested his head against Owen’s chest. “I love you, Owen.”

Another soft kiss, this one against his hair. “And I love you, Nathan. That’s why I’m better with you. That’s why I want you here.”

Nathan nestled against Owen’s chest. “Then I’ll come back.”

Owen’s arms tightened around him. “I’ll be waiting.” He pulled Nathan closer then let him go. “I suppose we ought to enjoy Mrs. Bradway’s dinner.”

Nathan smiled. “I suppose we should. Then we can go upstairs and plan.”

“If we plan now, we could do other things upstairs,” Owen said with a grin. “For example, I’ll be back on the ninth. What about you?”

“The eighth.”

“Then we could meet at the Lion’s Mane on the ninth if you wanted me to help you move your things here.”

Owen looked so hopeful that Nathan realized it was real. “Canal Street. I live on Canal Street. Number twenty-seven, fourth floor.”

Owen nodded. “Then I’ll be there on the ninth with a cart big enough for your things.”

Nathan smiled and started to fill his plate. Then he realized how well Owen was doing. “Your manners seem so natural, I forgot to compliment you on them.”

“Am I doing that well, then? I’ll be fine with the Renwicks?”

“Perfect. Sean will be proud.”

Owen smiled at that. “What should I say I’m hiring you to do? Something respectable and gentlemanly.”

“Personal secretary. Quite respectable. Anyone who just inherited an earldom might want someone to help with all the work.”

“Personal secretary to the Earl of Morebrook. I bet that will sound impressive to your family.”

“I suppose it will. Now I’m tempted to tell them I’m working at the Goat’s Horn.”

Owen laughed. “Well, you are still modeling for a particular sculptor, I hope.”

Nathan smiled. “He had some very interesting ideas on what to do with marble, so yes, I think I might enjoy that.”
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After being caught up in a raid on a molly house, Thomas Brook escapes on his way to the pillory.  Collapsing from exhaustion on the moors of Yorkshire, he’s rescued by the handsome Lord Elmsby and taken to Gorsewall Manor.  As he recovers, Lord Elmsby offers him a position cataloging the library.  It would be an ideal situation, isolated, with a handsome, solitary lord and servants who don’t ask many questions, except for the strange sounds in the corners of the library and the feeling he’s being watched.  And then a body is found on the moors, a body that could be the long missing fiancee of Lord Elmsby, and Thomas must find out the truth of what happened at Gorsewall Manor.

 

Learn more at

 

https://adellajharris.com

or

https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Adella_J_Harris_The_Marquess_of_Gorsewall_Manor
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Sir Lionel Westin is returning to his estate after learning his father left the entire family business to his brother.  At least he gets to share the mail coach with the intriguing Mr. Smith. Former prostitute Jim has finally left that life behind and is moving to the country when he meets Lionel on the mail coach.  He’d like nothing better to than to accept Lionel’s invitation to stay as a guest, but Jim knows Lionel deserves better than him, and when his former employer, the notorious Lord Dixon, moves into the area, Jim knows the best thing for Lionel is for him to leave.  

 

Learn more at 

https://www.adellajharris.com/

or

https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Adella_J_Harris_Released
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