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The Traitor Lords Saga

By Adella J. Harris
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Book 1: Lord Lynster Discovers

 

When butler Daniel Rivers finds his employer, the Earl of Lynster, has shot himself rather than be arrested for treason, his first thought is to protect James, the new Lord Lynster, a man he’s secretly been in love with for years, even if it means letting suspicion fall on himself.  James, the new Lord Lynster, knows the Crown suspects him of being a part of his father’s plot.  At least he has his old friend Daniel to help. 
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Book 2: Lord Heathborough Invests

 

Laurence, Lord Heathborough, hired his handsome new solicitor to distance himself from his father’s treason.  Robert took the job hoping for enough references to start his own firm.  But when the Crown suspects of Laurence of being part of stock swindle, he’ll need to decide if he can trust his new solicitor, or if Robert was part of the plot all along
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Book 3: Lord Edwin Falls

 

Allen Brideson owns a successful shipping company, but why can’t he get one dockworker out of his dreams? Lord Edwin was at Oxford when his father and brother plotted to kill the king, saving him from suspicion but not from the ruin of the family’s fortunes.  He is working on the docks to survive when he’s hired by the kind Mr. Brideson.  But he knows it won’t last; Mr. Brideson wants to move in the world of the ton, and Edwin knows being seen with him will make that impossible.
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Chapter 1

><

 

THIS PUBLICATION HAS IT on good authority that there are traitors in the highest levels of society. It has come to our attention that even now, the Crown and its officers are preparing to bring the three traitor lords to justice and stop their nefarious plot to kill our gracious king. 

James had only read the first few sentences of the article, but he left the newspaper in the carriage and got out as soon as it stopped in front of his father’s townhouse. The pair hadn’t spoken since his sister’s wedding over a year ago, and both preferred it that way. But recently James had started to wonder if the current silence between them was more than their usual estrangement. The less careful newspapers had been writing about a group they called the traitor lords for months now—a group of titled men who were plotting to assassinate the king, and now the rumors were starting to spread to the more mainstream papers. James would have ignored that gossip entirely had it not been for some very odd questions he’d gotten from his father’s solicitor.

And then the visits started. He had been visited by agents of the Crown more times than he cared to remember in the past few weeks, and from the questions he’d been asked, he suspected his father was one of the traitors, although why Father would be a part of something like that was a mystery to him. Father was the farthest thing from a reformer and, if anything, thought the titled should hold more power, not less. He’d have gone back to the feudal system if he could, and King John was probably a personal hero. And yet, there were too many odd things said, too many questions being asked that showed a bit too much information about the family. And now this news that they were closing in on the traitors, and in a respectable publication.

James ran up the stairs to the townhouse. If he was right, he knew what he would find. He wished there were someone else to do this, but he was the oldest. He certainly couldn’t send his sister in any case, not in her condition. His brother-in-law might have been persuaded to handle the matter if there were a pressing need, say if he’d been called away by estate matters, but he couldn’t ask Lord Gatwell to take on a task like this simply because he didn’t want to. Not when he was soon to be the head of the family. And if his suspicions were correct, he had probably been the Earl of Lynster and therefore head of the family for several hours now, and it was most definitely his duty to check. He rapped sharply on the door.

Much to James’s surprise, the door opened almost at once. “My lord. A pleasure as always.” It was Daniel Rivers, the butler, and absolutely the best person he could have hoped to find on the other side of the door. They had known each other ever since Daniel had been an eight-year-old hallboy on the estate when James was six, and they had maintained a sort of friendship ever since, even if he’d barely seen the man during the estrangement from his father. Truly there was no one he’d rather have by his side now, and no one he would trust more with whatever secrets they might find. The man already knew his deepest secret, and James had never worried that it would be revealed.

James removed his hat and coat and allowed Daniel to take them. “Good morning, Daniel. I wanted to see if my father... I mean there was something in the newspaper...” He wished he’d brought it with him to show Daniel, so he wouldn’t have to explain.

“The Gazette or the Tattler? Both had—interesting articles last evening. I believe your father brought both home with him.”

“And you saw the articles?”

“I did.”

James tried to think how to ask the next question. He was still worrying over it when Daniel gently took control.

“Would my lord like a drink, or shall we proceed directly to the study?”

So Daniel suspected the same thing. “He didn’t drag you into it, did he?”

“No, my lord, but all of the staff have been questioned repeatedly on our days off and have been instructed not to tell him about it. Three maids and two footmen have resigned in the last month alone. And while they were instructed not to tell him anything, they were not given the same instructions with regard to me.”

“So you know all about the questioning.”

“I’m afraid so. It is most unfortunate. I told all of them to avoid purchasing or bringing home any pamphlets regarding any of the protests that have been occurring, just in case.”

“I hope they listened. We’d best go have a look.”

Everything seemed better with Daniel walking beside him. Daniel had always been the one he went to when Father had been cruel, and he’d been the one to tell James about his mother’s illness and when he could visit without Father being at home, and he’d been the one James had asked to keep him informed of Connie’s suitors so he could be certain Father wasn’t marrying her off to some brute with power. Daniel was the one person he trusted completely. The man was completely loyal, although it had never occurred to James to wonder why until this moment. Certainly not because of his father—Daniel had disliked him as much as James had, and yet he’d stayed, all these years. 

And then they were at the study door, and James was dreading opening it, as he normally did, although this time not because he expected his father’s wrath. Daniel stepped forward and turned the handle as he always did, letting James concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other through the door into whatever horror awaited him.

 

He had expected more blood. That was his first thought. He wondered if Father had planned it. Most likely not. He wasn’t the sort to care about who would find the body or the servants who would have to clean up. Oddly, it was the least terrifying confrontation with his father in this room he could remember. Most ended with Father yelling at him or telling him to bend over and take six of his best. Father wouldn’t be doing either now. 

James approached the desk and leaned over the form slumped on top of it. He didn’t need to look too closely to see that it was Father, although part of his head was covered with what looked like the blanket from the settee. To muffle the sound of the shot, perhaps, so the staff wouldn’t come running. There was a dueling pistol in his right hand. James located the other on the edge of the desk, still in the box they were kept in. He made himself touch one hand with the tip of his finger. Cold and stiff.

“Daniel, Father’s had an accident with his dueling pistol. Please send someone for Mr. Cuthbert and Mr. Sedmon. And a doctor, I suppose.” Although it was clearly too late for that. The vicar and the solicitor would be of more use.

“Right away, my lord.”

James didn’t know what to do. He didn’t want to touch anything else, but was he supposed to? To go through the desk for papers perhaps? He didn’t know. He went to stand by the door. At least he wouldn’t disturb anything there. Unless he was supposed to disturb things.

He was still standing there when Daniel returned. “I sent a footman for Mr. Sedmon and Mr. Cuthbert in that order, and a second to Lord Gatwell.”

Telling Connie. He hadn’t thought of that, but somehow he’d thought he’d have to do it. But Lord Gatwell could tell his wife just as well. “Thank you, Daniel.” He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate. Telling Connie. What else had he forgotten?

“And I brought you a drink, my lord. A little Scotch and a fair bit of soda.” 

James took the offered glass and took a long sip. It helped steady his nerves, but from the amount of soda he detected, he suspected that was all in his head.

“And this, my lord.” 

He felt something sticky being pressed into his hand. A marzipan sweet, this one a simple circle with an almond stuck to the top with honey. His favorite treat. When he’d been a boy, Daniel would slip him one after particularly bad incidents with his father. During the particularly bad years at school, when he’d had no friends and thought everyone suspected the truth about him, Daniel had given him marzipan sweets when he’d come home for holidays and would hide small boxes of them in his trunk when it was time to leave. It wasn’t until years later that he’d realized Daniel must have spent most of his pocket money on the treats for him. His eyes felt warm and moist for the first time that morning. “Thank you, Daniel.”

“You’re welcome, my lord.” Daniel rubbed James’s shoulder gently.

The bell in main hallway jangled. “It seems Mr. Sedmon was prepared for something to occur. If you will excuse me, my lord.”

James stayed by the door to the study and waited. It wasn’t long before he heard Daniel’s calm steps followed by the brisk ones that belonged to Mr. Sedmon. James gulped down the rest of the Scotch Daniel had brought so Sedmon wouldn’t know he’d been drinking before breakfast, took a nibble of the marzipan, and then slipped the rest of the treat into his handkerchief. 

Mr. Sedmon was a small man of indeterminate age. He was wearing his usual sombre grey suit and had a notebook in his hand. “Good morning, my lord. I’m told there was an incident.”

“There was. He’s in here.”

Mr. Sedmon nodded and entered the room. He walked over to the desk and looked at the scene, walked slowly round it once, then came back to the door.

“Did anyone hear the shot?”

“I haven’t asked the staff yet. I haven’t told them yet, although they’ve probably heard something by now.”

“I would suppose the footmen let it be known downstairs before they went to deliver the messages. I’m afraid it is unlikely that they heard the shot, however.” Daniel bowed slightly as they both turned to look at him.

Mr. Sedmon raised an eyebrow. “And you believe this because?”

“Last night, there was a panoramic exhibit on our great victory at the Battle of Trafalgar with refreshments afterward, which I thought would be educational for the younger members of the staff. And as I did not feel it prudent to send them out alone, I asked his lordship if I might give the whole staff a few hours off to take in the exhibit after dinner.”

“And the refreshments,” Mr. Sedmon said with almost a smile.

“As it were, sir.”

“And Father gave permission?” That didn’t sound like him.

“When I asked, he said, ‘Yes, yes, whatever, Rivers,’ without looking up from his newspaper. As I did not wish to disturb him, I did not press but took it as permission.”

“So no one else was in the house last night?”

“I stayed behind in case he needed anything and to let the others in when they returned.”

“And you didn’t hear a shot?”

“No, sir. If I had, naturally I would have been obligated to rush upstairs and see if medical assistance would save him.”

“Naturally. So why do you think you didn’t hear it?”

“I dozed a bit around nine thirty. Perhaps it happened then.”

“Perhaps.” Mr. Sedmon turned back to James. “You’re lucky about that, you know. If he’d survived and been found guilty, the Crown would have been within their rights to take the title, the property, the bank accounts, everything from him, leaving you with nothing to inherit.”

James wondered if Daniel had been aware of that. Most likely he had.

“And this is how you found him?” Mr. Sedmon walked slowly around the room.

“Correct. I didn’t touch anything, but he clearly had an accident with his dueling pistol.” Clearly, he had not, but it was the best story that could be derived from the evidence at hand.

“Clearly.” Mr. Sedmon sighed. “I suppose I should have expected something like this. From the questions they asked me the last time they called, I knew they were close. But that article in the newspaper must have confirmed it for him.”

“I suppose he’s lucky they let it be written.”

“I suppose, but the writer isn’t. From what I’ve managed to ascertain this morning, there wasn’t supposed to be an official confirmation until they were all in custody, but they don’t know who let the press find out how close they were to apprehending them.”

“Do you know who the others were?”

Sedmon looked up. “You really don’t know anything?”

James shook his head. 

“I suppose it won’t go badly for you if I tell you then. But if they ask how you know, don’t hesitate to say it was from me. The three Traitor Lords, as the press has named them. Your father was one—that seems obvious now. According to my footman, who heard it from the cook, who heard it from the lad who delivers the eggs and also delivers them in parts of Mayfair, Lord Burfield was apprehended at his house in Ryder Street early this morning. I think he wanted to be arrested, as he didn’t try to run. Lord Martford and his oldest son ran last night and haven’t been found yet. So apparently there were actually four of them. Unless some of the other sons prove to have been involved.”

“I wasn’t,” James said to be certain Sedmon knew.

“What do you know of your father’s plan?”

“Nothing, as I have said repeatedly this morning.” Sedmon at least should have been on his side.

“I did not mean it like that, my lord. I meant as a general question. Have you read the newspaper accounts, for example?”

James knew he’d overreacted, but Mr. Sedmon seemed to be ignoring the outburst. He probably assumed James was overwrought with the morning’s events, and he wouldn’t be wrong, and it wasn’t even noon yet. “I haven’t been reading the newspapers very closely, not much beyond the first paragraphs on the traitor lords stories. It makes me think what fools they all were, and I did keep hoping maybe he wasn’t involved.”

“Understandable, to be sure. I suppose the simplest explanation is that they intended to kill the king and prince regent and frame several of the groups calling for reforms which have sprung up lately. Their thinking—if one can call it thinking—appears to have been that the government would then be forced to deal more harshly with such groups and prevent a revolution in England like that in France.”

“Is that even logical?”

Sedmon sighed. “Not when Lord Burfield tells it. And several of the groups they intended to frame can’t stand each other and would probably have been turning each other in at the first opportunity. And then there is the swindle.”

“I’m afraid to ask.”

“As you should be. It’s a rumor, but it is widely believed that, rather than fund this objective with their own money, the traitor lords orchestrated several stock swindles, using their influence to cause shares they owned to become artificially inflated and then selling them before they crashed. As I said, not proven, but it is causing a great deal of personal ill will amongst many who might not have had much interest in the case beyond the chance at a public hanging.”

James groaned. “He’s left me an even bigger mess than I thought.”

“Small comfort, I’m sure, but at least he’s left you something. Lord Burfield’s heir will most likely lose the estate and title, as will Lord Martford’s, although the older son did run off with him so apparently was part of this. The younger is cleared, at least, as he’s been away at Oxford these last years.”

“You’re right, it’s small comfort.”

“But there are a few matters we ought to discuss.”

“Then we’d better get them over with.” Then maybe the day would begin to look better.

Sedmon glanced at Daniel. Daniel took the hint and bowed. “I will go and make certain the rest of the staff has been properly informed and that there is some breakfast prepared for you, my lord.”

James would have liked Daniel to stay so he would have at least one friend in the room, but Sedmon didn’t understand that Daniel was to be trusted, so he merely said, “Thank you, Rivers.”

When Daniel had left the room, Sedmon began. “Firstly, I must ask privately, as your solicitor—were you involved?”

Sedmon asked it with so little emotion that James couldn’t muster up much of his own this time. “Absolutely, definitely not. Father and I were barely on speaking terms. If I hadn’t been his sole male heir, we wouldn’t have been at all.”

“Very good. Then, as much as I hate to ask, is there anything in your life that may be used against you, either by the Crown or by the journalists that will no doubt be descending upon us like locusts?”

“Is this necessary?”

“I’m afraid so. The Crown will want to try someone, and that is the time when any little indiscretions come out.”

“I have a blameless life, sir.” He couldn’t possibly know about that, not when he never acted on it, at least not in any but the most discreet molly houses...

“Of course, it is simply that in times of trouble I find that some of my clients find themselves being asked to pay for various peccadillos, even those not of their making, for example, to keep a child of uncertain lineage from being produced in court. And if I am prepared in advance, I can be of more assistance.”

So not that then. “There is nothing like that in my past, Mr. Sedmon.” Then the rest of the statement registered in his mind. “In court? But Father is dead; there’s no one to put on trial.”

“I sincerely hope that is the case, my lord.”

“What do you mean you hope there’s no one to put on trial?”

Mr. Sedmon would not meet his eyes. “The Crown wanted to try a traitor to make an example of him. This traitor is no longer available to them. They may decide to look for a replacement. You inherited the title—you may also inherit the scandal.”

James groaned. “He never told me anything. Not only about this, about anything. I don’t even know where he kept the estate records. I assure you, I knew nothing about his plans.”

“But can you prove you knew nothing?”

James was saved from answering by Daniel opening the door and announcing, “Mr. Cuthbert, my lord. Peter is helping him with his coat. I’ll see there’s an extra place at breakfast.”

“Thank you, Daniel.” He turned to Mr. Sedmon. “I can’t keep the vicar waiting.”

“Of course not. I will get the will out of storage and make certain there isn’t anything that will be problematic for you.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll show myself out. If I may, I will call on you later and tell you if I’ve learned anything about this situation.”

“I’d appreciate it.” James watched Mr. Sedmon disappear down the hallway. He could hear Mr. Cuthbert’s loud voice carrying along the hall as he spoke to the footman about the sad day and evils of money. James wished he still had the Scotch.

 

When Daniel was safely behind the closed door of the butler’s pantry off the dining room, he leaned against the counter and closed his eyes. He felt like he’d served a weeklong house party short-staffed, and breakfast hadn’t even been served yet. But the body had been found, and James hadn’t had too terrible a time of it, so that was one thing well done. He heard footsteps coming from the kitchen and busied himself with the breakfast service.

Mrs. Harrigut, the housekeeper, took one look at his face and nodded. “I take it it’s happened then. I wondered when you got rid of us all last night, not that I’d say that to anyone but you and Mrs. Patterson. I suppose it’s a relief really.” 

“We did know it was inevitable.” He didn’t need to ask what they were referring to.

“How is the earl I suppose he is now, how is he bearing up?”

“Well enough. Mr. Sedmon was here, and Mr. Cuthbert is there now.”

“And he’ll most likely stay to breakfast. I’ll have Nora set a place for him. This was a respectable house when I came to work here, Mr. Rivers.”

“As it was when I came, Mrs. Harrigut. This is merely a smudge on an otherwise good name.”

“But what a smudge. But I suppose you would know, seeing how long you’ve been here.”

“Since I was a mere hallboy.”

Mrs. Harrigut nodded. “Indeed. And now we’ll have to figure out where to go next. It’s a sad state, Mr. Rivers.”

“I’m certain his lordship will do everything he can to help.”

“I’m sure he will, but how much good will references from the House of Lynster be at a time like this?”

Daniel was going to answer, although she was correct—references from the house of a traitor would not get them many positions at all—but Mrs. Harrigut’s expression changed. He held still and wasn’t surprised to hear her say, “Bessie, have you finished the fires?”

“Yes, Mrs. Harrigut, all but the one in the study. I didn’t like to... I mean...”

Daniel interrupted. “I don’t think a fire will be required in the study today. If it is, I’ll see to it myself.”

“Thank you, sir. I didn’t like to go in there, with, you know.”

“His lordship discussing matters with Mr. Cuthbert?” Daniel knew that wasn’t the real reason, but it spared the maid having to mention the body.

“Yes, sir, more or less.”

Mrs. Harrigut nodded to the staircase. “Go and see if Polly needs help with the breakfast things, and tell her to set a place for Mr. Cuthbert.”

“Yes, Mrs. Harrigut.” Bessie hurried for the staircase, obviously glad of a job that did not involve going near the room with the body of the old lord.

Mrs. Harrigut sighed. “I suppose we’d best begin planning for the mourning calls, although not a one of them will be sorry to see him go. Gossip calls is what they are.”

“I ordered the fabric for draping the mirrors last week. You’ll find it in my sitting room.”

“What would we do without you, Mr. Rivers? I’ll get the girls on it after breakfast.”

“And I’ll send the footmen to deal with the outside, and see what his lordship wishes for everything else.”

“At least we have a plan to deal with things. I’d best see how the breakfast is coming.”

Daniel nodded so she would leave then went back to slumping against the counter. He had known this was coming and had tried to plan as best he could, but some things could not be anticipated. Like the bits of charred paper he’d pulled from the hearth. Should they have been left to burn or not? Well, he could always burn them himself if he needed to. For now, they were safe in his bureau. There was no way to completely rescue James from Mr. Cuthbert, but the sooner he got breakfast laid out, the sooner he could provide a distraction. He pushed himself away from the counter and went to set out the silverware.

 

James had no idea why he always assumed clergymen could be expected to stay to a meal, but he did, and Cuthbert didn’t disappoint. Once Dr. Matthews had arrived and commandeered the study so Cuthbert could no longer stand in the doorway and wax sympathetic on how hard it must have been to find the body, James felt obligated to offer him a seat at the breakfast table, and Cuthbert spent the entire meal telling James how sorry he was about his father’s death and how he was certain that he would never have taken such a dark path if he hadn’t been influenced by evil men, which was further proof that honesty in all things was the best course of action. James resisted the compulsion to be completely honest and tell him his father very likely instigated the whole plot, and if he hadn’t, he had certainly influenced its direction. But that would bring shocked lectures, which always took Cuthbert longer to deliver than his pious ones, so James toyed with his eggs, and when the sausages were all gone, mostly into Cuthbert, it seemed safe to say, “I am so glad you came in my hour of need.” A lie if ever there was one—so much for the honesty lecture. “But I’m afraid I have so many people to notify, and the house must be put into mourning, and there are papers to go through...”

Cuthbert finally took the hint. “Then I will leave you to it. Please let me know when you would like to hold the funeral. I say, do you suppose he was cleaning the gun to use on the other traitor lords for pulling him into this mess?”

Obviously not, but whatever Cuthbert needed to tell himself to get through the service. “We’ll never know, will we?” 

“One day we all will.” He gave a pious glance up, and James tried not to look like he wished Cuthbert were at the door already. “But as you say, you are busy. You have my deepest sympathies, my lord. Good morning.”

James bit his lip and schooled his face into a look of regret but didn’t say anything. The phrase “good morning” had suddenly struck him as a pun, and he was imagining the vicar wishing him “good mourning.” It wouldn’t do to laugh at something like that, though, not with the vicar right there, so he kept his face bland and walked Mr. Cuthbert to the door of the dining room, where Bessie was waiting to clear the table. She offered to fetch Mr. Cuthbert his hat and coat, and the vicar followed her to the front hall.

Once Cuthbert was out of the front hall and James heard the front door close, James went to the library and collapsed into the nearest armchair and started laughing. He was still laughing when Daniel came into the room. Daniel took one look at him and shut the door behind himself.

“I haven’t gone mad, Daniel, at least I don’t think so.”

“The strain, my lord, it can be trying.”

“It sounds strange hearing you call me ‘my lord,’ but that wasn’t it. Just that Cuthbert said, ‘Good morning,’ and I heard it as a pun.”

Daniel grinned. “I suppose it could be taken that way.”

Daniel always did get his humor. “We’re still friends, aren’t we, Daniel?”

“Of course we are, my lord. But you are the earl now.”

“So no more James and Daniel.”

“It wouldn’t be proper in public, my lord.” Daniel grinned the way he had when they were boys running around the estate together. “But privately, I would not object, James.”

James grinned back. “Good. I think I will go mad if I don’t have one ally in all of this. What do I do now? That’s the question.”

“Funeral arrangements. Is someone coming to see to the body?”

“Dr. Matthews sent for someone. He told me the name, but I told him to get whoever he thought was good. Then there are Father’s papers. The Crown will want them, no doubt.”

“No doubt, my lord. James.”

“I’d better have a look at them first, just to see what I’m up against. Sedmon thinks the Crown will want to put someone on trial, and I might be a likely choice.”

“They wouldn’t.” Daniel sounded properly shocked.

“I hope not. There isn’t any gossip about me, is there?” He didn’t have to tell Daniel what sort of gossip he was concerned about. Daniel had been the first one to know about his inclinations. 

“None that I am aware of, and I do try to listen to the house gossip, although clubs are outside of my purview. I will try, though. I could use the excuse of looking for a new position to find the gossip in other households. There will be servants coming along with their masters to pay condolence calls. Coachmen always appreciate a cup of ale.”

“You’ll probably have to buy some more ale then. I might as well get the papers looked at. Would you come? You’re the only one I trust to help.”

“Of course, James.”

Hearing his first name from Daniel’s lips seemed to make it all a bit better.

 


Chapter 2

><

 

 JAMES LED THE WAY BACK to the study. The body was still there. Somehow he couldn’t think of him as “Father,” but then it had been a long time since he’d been able to. He went to the desk and looked at the first drawer, the only one that had been spattered with blood. Best to get that one over with. 

“Here, James.” Daniel held out a white handkerchief.

“Thank you.” It was less disturbing to open the drawer when he didn’t have to actually touch the blood. At least there hadn’t been more, which struck him as odd all over again. He looked up at Daniel, who was watching the closed door. “You arranged this, didn’t you?” James gestured to the clean floor under the desk, which he now remembered had been covered with a rug the last time he’d been in here. Now that he looked properly, several things were missing: the uncomfortable chair he’d had to sit in when he visited Father, the framed map of Rome from Father’s youth spent wenching his way around Tuscany to hear him tell it, the tapestry runner that had been under the lamp on the table. All things that would have been in a position to be spattered with blood when his father fired the shot.

“Not the shot, I assure you.”

“But the lack of blood. There should have been more blood.”

“Oh, that.”

“Come on, Daniel, I’m in no mood for riddles.”

“No riddles, my lord. I merely did not wish to burden you with household matters. I did not want to make Bessie and Polly clean up the mess, so I hired some outside help. As I knew the circumstances of the death and that you would most likely be finding the body, I didn’t see any reason to make you stumble upon that scene either.”

“Outside help?”

“Two resurrection men who frequent St. George’s burial ground. I felt they would be happy for the money and not put out by the sight of quantities of blood.”

“And you prevented them attempting extortion by?”

“Posing as the one who fired the shot. They are convinced I will do the same to them if any word of their participation reaches the wrong ears.”

James laughed. “I’d forgotten you were so good at disguise. You could have been in the theater. I’m surprised you never tried.”

“I’m happy where I am.”

James was going to say more, when the door to the study opened and Mrs. Harrigut peered in. “I’m sorry to disturb you, my lord, but Lady Gatwell is here.”

“What?” James shoved the drawer closed without looking at the papers inside and hurried into the front hall. 

Constance, Lady Gatwell, was being helped out of her pelisse by Polly. James ran over to her.

“Connie. Are you sure you should be here?”

Connie rolled her eyes at him. “I’m with child, darling, not ill. Although if you say I should avoid the scene of the actual...incident, I won’t object.”

“Of course you should. Come into the sitting room. What does Lord Gatwell think of you being here?”

Connie shrugged and followed him down the hall. “He knows I’ll be more agitated sitting at home and wondering than I will be here. Where did it happen?”

“The study. He was—um—cleaning his dueling pistols when the accident occurred.”

“At least he had the sense to give you an easy and obvious story. Although knowing Father, that was a happy accident and not planned at all.”

James nodded and gestured for her to take the largest armchair by the fire.

They both stopped talking when they heard the door open, but it was only Daniel coming in with a tray. “I thought you might like some tea, Lady Gatwell, and some raspberry tart.”

“My favorite. Thank you, Rivers.”

“Is there anything else?”

“No, Rivers, I’ll play mother.” Connie reached for the teapot without looking up.

“That will be all, Rivers.” He’d have to remember not to use Daniel’s first name in company—not that Connie was company, but she made for good practice.

“Very good, my lord, my lady.”

When Daniel had left, closing the door behind him, Connie handed over a cup of tea. “It must be quite a comfort having him here.”

“He’s very efficient. And thoughtful.” James leaned in. “It cannot go beyond this room, but Daniel actually found Father’s body last night, or I suppose it was really this morning.  In any case, he arranged for a pair of resurrection men to come and clean up the scene before I found it.”

Connie helped herself to the largest piece of tart. “That was clever of him to get resurrection men. I would have gone for the butcher and had the gossip over the whole street before breakfast. But then he was always clever, and you two were always so close.”

James was surprised. He hadn’t thought of it that way. Daniel had simply been there, always, whenever he was needed. “I suppose we were when we were young.”

“And beyond.” Connie paused as if she were giving him a chance to say something more. When he didn’t, she went on. “Do you need help with the funeral arrangements?”

“Dr. Matthews suggested the funeral furnishers, and Mr. Cuthbert has offered to arrange everything with them, and I accepted the offer. It will look best if the funeral is sedate and pious.”

“Your final revenge on Father, eh? Well, considering what Mr. Cuthbert will consider a proper length for a sermon, I might allow myself to be persuaded that a woman in my condition shouldn’t attend.”

James groaned. “I wish I could make that excuse.”

“Would you want me to attend?”

He shook his head. “No reason for us both to suffer.”

“Is there anything I can do to help, as I’m getting out of the worst bit?”

James could tell by Connie’s tone that she wanted to be given something useful to do. He racked his brain for something. “Could you speak with Mrs. Harrigut and make certain she has everything she needs? I have no idea what one is supposed to do about maids and all that. And if you could go over the menus for the funeral with Mrs. Patterson. Approve whatever costs seem reasonable to you. I can have her call on you if that’s easier for you.”

“I can call here just as well. And I’d be happy to help with the arrangements however I can.”

James thought that should be more than enough to make her feel she was contributing. “I’ll let you know if there’s anything else, but unless you want Cuthbert asking you about every detail, it’s best to leave him to it. How is the nursery coming along?”

That had the desired effect, or at least Connie saw that he wanted to change the subject, and allowed it as he was the one who found the body, and James spent the rest of the visit pretending to be interested in Connie’s arrangements for what she was hoping would be Lord Gatwell’s heir until the funeral furnishers arrived. Cuthbert may have had several less than ideal qualities, but clearly, he was efficient. James told Connie to linger over her tea as long as she liked and went to deal with them, which he did by telling them to do more or less what they wanted. He went with them to the study to secure any papers that were in the desk, only to find Cuthbert’s efficiency had nothing on Daniel’s.

“I’ve taken the liberty of moving all the papers from the desk into the library, my lord, so you will not need to inconvenience the gentlemen at their work.”

“Thank you, Rivers.” He was so relieved he didn’t have to spend more time in the room with Father’s body that he barely caught himself before he said “Daniel,” but he did manage it. “Gentlemen, I will defer to your expertise in these matters.”

“Very good, my lord,” the gentleman with the discreet order book said as he ushered the other man inside. James retired to the library and the papers.

Daniel had placed the contents of each drawer in its own stack, so there was some order the mess he was confronted with, not that it was really a mess thanks to Daniel, but it was still more than he wanted to deal with at the moment. He’d gotten barely halfway through the first stack and found nothing more useful than a record of horses Father had bet on, when the door opened and Daniel came in. James put aside the papers he was looking at, which were three-year-old household accounts, and looked up, eager for the distraction, at least until Daniel started speaking.

“Mr. Rollins is here with Mrs. Rollins, my lord.”

“What? Why on earth are they here?” James didn’t know who he wanted to see less, Rollins or Rollins’s mother. 

“A condolence call, I believe. News travels quickly, I’m afraid.”

“You mean gossip. I suppose I have no choice but to see them.”

“Not really, my lord. I’ve put them in the parlor. Polly and Bessie have finished there.”

James didn’t know what it was they needed to finish, but he was grateful to Daniel for having sorted it out. “I suppose you should bring some refreshments or something.”

“Very good, my lord.”

“Do I look like I’ve spent the day crawling through dusty papers?”

“You look fine, my lord.”

“Then I’d best get this over with. There’ll be more, won’t there?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“And some will probably have daughters.” Unmarried daughters. And dodging their hints was the last thing he needed at the moment.

“It is likely, my lord.”

James sighed, resigned. “The parlor, you said?”

Daniel nodded and held the door for him. 

 

When James arrived at the open parlor door, Rollins was pacing by the fireplace as his mother whispered loud enough to be heard in the hallway, “Do you think we’ll see him?”

“No idea, mother. You certain you want to?”

“That’s the point... Lord Lynster, we just heard the sad news.”

“Thank you,” James said even though he didn’t think he’d heard any condolences yet.

“Sorry, old fellow.” Rollins came over and patted him on the shoulder. James wasn’t entirely certain if that had been meant as an expression of condolence or an apology for having brought his mother.

“Thank you.” It was such a nice, all-purpose phrase. He’d never really appreciated it before.

“We were a little surprised to be shown into the parlor,” Mrs. Rollins said in a tone that would have told him she was hinting at something even if he hadn’t heard the previous conversation.

“I’m afraid the funeral furnishers are still at work in the study.” He was very tempted to make some comment on the state of the body or the room, but he held his tongue. If Mrs. Rollins fainted, he’d be obligated to let her stay until she recovered, and he had the feeling she would time her recovery to coincide with the funeral furnishers being done, even if that took a week.

“I see.” James wondered if it was his fancy or if Mrs. Rollins really sounded disappointed. Perhaps she had rushed over in hopes of being the first to see the scene, only to learn that she had come too soon.

“Probably wasn’t much to see anyway,” Rollins said in what James assumed was a tone meant to console his mother.

Everyone fell silent. James couldn’t think of a single thing to say to his guests, and they seemed unwilling to initiate conversation. Rollins was probably as uncomfortable as he was, particularly as Rollins’s normal line of conversation involved tales of his exploits with his latest paramour, not a good topic under the circumstances. Mrs. Rollins was probably hoping some bit of gossip would be spoken so she could bring it back to her friends, and not about her son’s paramours. When none was forthcoming, she asked, “And how is your sister?”

“Lady Gatwell is very well, thank you.” He noticed the alliteration—was it alliteration? He’d have to ask Daniel—and realized he’d have to find a better way to answer the question so he wouldn’t be tempted to smile at it.

“That’s good. I was concerned when she wasn’t here.”

“Oh no, she’s fine.” That was the last thing Connie needed, rumors that she was ill. “It’s just, in her condition, we all thought it best...” He trailed off, not sure how to go on.

“Her condition, of course. I had forgotten. One must be so careful, particularly as it’s the first.” She launched into a long dissertation on the difficulties of bringing heirs into the world, leaving Rollins looking a bit green and James wondering if he should blush or faint himself.

Mrs. Rollins was just hitting her stride when the door opened and Daniel came in. “I brought tea and some of Mrs. Patterson’s blueberry lemon cake.”

Rollins made a bit of a face, and Mrs. Rollins looked put out. Mrs. Patterson made excellent cakes, but Daniel knew full well neither of the Rollinses could stand lemon as they’d broken out in spots when they’d had the lemonade at some party he no longer remembered beyond how ridiculous they’d looked, although that might have been from the gin Fenning dropped in the pitcher as a joke. Either way, the almond cake he’d seen Daniel taking out of the breakfast room when Cuthbert arrived would have been a better choice, even if it was his favorite.

“And I believe Mr. Cuthbert is arriving shortly.”

So the cake had been deliberate, although James didn’t remember Cuthbert saying he was coming. But then after the day he’d had, anything could have slipped his mind.

“Cuthbert?” Rollins looked taken aback. “We wouldn’t want to bother you when you’ve got such...um...religious matters to discuss.”

Mrs. Rollins looked as if she were looking for any excuse to stay. When she couldn’t find one, she sighed and nodded. “If you are making arrangements for the service, we don’t want to be in your way.”

James grasped Mrs. Rollins’s hand and bowed over it. “Thank you so much for coming during this trying time.” He thought he was laying it on a bit thick, but she patted his hand.

“Of course, dear. If you need anything, I’d be more than happy to send Mrs. Shaw over to help you.”

Send her housekeeper, not help herself, not that he’d ask for either. “You’re too kind.”

“Sorry about everything, old chap.” Rollins patted him awkwardly on the shoulder then steered his mother towards the door.

James watched them go, half-convinced they’d turn around and come back, but Polly brought their coats, and they were soon out on the pavement. James slumped against the wall. “So now just Cuthbert to get through. When is he coming?”

“Well, my lord, it is possible I was mistaken.”

James burst out laughing. “That was a rescue mission?”

“I was beginning to get the impression that Mrs. Rollins intended to stay until the funeral furnishers finished with the study, so it seemed prudent.”

“And that could be days, and she would do that to get the first bit of gossip. What would I do without you?”

“I’m sure I don’t know, my lord, but I did have one suggestion.”

“Not for getting on without you, I hope.” The panic he felt at that seemed completely irrational.

“No, my lord. A general suggestion. As you are so busy with business matters and sorting out the estate, normally there would be someone to see to the guests. As Lady Gatwell is in no condition to receive callers, perhaps you could impose upon Mrs. Cuthbert to help you receive guests and entertain them while you are occupied with estate matters.”

Not that there were any estate matters yet. But it made a perfect excuse. “You’re brilliant, Daniel. And I’ll bet she would love nothing more than to play the hostess in a house like this, even with the hint of scandal. And tell Mrs. Harrigut I’ll give her a bonus for dealing with her.” He’d only met Mrs. Cuthbert twice, but from what he remembered, she was the sort to enjoy the novelty of a staff of servants to order around and take full advantage of it.

“I’m certain she will be happy to be of assistance.”

“Did Connie escape?”

“Only as far as the kitchen. She is visiting with Mrs. Patterson to discuss meal plans for the funeral. I assume you would like to see her when she’s finished?”

“Yes, she should hear about the Mrs. Cuthbert plan. She might think of something we haven’t. Show her into the sitting room when she’s finished with Mrs. Patterson and ask if she’d like to stay to dinner.” James went up to the sitting room to wait, which didn’t take very long at all. “Were you hiding in the kitchen all this time?”

“Hiding? Of course not. I had important business to discuss with Mrs. Patterson, and then I didn’t want to bother you when you had guests. I assumed you had important business to discuss with Rollins. Besides, she offered me tea and cake, and I really couldn’t say no to that.”

“You know perfectly well that Rollins has never discussed important business in his life. But Daniel has figured out how to handle condolence calls. I’m going to beg Mrs. Cuthbert for assistance.”

“That is brilliant, and considering my condition and your unmarried state, she will be thrilled to help. It’s a situation begging for gossip, even without Father’s stupidity.”

Something about the mention of his unmarried state annoyed James, but he wasn’t sure why. He knew he’d need to produce an heir at some point, and marriage was a requirement for that, but Connie went on before he could question it.

“Just warn Mrs. Patterson to have lots of cream cakes on hand. Mrs. Cuthbert has a passion for cream cakes. Tell Mrs. Patterson to buy them; Mrs. Cuthbert won’t know the difference. Really, it’s just the thing. Then your guests can give their condolences to you and move right on to the gossip as soon as you leave the room, and all perfectly proper as the vicar’s wife will be presiding. Why, if I were here to receive the calls, they’d have to wait until they were in their carriages to have a proper time ripping us apart.”

“I’m sure it won’t be as bad as all that.” Connie made it sound like he was being invaded by a series of wolf packs.

“You obviously don’t know the fine ladies of our acquaintance as well as I do. They’ll want to see how you’ve set the house up for mourning and criticize anything that is not up to their standard, then have a good gossip about why he did it, my condition, and your eligibility and suitability as a son-in-law. It will give them a marvelous day out.”

All topics James wanted nothing to do with. He changed the subject as quickly as he could. “How is Allister holding up?”

“Well, you know he never cared for Father, so this is something to be endured for my sake, I think. Or do you mean Lord Burfield babbling on about the conspiracy in the press? He won’t speak to me about any of that, and I don’t read the articles. Such a lot of rot. The man should keep his mouth shut, or at least have a care for his son, although I don’t think Lord Heathborough’s spoken to him since Lady Burfield died. And then there are reports every day of people spotting Lord Martford, but those have all been false. Allister tries to ignore all of it, but people who should know better keep asking about it. And I know Allister got a letter asking for a job from the Martford lad, the younger one, but he didn’t have anything he could offer, which is a pity really. I remember him as a very sweet boy, and I’m certain he had nothing to do with all of this.”

James tried to picture Lord Martford’s younger son. Edwin Gilford, that was the name. “He’s young, youngest of us I think, and still at university. He’ll get by. And so will we once this is sorted out.”

“I’m sure that will put Allister’s mind at ease. I think he felt rather bad about it. How are the funeral furnishers getting on?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve just left them to it. I assume they know their business.”

Connie nodded. “Would you like me to check on them?”

James shook his head. “I think Daniel has been, and he’ll do a better job of being certain I’m not being taken advantage of than either of us could.” The funeral was another topic he was rapidly becoming tired of, so he tried another change of subject. “Will you stay to dinner?”

“Is that a hint to be rid of me? Not that it matters. I need to go home before Allister starts to worry. And he does worry. It would be sweet if it weren’t so annoying.”

“Better than the alternative, I suppose.” 

Connie shrugged.

“I’ll walk you to the door.”

“You think I can’t find it myself?” But she accepted his arm and went with him into the hall. “Is there anything else you need me for?”

“Not unless you want to dig through Father’s dusty old papers looking for his will and any estate records.”

“As I highly doubt you’ll find anything exciting like lost treasure or forgotten heirs, I think I’ll leave that to you.”

James smiled. “Then safe journey.”

“I’m only going to Berkeley Square.” Connie bounced up on her toes and kissed his cheek. “Send word if you need anything, from me or Allister. And don’t work too hard.”

“You either.” 

James watched from the window so he could wave to Connie as her carriage disappeared into the traffic of the street, just as they had when they’d been children, although then he was usually the one leaving for school while she stayed behind; then he went back to the library to begin searching through papers. He kept at it, finding nothing of any real use, until Daniel came in. 

“Dinner is almost ready, my lord.”

James tossed the contract for a ten-year-old coal delivery on the stack of useless papers. “Then I may as well leave the rest until the morning.” He untwisted himself from his spot on the floor, only to find his left foot had lost feeling.

Daniel came to offer him a hand up. “Will you be returning to your townhouse tonight, my lord, or would you like me to have a room made up for you here?”

“I suppose it would be convenient to stay here and be on hand for whatever arrangements need to be made. And my townhouse is in a bit of muddle. I have to find a new butler.”

“The last did not suit?”

James leaned against the desk and stomped his foot on the floor to try and get enough feeling back to be able to walk. “Oh, he suited just fine. It was my plan that didn’t suit. I tried paying an outrageous sum to attract the best, and the fellow saved it up and left me to open an inn.”

“How much did you offer?”

“Two hundred pounds a year.”

“Gracious.” Daniel sounded truly shocked. “That’s at least double the normal rate.”

“I wanted quality.”

Daniel brought a chair over for James to lean on while he waited to be able to put weight on his foot. “Has it ever occurred to you, my lord, that you have too high a standard?”

“You should be the last to complain about high standards.”

“But I fear you are turning away many fine stallions in your quest for a unicorn.”

Oddly enough, that analogy seemed to apply to more than one area of his life. “What if I’ve seen a unicorn?”

Daniel smiled. “Then maybe you should have caught it when you had the chance.”

James chuckled. “I suppose so. Actually, that’s not a bad idea. Daniel, why have I never thought of hiring you away from Father?”

“I’m sure I have no idea, my lord.”

“Would you consider it now?”

“I hardly know, my lord. As your father is in no position to continue my employment...”

“I’ll double your salary to start.”

“Really, my lord, that would not be necessary. I do need to consider a bit.”

James had been so caught up in the idea of having Daniel around all the time, he’d never thought the butler might have other plans. But now that he’d started to think, he noticed how formal Daniel had become all of a sudden. Perhaps Daniel had already made other arrangements. Or perhaps he wasn’t sure he wanted to work for James. That was a worrisome thought. “Of course you need to think. I’m rushing things. But it is a serious offer, and I really would double your salary.”

“It’s most kind. And I assure you I will not leave while this house is in disarray.”

“You’ve no idea what a comfort that it. I’ll just go wash up a bit and go to the dining room. No point in dressing when it’s only me.”

“I’ll send up some hot water.” Daniel bowed.

James watched Daniel leave and wondered what he could offer to convince him to stay. Now that the idea was in his head, he was quite certain Daniel’s continued employment in his household was essential to his happiness.

 

{--*--}

 

It was nearing midnight when Daniel was finally able to go upstairs. After he’d checked the work of the footmen and made certain they understood the importance of keeping their mouths shut around Mrs. Cuthbert (something that had been surprisingly easy to impart after Peter had said, “You mean that old busybody’s coming around? She’ll tell everyone every time you...” Daniel had cut him off at that moment, as Polly and Nora had come into the servants’ sitting room), he’d met with Mrs. Harrigut and Mrs. Patterson to discuss what else would be needed before the funeral. While he knew James had enlisted her assistance merely to make her feel she was doing something, Lady Gatwell had been of great help to Mrs. Patterson and Mrs. Harrigut, suggesting several things that could be purchased and brought in so Mrs. Patterson could do so with a clear conscience, and offering the services of some of her own staff so Mrs. Harrigut wouldn’t have to bother with finding temporary servants, a particularly difficult task under the circumstances. 

When the staff matters had been discussed and the other senior staff were on their way to bed, Daniel had stopped to see how the funeral furnishers had got on and to be certain the men hired to sit watch with the late lord had not been into the whisky. And then there had been the arrangements to go through. He knew James wasn’t foolish enough to agree to just anything, but he was distracted by the scandals and fed up with everything, so Daniel had read over the contracted services to be certain James would get everything he’d paid for and wasn’t being taken advantage of. There had been plenty of other things he could have done after that, but he doubted he’d manage any of them without at least a little rest, so he’d stopped once he was certain that the kitchen was in order and all the doors and windows had been locked, as well as the dining room, butler’s pantry, and office just in case the watchers were not as honest as the furnishers had promised. 

In his room, Daniel collapsed on the end of his bed and stared at the wall without seeing it. With no work to occupy himself, there was nothing to do but think. And he didn’t like the direction his thoughts had been taking. He should have left years ago. There had been so many offers, footmen starting inns, cooks starting pubs, even the last housekeeper who started a hotel with the last kitchen maid but one and two of the footmen. That had been profitable; he’d invested in it, but he had stayed on the small chance of seeing Lord James again. Lord Lynster now. And when his arrival had been imminent, Daniel had realized he should have been gone long before.

But he’d thought he could hide behind formality. They weren’t boys anymore, taking an illicit thrill in using first names despite their difference in station. James would have the title, and he himself was a fully grown man who supervised a house full of servants and had money in the bank. He was no longer the young lad eager for a friend, the young man flattered that his lordship’s son would choose him to disclose the deepest secret of his heart.

Did James even remember that kiss? It hadn’t been his first. That honor belonged to some hussy at school, a maid who was all of sixteen and accounted a master of the art and offered to sell the young lads kisses for a shilling. And James had sought him out when he’d come home for winter holidays and told him all about it, and all about how he’d said all the things the other boys did, but he hadn’t felt any of them. And then he’d shyly said he thought he might feel them with a man and would Daniel be ever so good as to let him try? And Daniel had been all of fifteen and desperate for physical contact and half in love already and had said “Of course” as calm as you please. And when it was done, he’d been all the way in love, and James had practically run off, cheerfully saying at least he knew what the issue had been.

But apparently Daniel wasn’t as grown up as he thought he was. He’d fallen into the old names as easy as when he’d been a boy. And James had certainly grown up since the last time Daniel had seen him, the day he’d come to get some of his mother’s things before his lordship could get rid of them. The estrangement between father and son had been a good thing, he’d told Daniel—it had made it easy to hide his inclinations from his father, who sent him a regular allowance and paid for his schooling and all the things the heir was supposed to have even if he didn’t speak to him. That secret would have cut off all ties. But the grown-up James hadn’t had the desired effect on Daniel’s emotions. He was more of a lord, more sure of his place, more remote and haughty, although not where Daniel was concerned. He was also taller, almost even with Daniel, broader in the shoulder, and the current fashions suited his frame better than those that had been popular when he’d been in school. It was most definitely not easier to see him now, but much, much harder. 

And Daniel certainly couldn’t leave now. He couldn’t leave James in a time like this if he wasn’t completely certain he would have no additional worries beyond the obvious ones. That would mean training someone to take his place personally, and with all the current troubles, he could not undertake that and keep the household running to his standard, not that anyone would come to work in the house that had belonged to one of the traitor lords, as the newspapers were calling them. He should have left years ago. He could be running the front desk of a hotel, far away from temptation that he could never give in to.

And he knew he would have come rushing back the minute he’d heard of the scandal to be certain everything was being handled well here, that James was being taken care of as he dealt with the mess his father had made of things. Simply dealing with the literal mess this morning had been of assistance, Daniel was certain. He would not have wanted James to see the state the room had been in when he’d entered to find his lordship with his brains blown out. No, at least he’d saved James that sight. That was what he told himself whenever he closed his eyes and saw it, the blood and gore and—no, it was best not to dwell on it. Best to remember that, because of him, James would not have those nightmares. 

Daniel pulled himself to his feet and began to undress. He would have to be up early to see that the staff began preparing for the funeral and the flowers and cards were properly dealt with and the funeral furnishers were doing what they’d been paid to do and Mrs. Cuthbert was settled in when she arrived. At least Dr. Matthews had agreed it was an accident. There wouldn’t be the need to deal with a suicide on top of everything else.

 

James stretched out in his bed. They’d put him in the best guest room, which had to have been Daniel’s idea. His old room had too many memories, and he certainly couldn’t face staying in Father’s room, even if it was the master’s suite. The best guest room was just what he would have asked for if he’d thought that far ahead. 

It was so good to see Daniel again. He was the one man James knew he could trust completely. After all, he’d been the one to send notes round to the club to let him know when Father was out so he could visit mother undisturbed. And he’d been the one to help him sneak a few of her things out after the funeral. Hell, he’d even been the first one he’d told about his inclinations after that tart at school—what had her name been—had been selling kisses. All the boys had raved about them, and he’d wanted to fit in, so he’d bought three, and hadn’t felt a thing. Nothing at all like what the others described. So he’d cobbled together his own version of raptures from bits and pieces of everyone else’s and had wondered what was wrong with him. It had been Daniel he had gone to with the story, out by the frozen pond at the country house. And sitting beside Daniel, it had suddenly dawned on him what might be the problem. And so he had asked Daniel if he could experiment, could find out if perhaps a man’s kiss would be more to his liking. And Daniel, loyal to a fault, had agreed to the experiment. And everything the other boys had said about—he felt terrible that he remembered he’d paid three shillings but had no idea what she had been called—about her kisses had been true of that one. And he’d had his answer. Thank God Father had never found out, or he’d have been disinherited ages ago. And pity none of the kisses that followed had lived up to that one, even with men of great skill and experience. He would have thought the first would have a rosy glow of fond memory but would, in fact, have been unpracticed and fumbling, but perhaps it was different with men. And the parts that had often followed had for the most part been very nice. Not spectacular like some of the descriptions he heard at his club, but very nice. 

Yes, it was good to be back with someone he could trust with anything, and he would need someone like that now, thanks to the old coot. James pulled the blankets over his head and fell asleep, dreaming of the pond at the country house for the first time in years, with Daniel sitting there, suggesting they might need to conduct further experiments to be certain the outcome was consistent. In the dream, it required more experimentation than the discovery of gravity had, and James slept very well.

 

 


Chapter 3

><

 

SEDMON ARRIVED THE NEXT MORNING before breakfast had even been finished. James would have thought he was hinting for a free meal, but he turned down the offer of everything but a cup of tea. When he was seated, he waited for Nora to leave the room before he began speaking. That more than anything made James nervous.

“Something has come to my attention which I felt I should relay as soon as possible.”

James tried for a bit of humor. “They aren’t coming to arrest me, are they?”

“No, no, my lord, nothing like that. Not yet, anyway.”

“I don’t think that was as comforting as you intended.”

Sedmon smiled. “Perhaps not, but I’m afraid it was as comforting as I can be at the moment. No one is telling me anything about how matters stand, which in itself makes me nervous. But I have been giving your situation a great deal of thought. Now, it seems to me that your sister is well out of the difficulty because of her husband and his influence.”

“And because she had nothing to do with it and was nowhere near when the conspiracy was being planned, thank God.”

“There is that. But it has occurred to me that you do not have anyone of influence to step up on your behalf.”

“So you think I should approach Gatwell and ask him to use his influence? I don’t like to bother him, but in this case, it might be worth it. I mean I’d ask Connie to do it. It seems he can deny her nothing considering her state.”

“While I’m certain Lord Gatwell’s influence would be of assistance, I was thinking of something a little more personal. Your father often spoke of having you properly married. I’m sure you have considered the matter.”

Of course he had. He was heir to a title; an heir of his own had always been expected of him. But it had been something in the future. The far distant future, when perhaps he could see himself settling down with a woman, even though a woman held very little interest. Still, most wives in the circles his family inhabited didn’t expect a husband to be madly in love with them, and he would be polite and stay out of her way and put her marriage portion in a trust for her so she could access it without interference from him, which would hopefully make him a tolerable partner. “Naturally, it’s a subject that has been mentioned.”

“I’m afraid to say I have very little confidence in your father’s choices at the moment. However, there are several influential families that would welcome your suit seeing as you are both wealthy and titled. And as no hint of your involvement has been mentioned anywhere where it matters, I think something could be arranged if you were to act quickly.”

“Before I’m suspected anywhere that matters?” James tried for humor again but knew he sounded brittle. 

Sedmon ignored the attempt at levity. “There are several families with influence but little money; that would be the place to start. If you could find a young lady who was acceptable to you, her father or brother could be of great help. Would you like me to research the subject and make you a list of potential ladies?”

No, I would not, and just when I thought this couldn’t get any worse, you find a way to do it. “If you think that it is best.”

“I do, my lord. Before there is a need. I’ll compile the list and bring it by as soon as it is completed.”

“Thank you.” James sighed. “This whole affair...” He made an abstract gesture with his left hand and let Sedmon take it how he would.

“It’s been a trying time, but I think having someone of influence on your side will help. As will an heir. That will settle the title and take minds away from your father. I’ll see myself out.”

Sedmon being so understanding made James feel he’d been churlish. “Thank you for all the trouble, Sedmon.”

“I do realize you’re not the cause of it, my lord. I’ll do my best to see that you do not suffer for it. I will get the list for you.”

As Sedmon left the room, James realized the solicitor was placing a great deal of hope in that list, and he wondered just how bad things were looking for him.

 

{--*--}

 

Mrs. Cuthbert arrived soon after breakfast had finished, all sympathy and slightly disapproving lectures, although even she couldn’t find anything wrong with the arrangement of the household. Which was not to say she didn’t try. Her first task—self-appointed, James noted—was to go through the house and check the funerary drapings as “a poor bachelor such as yourself has no idea how to arrange such things.” As the only criticism she could make was to say the draping in the drawing room was too dark—and as all the draping was black, James wasn’t certain what she meant—he took it to mean the house passed inspection, and he decided to give the staff a bonus when this was over to thank them for arranging it without bothering him, double for Daniel, as he most likely deserved most of the credit. Then she met with Mrs. Harrigut for a long conversation filled with, “I wouldn’t want to impose, but we must not let down his lordship” and, “For myself it doesn’t matter, but if we want his lordship’s guests to be comfortable, we must...” followed by increasingly inconvenient orders. James managed to give Mrs. Harrigut several apologetic looks, which were always met with a hint of a smile, and he resolved to give her an extra bonus for the trouble as well. Once the meetings were out of the way, James made the excuse of needing to look over estate records and see what needed to be done for the tenants—no need to tell her the first order of business was to find the estate records—and left Mrs. Cuthbert in the parlor with her tea and cream cakes and Polly to see to her needs. 

Mrs. Cuthbert’s presence proved to be a brilliant idea despite the annoyance to the servants. When guests arrived, Daniel would fetch him to make an appearance. If they were gentlemen of his acquaintance, the visits were normally short and to the point and stayed in the study, with much nervous twitching and furtive glances towards the coffin and equally apprehensive glances towards Mrs. Cuthbert. Most of the visits were the wives and mothers of people his parents had known, and those were where Mrs. Cuthbert’s presence was most helpful. They would be shown to the parlor, where he would make an appearance and thank them for coming and accept the sympathetic gestures, then he would make some excuse about the stacks of paperwork necessary “at a time like this,” which was met with understanding nods and slight verbal pushes towards the door—“Such a good man, seeing to the needs of his tenants before his own worries”—and then Mrs. Cuthbert took over.  As soon as he closed the door behind him, he could hear the swell of voices murmuring in a tone that always suggested gossip to him, which bothered him less than he’d thought it would, even though he knew it was most likely about him. 

At least he had plenty of time to start looking through papers, enough that he managed to find the estate records and the tenant lists, which seemed to contain a large number of people about to be evicted for unpaid rent, which made him think of the schemes Sedmon seemed to think had been needed to fund the conspiracy and to wonder if it was connected. He toyed with the idea of blanket amnesty in honor of his father’s memory—it was probably the only way to make anyone remember him fondly, their rent being forgiven when he died—but he wondered if that was prudent. Daniel would know. He traveled to the estate with Father whenever he opened the place up. He’d ask Daniel’s opinion on the plan, and while he was at it, he’d ask him what repairs he thought were needed, or at least who at the estate would give him an accurate answer. What would he do without Daniel?

 

{--*--}

 

Daniel couldn’t decide if the day had passed too quickly or dragged forever. Mrs. Cuthbert seemed to have taken the burden of visitors from James’s shoulders, which was a good thing, but she did keep the staff running constantly. Mrs. Harrigut and Mrs. Patterson accepted it with good grace, as he’d known they would. Thomas and Peter seemed on the verge of laughing every time she was mentioned. He didn’t want to know what sort of things they’d said when he’d sent them to bed the night before, but if it was keeping them amused and at their work, he was quite willing to pretend he didn’t notice. Poor Polly got the worst of it, as she’d been assigned to see to Mrs. Cuthbert’s needs, but Daniel had whispered to her that he would see if he could convince his lordship to give her a few extra afternoons free, and as she was seeing the baker’s assistant, he was quite certain that would be appreciated. 

Then there were the funeral furnishers to be watched. They’d finished the preparations inside the house, but there was a constant stream of small details to be dealt with, most of which Daniel handled without bothering James. At least Dr. Matthews had sent an honest firm to handle things so his worries about fraud and theft were unfounded. But still, it was a distraction from all the normal duties of running the household.

Mrs. Cuthbert stayed for tea and, after accepting a donation for her services—Daniel noticed how unspecific James had been about its destination and was quite certain she had as well—left with a basket of something she’d helped Mrs. Patterson by getting out of her way that would no doubt become Mr. Cuthbert’s supper. When they’d finally gotten her out the door, Daniel had turned to find James slumped against the hall table. “At last, a bit of peace. Is that the post?”

“Yes, my lord. I didn’t want to bother you with it.”

“Didn’t want to give anyone an in to see me, eh?” James grabbed up the stack of letters. “I’ll be in the library if you need me, Daniel. Tell everyone dinner will be informal again tonight. I don’t think I could stand anything else.”

Daniel could sympathize with the feeling. Everything seemed turned upside down. But there was still dinner to be gotten out and a million other small things he’d been forced to neglect. He’d barely gotten the front hall back in order when there was a knock at the door. It was too late for sympathy calls, so he felt no guilt over lying about his lordship being at home, but when Daniel opened the door, he found Mr. Sedmon on the step. Mr. Sedmon was another matter entirely. “His lordship is working in the library. Would you care to wait?”

Mr. Sedmon shook his head. “No, this is a fleeting visit no matter what. I merely wished to leave this for him.” He produced a thick stack of papers. “It’s the list of potential brides he wanted me to compile. Just let him know I brought it by, and he can summon me at any time to discuss it.”

Daniel tried not to stare at the list as if it were his death warrant. “I will see that his lordship gets it. Thank you for taking the time to bring it.”

“No trouble. Good day.”

Daniel closed the door carefully and deliberately. Then he walked to the library at a steady pace. If he didn’t act as if it were the worst thing he’d heard all week, perhaps he would begin to believe it wasn’t.

James would have to marry. Daniel had known all along that that would be inevitable. Heirs to titles had to produce the next in the line. But somehow over the years, he had managed to ignore that one small fact where James was concerned. And now he’d wasted all those years here, when there had been no hope of anything more. He’d known that as well, but hearing James had asked for a list of potential brides made it horribly real.

James was hunched over his desk when Daniel entered. He waited by the door until James glanced up, then crossed the room to hand over the papers. “Mr. Sedmon brought you the list of brides you asked for.”

James sighed. “Just leave it somewhere.”

Daniel placed the stack of papers neatly on top of the letters that had been put aside. James glanced at it as he dipped his pen.

“My God, how many did he send?”

“How many did you ask for, my lord?”

James continued to stare at the stack. “I don’t think I really asked for any. Sedmon thought it was a good idea, and I told him to go ahead and make the list.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I suppose he’s right, though. I could do with some support in all of this, and a father-in-law with influence, even a future one, might be exactly what I need.”

So not his idea then, but he seemed to think it was a good one. “As you say, my lord.” 

James nodded and turned back to his papers. Daniel stood at the edge of the desk, staring at the list. It was a good plan. And James needed all the influence he could find to keep him safe from the mess the old lord had made. And somewhere in that stack of papers there was sure to be someone acceptable both for influence and as an amiable companion. “I’ll get you some refreshment, my lord.” Daniel didn’t wait to hear what James thought of that idea as he rushed out of the room.


Daniel was tempted to run somewhere, anywhere he could be alone. But it would not do to be running in the hallways where any of the staff could see him and ask what was wrong. He forced himself to walk at a calm, sedate pace, one foot in front of the other. No thinking about James, his lordship. He was Lord Lynster now, not James. He was Lord Lynster now and would soon have a wife and an heir. And Daniel should be happy for him. For his lordship. It was what he needed right now. Mr. Sedmon was merely looking out for his lordship’s interests, as Daniel should be. Daniel looked around and saw he had gone to the butler’s pantry before he realized his steps had actually taken him somewhere.

 At least it was somewhere sensible. He knew his job so well, he could do it without thinking. He went to the cupboard and looked at the glasses inside. He had hurried from the library so quickly that he hadn’t bothered to find out what his lordship might like for refreshment, or if he even wanted anything. Daniel stood in front of the cupboard and considered the choices. His lordship was looking at potential brides and condolence letters, so he would probably say he wanted something stronger than tea, but tea seemed most appropriate, and as someone had left the kettle in the breakfast room to supply the endless stream of visitors, it was easy to prepare. He reached into the cupboard and collected a tray, teapot, and cup. He had no reason to be upset at the idea of James—his lordship—marrying. None at all. He put the tray on the counter and arranged everything needed for a proper tea on it. It wasn’t unexpected at all. He had no one to blame but himself for the years he’d wasted serving here. He adjusted a spoon so it sat properly on the saucer. No one had asked him to stay. No one had said, “Poor Lord James could use a friend in the house. Why don’t you look out for him?” That had been entirely his own doing.  

Daniel dropped the spoon and rested his forehead against the cool wood of the cabinets. Entirely his own doing. One kiss that had been an experiment for James, and he’d devoted his life to chance meetings and serving the father to care for the son. It was his own fault that after twenty years in service he had nothing to show for his life but a position in a soon-to-be-disgraced household and a fine reference. He’d get another position, he was certain, but he wasn’t certain he wanted one. The whole point of serving here had seemed to be to watch out for James, and now James would belong to someone else and there didn’t seem to be a point. 

And there was no one to blame but himself. He should have left years before, accepted a better-paid position in an easier house or one of the many offers from servants starting their own concerns, or even to start one himself. But he’d stayed, when he’d known there was no chance, no hope that James would suddenly look at him and declare his undying love, and if he had, no hope of anything beyond a fleeting affair. Because James was heir to a title and therefore would have to marry and produce an heir of his own.

It would have been different if James had been a servant like him. No—Daniel pressed his forehead harder against the wood, letting the pain give him an excuse for the wetness in the corner of his eyes—he wouldn’t want James pressed into a life of scraping boots and cleaning grates and being at the beck and call of a house full of people. The son of the bookseller, perhaps, or the draper, or the tailor. Any of those, and he might have held out hope. Hope that James would want to be with him, would take on an apprentice to leave the business to or sell it all together when he was too old to continue. But the heir to a title didn’t take on apprentices. And their servants should know better. He should have, at least.

Daniel pulled himself away from the wall and rubbed at his eyes. There, he’d had his little fit, and now he would go back to his duties. This was his own fault, and there was no reason for him to be upset. He’d done what he wanted, and if that left him with fewer prospects than might be hoped for, well, he would have to live with his choices. Lord Lynster would marry, and Daniel would be happy for him. Daniel picked up the cup to put on the tray. It was time for him to look out for himself. There was the hotel in Brighton. He could take the position there. Lord Lynster would be fine. He would have a wife with influence who could do more to help him with this mess than Daniel ever could. 

He slammed his fist into the counter then braced his hands against the wood and slumped over, staring at them, trying to regain control of his breathing and the dampness that was collecting in the corners of his eyes again. The teacup clattered to the floor, taking two saucers and several pieces of silverware with it.

“Are you all right, Mr. Rivers?”

Daniel pulled himself away from the counter and was almost himself when Mrs. Harrigut hurried into the room. “Yes, yes, but I’m afraid I broke a cup.”

“You’re not hurt, are you?”

“No, no.” Not the way she meant. “Just, the past few days...”

Mrs. Harrigut patted his arm. “It’s been trying on us all. Mrs. Patterson and I were just saying how hard it is to keep a good face on things in front of the younger staff when we’re as scared as they are.”

“I’ll speak to his lordship about giving everyone some extra time off. A chance to rest might be what we all need.”

“Make certain you include yourself in that. Now here, let me get another cup, and you go fill the kettle and bring that up to his lordship. I’ll tidy up in here, and we’ll say the cups were broken in the confusion after his former lordship’s accident or in the press of callers today. It’s not a lie, or not quite, and there were enough people blundering around that no one will think twice.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Harrigut.”

She patted his arm again. “He’s lucky to have you. I hope he knows it.”

Daniel nodded and focused on getting the teapot to the kettle in the breakfast room. He knew James did appreciate him in his own way. It wasn’t James’s fault Daniel had always wanted more.

 

James had been going to ask for a Scotch when Daniel darted out of the room. But perhaps Scotch wasn’t the best idea when he had letters to answer. And he did seem to be drinking an awful lot of it since he’d come up those steps and found Father sprawled out in the study. No, tea was probably more sensible. He glanced in the direction of the list Sedmon had sent over, but there was no reason to hurry with it. He’d get the post sorted first, then he could worry about it. It wasn’t something to be decided in a day, even if Sedmon had hurried with the list and seemed to think it was his best chance with the Crown. Choosing a bride wasn’t a decision to be made lightly. And if it was something he should have been thinking about for years, well, it was too late to worry about that now. He turned back to the letters in front of him and put the three that seemed to be from merchants in a stack to pass on to Sedmon when he returned. Daniel would know if they were legitimate bills and if the amounts were correct. He could work with Sedmon on them if the solicitor needed anything from the house.

Daniel came into the room as James was turning to the stack of what he was certain were letters of condolence. “Just in time. I’ll need something to fortify me against all the well-wishes.”

Daniel didn’t answer. James glanced up to see if the joke had somehow offended him, but Daniel was busy preparing the tea, so perhaps his reaction had simply been lost in the clatter of cups, not that Daniel ever clattered the cups.

James flipped through the letters, identifying them by their handwriting without reading them. “Freddie Rollins. Edwin Gilford.”

Daniel put the cup beside James’s elbow, within easy reach but in no danger of being knocked off the desk. “That was kind of him.”

“Mmm? I suppose it was.” 

“Perhaps he might offer some useful sympathy?”

“You’re hinting that I should read it because his father was in on the scheme too? He’s just as likely to blame me for it since at least mine had the decency to kill himself. Besides, he’s the youngest of us. He’ll have all the sympathy, such as it is. That sounded terrible.”

“But understandable.”

“And his father ran off and denied the Crown a second trial. I shouldn’t blame him for that, but he’s not under suspicion.” 

“And you think you are?”

“Sedmon is hinting that I am. How do I prove I didn’t know something?” James dropped Gilford’s letter in the stack with the others, unread. He was not as optimistic as Daniel. “Paul Fenning. Lady Clairmont. That’s the last of them.” James looked at the list he’d been dreading ever since Sedmon offered to compile it, the one with the list of potential wives. He picked it up and glanced at the first names. “He thinks I should marry, you know.”

Daniel went to get the plate of biscuits. “Mr. Fenning?”

“No, Sedmon. He thinks that having someone of influence on my side, like a powerful father-in-law, will help my case should the Crown try to connect me to Father’s schemes.”

“And what do you think of that plan, my lord?”

James sighed. “That’s the problem. I don’t know what to think. I have to marry so there’s an heir to the title and all that, but I always thought it would be some far-off day, not in the next few weeks. But I suppose if I’ll have to do it sometime, I may as well do it when it will be of the greatest advantage to me.”

“As you say, my lord.”

Somehow, Daniel agreeing with him was not as comforting as he’d thought it would be.

Daniel put the tray down across from him and stepped back. James had read three more names when he realized Daniel was still in the room. He looked up and found the butler standing very still, watching with a sort of frozen look on his face. “Did you need something else, Daniel?”

Daniel swallowed and looked down at his hands. “There was one thing, my lord, but I didn’t want to bother you with it.”

“Bother away. None of this is so urgent I can’t be distracted for a few minutes.” 

“I am afraid I cannot take up a position with you.”

“What?” James was certain he had heard wrong.

“I will stay until the estate is settled and funeral arrangements have been made, of course.”

“But then you’ll leave?” Not having Daniel around seemed wrong somehow. He’d been around since they’d been boys. There had always been the promise of seeing him whenever he went home for holidays or to visit mother and Connie. That was what he’d looked forward to, to seeing his friend. The thought of him being somewhere else was strange. “Have you been offered more money? Whatever it is, I’ll match it.” That was ridiculous. When would he have had time to see someone offering him a position and more money? Unless one of the callers...

Daniel shook his head. “It isn’t money at all, my lord. I think it is time I was leaving service. Some of the former staff of your father’s household have a hotel in Brighton, and they’ve asked me if I would like to join them in the venture. I think it would be a nice change for me.”

“Brighton?” James wasn’t sure he’d ever been to Brighton. He wasn’t certain he’d ever go to Brighton. And that meant he would never see Daniel again. That was a depressing thought.

“Brighton, yes.”

“Hotels can be a risky business.” Perhaps the place would fold before Daniel could get there.

“They can indeed. However, this concern has been in operation for several years now, and as I invested some money in it when they first opened it, I have been privy to their records. It is an excellent concern and already shows the beginnings of profitability. I am quite confident that my employment will be secure.”

James kept his attention on the paper in front of him. It was logical, sensible. Of course someone as clever as Daniel wouldn’t want to spend all his life as a servant. Daniel was only two years older than him, not more than thirty. He had plenty of time ahead of him to be a gentleman. “I wish you luck in it then. But it will be strange not having you around.”

“For me as well. I’ve spent my entire life in service to your family.”

“Which is all the more reason for you to go.” James tried to say it with as much enthusiasm as possible, but really, the idea of Daniel leaving was like the pond where they’d met during holidays suddenly deciding it wanted to move to another estate. Or a hotel in Brighton.

“I will stay until after the funeral, and until the trials are finished if you should need me to. And I will train a replacement if you don’t have someone from your household in mind already.”

James nodded. It was tempting to ask him to stay until it was all over, but that would be selfish. Lord Burfield’s trial alone could take forever, let alone finding Martford and his son. “That’s very good of you. Until the funeral certainly, but the court cases against the other two could drag on forever. There’s no reason for you to put off your life for that long. Once the funeral is over, if you would begin advertising for replacements, I would appreciate the help.”

“Certainly. If you have any specific requirements...”

“No, no, I’ve never done well on my own. Offer as much money as you need to, and find me someone good.”

“I certainly would not leave you in incompetent hands.”

“I know.” It was only that any hands that weren’t Daniel’s would seem incompetent by comparison.

“Thank you for understanding. I’ll see how Mrs. Harrigut is coming along with dinner.”

James nodded and went back to the post. He wasn’t certain he could eat anything with the news of Daniel leaving hanging over his head, but he didn’t want Daniel to know that.

 

Daniel hurried to the kitchens before James could call him back. The worst part was done. He’d told James. And if James had seemed disappointed, well, that was most likely all in his mind. Or perhaps because James really was not very good at finding servants. Which was odd because he was a very easy man to work for. His demands were reasonable, and he was kind when it was needed. No, the problem was most likely in the candidates he was finding or in his questioning. Perhaps his advertisement was badly phrased. All things Daniel could help him with. Then he would be in safe hands, and Daniel could go to Brighton with a clear conscience. He stopped by the main kitchen to tell Mrs. Patterson that dinner would be informal.

“Bless his heart, that’s what I needed to hear after the day we’ve had. How much can those ladies eat? I’ve no idea where they put it.”

“Their reticules, most likely,” Mrs. Harrigut said as she came in. “You’ve provided high tea for half the town today. I’ve no idea how Polly stood it.”

“I promised to try and arrange a few extra half-days for her,” Daniel said.

Mrs. Harrigut nodded. “Which she will schedule with her gentleman friend. I was wondering what was keeping her smiling.”

Mrs. Patterson chuckled. “But best Mrs. Cuthbert didn’t know what she was thinking, hmm?”

“I hope she’s the sense to be a good girl until she has a promise at least.”

“I’ll see...” Daniel stopped. He realized he would soon not be able to see to anything about Polly and her young man or any of the others. 

Fortunately, the others didn’t notice his aborted sentence. Mrs. Harrigut picked up the teapot and filled it from the kettle. “Do you suppose he’ll be hiring a housekeeper? I wouldn’t mind staying on.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“Oh, I would have thought you’d discussed the household arrangements. I know his last butler left in a hurry.”

“No,” Mrs. Patterson said. “That was the one before. The last opened an inn, I think.”

“In any case, I thought you’d know.”

Daniel couldn’t bring himself to say he was leaving twice in so short a time. He settled for, “I haven’t made any firm plans.”

“You?” Mrs. Harrigut asked as if there could only be one outcome for him.

“Sensible,” Mrs. Patterson said. “As I was telling Bessie, now is the time to take stock and see if you are where you want to be, or at least on the path there. And if you’re not— Is that the time? Where is Peter? Informal does not mean late.”

“I’ll find him,” Daniel said at once. Footmen were his responsibility. It had nothing to do with Mrs. Patterson’s words making him uncomfortable. He had taken stock and chosen a new path, so why did he feel like he was walking away from what he wanted, not towards it?

 

 


Chapter 4

><

 

MR. CUTHBERT HAD BEEN NOTHING if not efficient in arranging the funeral. At James’s request, it was held as soon as possible, which meant there wasn’t time for anything elaborate or for any of the distant relatives to travel to town, which was exactly what James had hoped for, even if it left the funeral furnishers looking more glum than ever when they heard. Even the Crown seemed to think it was in poor taste to bother them while they were preparing for a funeral—at least no one came to question him, and he didn’t hear of any servants being pestered. 

James barely saw Daniel for the days leading up to the funeral except for quick moments when Daniel slipped into the library to see if anything was needed between supervising the draping of crepe and the bringing of refreshments to those from the funeral furnishers doing the actual work. 

They laid him out in the study—Daniel’s idea, although Connie approved at once, pointing out, “That’s what they’ll all want to see anyway,” and Mrs. Cuthbert let the guests who came to offer condolences in to see him then brought them to the parlor, where everyone consumed more tea and cake than a regiment of fusiliers, as Mrs. Patterson put it—mostly shop bought at Connie’s suggestion—with only a short appearance required of  James. His duty done, James barricade himself in the library most of the time, going through papers, trying to find any information he could on the estate, the home farm, the tenants—all the things Father should have told him about years ago. 

There was something unreal about it, and James kept expecting to find that it was a mistake, and he was back at his own townhouse, although why, he wasn’t certain. It was something to ask Daniel, but Daniel was far too busy to be bothered with his slightly skewed sense of reality.

 

The day of the funeral was damp and chilly and only got worse the closer to the appointed hour, which did nothing to change the sense of unreality he’d been feeling, and just the sort of weather Connie should avoid. James stood in the parlor and wished he had an excuse to avoid it as well and that he were anywhere else. 

“Lord Gatwell, my lord.” 

James looked up and noticed that Daniel looked pale and drawn. He’d have to give Daniel a day off when this was done, insist he go somewhere nice. The panorama perhaps, or the theater. Or the seaside. But could he do without Daniel long enough for him to go to the seaside? Especially as Daniel was leaving soon, probably forever, probably somewhere James would never see him again. “Thank you, Rivers.” Why had first names suddenly seemed too familiar?

Lord Gatwell stepped forward with an expression that was just the right combination of sombre and pleased to see him. “Hello, James. Connie wasn’t up to coming. Her condition and all.”

James nodded. “Hello, Allister. I quite understand about Connie. I told her she probably shouldn’t come, and certainly not with this weather. But you could have stayed away as well.”

“It’s no trouble, and as you’ve no other family, well, I didn’t want you to be alone up there.”

“That was kind of you.” Another one telling him he had no family, no wife. Maybe Sedmon was on to something. The dreaded list was still sitting on his desk, untouched. Too many things to arrange for the funeral, or so he told himself. “Shall we leave?”

“Wouldn’t do for you to be late.”

Daniel was standing in the doorway waiting for James with his hat and coat. As he helped James into them, he murmured, “I’ll see the servants are there in time and back to get everything in order here.”

“Thank you, Rivers.” Why couldn’t Daniel come with him? That would make him feel better than anything else.

“Don’t forget your gloves, my lord.” Daniel pressed the black gloves into his hand.

James accepted the gloves and led Lord Gatwell to the door. As he clutched at the gloves, he felt something crinkle inside. He glanced down and saw Daniel had left a wrapped bit of marzipan between the gloves, this one a small flower. James caught Daniel’s eye and smiled as he slipped the sweet into his pocket.

 

Daniel watched James and Lord Gatwell until they reached the corner where they were to meet up with the funeral procession, which was completely foolish as nothing was going to happen to him outside of his own house, and, if it did, Lord Gatwell was more than capable of handling it. Almost as foolish as the marzipan, but James seemed to remember the old reference at least. Daniel had rather thought he’d have forgotten about it and would think Daniel a fool, but he’d seemed so lost the day he’d come to find the old lord, Daniel had wanted to offer some comfort. And it had been the only comfort he could think of. It had been the same when they’d been young, and he’d heard the yelling from the study as he swept the hall and scraped the boots. It had been all he could think of to do then as well, and he’d thought it a good use of his pocket money to see the young master smile when he’d brought him the treat, first through tears out in the back garden and later, when they were older, from a stoic look of pain in the library, or imagined smiles when he’d hid the sweets in the travel cases to be found at school when things were new and uncertain. After all, he may have only been a hallboy whose family had scattered to the four winds, but he’d had the cook and the housekeeper to fret over him when something went wrong and the old butler who was strict and demanding but also kind and lavish with praise when it was warranted. The young master had had no one that Daniel could see. And then, when he was older, after the experiment at the pond, those smiles had meant so much more, even though he’d known it was all in his mind.

“You look thoughtful, Mr. Rivers.”

Daniel jerked himself back to the present. “Just thinking, Polly. The world doesn’t stop, no matter what we might like.”

“No, it doesn’t, sir. Not sure I’d like it if it did.”

Daniel smiled. “Then Mr. Evans would never propose?”

She grinned at him. “Something like that, sir.” 

There was no time to be worrying about what wasn’t, not if he wanted to be at the church so James could see he had a friend there. Of course, he had friends there. Wasn’t Lord Gatwell walking right beside him? “Is everything ready for the guests?”

“Almost, sir. Mrs. Harrigut found the vases she wanted, so I’m going to switch out the flowers in the study, then I’ll go tidy myself up. Nora’s got the hatbands and handkerchiefs they’re giving out all wrapped on a tray; she’s just arranging them nicely.”

“Very good. Carry on.”

Polly curtsied and hurried on her way. Daniel went to check on the rest of the house. He found Thomas in the parlor moving chairs around, and as the chair he was moving had been in the exact same position it ended up in when he’d checked them that morning, Daniel knew it was an attempt to stall for time. “Thomas, is there anything else you should be doing?”

“I’m getting the chairs in order, sir.”

“This appears to be the order they were in this morning.”

“Well, you see, sir, Mrs. Harrigut...”

“Will tell me the truth when I ask her. If you’ve finished your work, go get yourself ready to leave for the service.”

“Do we have to go? It’s not like any of us liked him.”

“Yes, Thomas, you have to go to support the family.”

“Bessie doesn’t.”

“Bessie is helping Mrs. Patterson in the kitchen. If you think you could be of as much help as she is, then you may seek Mrs. Patterson’s permission to ask Bessie if she would like you to take her place so she may attend the funeral.”

“Right.” Thomas ran for the kitchen, nearly knocking Mrs. Harrigut down as she came out of the baize door to the servants’ staircase. “Sorry, ma’am.” He didn’t pause for an acknowledgment.

Mrs. Harrigut shook her head. “Doubt he knows what he’s in for.”

“As he has no talents in the kitchen, I would assume washing pots, stoking fires, and peeling potatoes. Still, his choice.”

Bessie came out of the kitchen stairs a moment later. “Mrs. Patterson says I can go with you.”

Mrs. Harrigut nodded. “So Thomas will assist her? I had no idea you were so fond of his lordship.”

“Not the late, one, though Ma always said we shouldn’t speak ill of the dead. But his new lordship is a fine man, and I wouldn’t like him to be alone there, seeing as how he hasn’t much family in town.”

Daniel nodded. “You’re a good girl, Bessie.”

Mrs. Harrigut patted her on the arm. “Go change into your Sunday best. We’ll wait.” As Bessie ran off, Mrs. Harrigut watched her go. “He is a fine man. I hope we’ll be able to stay on. I don’t like sending the girls off just anywhere.”

So there would be plenty of people to look out for James when he was gone, even if they wouldn’t give him marzipan sweets. Not that he needed those anymore. He was a grown man. There was no reason to worry about him at all. “I’m sure he will see that everyone is cared for.” Just not him. And that was his own fault.

 

James had felt everyone’s gaze on him from the moment he left the house. Sitting in the front row of the church, it seemed every eye was on him, not Cuthbert as he went to the pulpit. There was no one else in the pew but Allister, who was doing a capital job of staring stoically straight ahead, but then it was only his father-in-law at the heart of a scandal, not his father. No one was nearly as interested in his reactions. As they stood for the first hymn, James risked a glance behind, just to see if everyone really was staring at him. Perhaps it was all in his head.

No, he’d been right. Too many heads were turning as he looked over his shoulder. They had not been watching Cuthbert a moment before. He schooled his face into a sombre expression and hoped he looked as if he were merely glancing at his guests or something equally benign.

Then he spotted a familiar shape in the back of the church. Daniel was there, seeing that all the staff had their prayer books and were standing properly. When Daniel turned back to the pulpit, he caught James’s eye. Their eyes locked for a second, then Daniel gave the smallest of bows. James allowed himself a tiny smile then turned his attention back to pretending to listen to Cuthbert.

 

{--*--}

 

The morning after the funeral, all James wanted to do was sleep. The funeral furnishers had apparently decided to make up for the speed of the funeral by providing the most elaborate of processions, approved by Cuthbert no doubt, with ostrich-plumed horses and paid mourners to fill out the spectacle, and it had attracted onlookers and many of Father’s acquaintances who most likely would not have attended otherwise. In many ways, it was the opposite of what James had wanted, although Sedmon seemed to think it was an inspired idea. “You know what their minds are, my lord. They’ll all assume that the only reason for such an elaborate affair is to hide how little you liked him, and that can only help you.” And then he’d turned to Lord Gatwell and started to ask after Connie. 

Cuthbert’s method of dealing with the speed of the arrangements was to lend them dignity with what had to have been the longest sermon seen in London since the last king died. At least it had seemed that way to James. But he’d forgotten to tell Andrews not to wake him, so he could hardly fault his valet for being in his room at the normal hour, although somehow he would have thought Daniel might have mentioned something. But he should not be relying on Daniel to deal with his valet. “Good morning, Andrews.”

“Good morning, my lord. I have your tea.”

James took the cup and sipped it as he got out of bed. He hadn’t realized how much better Daniel’s tea was than anyone else’s, but he could certainly tell that he hadn’t prepared this cup. But it wouldn’t do to complain. It was the same as he’d had every morning before coming here. Besides, Andrews looked a bit out of sorts this morning. Perhaps he was put out at the notion of limiting the wardrobe to black for the foreseeable future. James stayed quiet while he dressed, letting Andrews do his job as he saw fit and trying not to yawn. 

As Andrews was smoothing the final wrinkles from James’s coat, the ones James could never see but pretended to believe were there, he finally found the source of his valet’s distraction. “There was something I wished to discuss with you, my lord.”

Not this early, he pleaded, not another disaster. “Of course, Andrews.”

“I realize this is not the ideal time for you, but I think it is time for me to seek other employment.”

And another one lost over Father’s stupidity. “I see, Andrews. This is rather sudden.”

“I know you had nothing to do with the recent difficulties, but I do need to look out for my future. On my way back from retrieving your black coat from the tailor, I...” He stopped abruptly as if he’d just remembered he wasn’t supposed to reveal certain information to certain persons.

“And you were questioned by His Majesty’s men?” James offered.

“It isn’t the first time, my lord. We were...um...”

“Forbidden to tell me. Yes, I know the procedure.”

“You understand, then, my lord, why I did not mention it sooner, but the tone of the questions yesterday was not the same as the others. And I do need to look to my future.”

And James did not need a valet who didn’t trust him. So the Crown hadn’t left them alone because of the funeral, only left him alone. Although he knew a servant without references or with unusable ones would have no hope of a good position, and he really could not expect them to put loyalty to him above being able to eat in a few years. “Very well, Andrews, I’ll write you a reference. How long of a notice are planning on giving?”

“Well, my lord, I was offered a position in the Fenning household, which I would like to accept as soon as possible.”

Before any scandal from his old master made the new position impossible. “Then you would like to leave tomorrow?”

“If that would be convenient, my lord.”

It would most definitely not be convenient, and if he had a position in line already, it showed he’d been thinking of leaving far longer than he was admitting to. “If that is what is required, then it is what is required. I may not be able to get to the reference immediately, you understand.”

“Yes, I completely understand. Mr. Lewis gave me one before he left.”

So he’d been planning as long ago as that. The butler had quit almost a month ago now. “Then you won’t be in a hurry for it. Are we finished? Then I’ll go down to breakfast.” 

Andrews seemed to have sensed that James was annoyed enough to want to be away from him. “I am sorry, my lord.”

“I know it isn’t your fault, but I can’t pretend it’s convenient at the moment. You should start packing your things and write to your new employer. I’ll frank the letter for you.” He left the room before Andrews could offer another half-hearted apology.

 

James started for the breakfast room hoping to avoid seeing anyone else. He was losing servants left and right, and replacing them was becoming a chore. Perhaps he could ask Connie for help with that. She hired servants for her household, and it might make her feel she was doing something useful that wouldn’t require dealing with gossips and bores.

He reached the landing and found Daniel there rearranging the black crepe over a mirror. If it had been anyone else, James would have turned and tried to find another way down to the breakfast room, but he didn’t mind seeing Daniel, although he wasn’t certain he was up to talking.

As James passed Daniel, the butler looked up from his work. “Something wrong, my lord?”

James glanced down the hall and saw they were alone. “Andrews just left me for Fenning. He’ll be gone tomorrow.”

“I’m sorry, my lord. We can begin advertising for a new valet whenever you’d like.”

“Another problem on top of everything else.” How was he supposed to word the notice? Son of traitor lord seeks valet who’ll stay for more than a week?

“Then we can put it off. There are plenty of footmen here who can act as valet on a temporary basis.”

“How loyal are they?” James rubbed his forehead. “Sorry, I just didn’t need a new problem before breakfast.”

“If loyalty is a question, my lord...”

Having Daniel act as valet would be ideal. “I don’t want to add to your problems, but I would appreciate it.”

Daniel looked startled, as if that was not at all what he had been thinking. But he recovered so quickly James wasn’t certain he’d seen the expression. “Of course, my lord. And if it is any consolation, I don’t think he will find Mr. Fenning’s household as pleasant as yours.”

That made James grin. “Fenning is an idiot, isn’t he?”

“And rather thoughtless from what I’ve observed.”

“And obsessed with fashion. He’ll have Andrews starching neckcloths for hours.”

“And careless about his clothing when in his cups.”

“Which is most nights. Thank you, Daniel. When I’m irritated with Andrews, I can simply think of what he’s let himself in for.”

“It should be ample punishment for leaving you in the lurch like this.”

At least Daniel didn’t think being annoyed at Andrews was unreasonable. And he wouldn’t have to go searching for a valet who he was certain wasn’t a spy for the Crown or connected to his father’s gang. The morning already seemed better.

 

Daniel watched James go down to breakfast looking slightly less harried. Only a few days ago he would have been thrilled by the chance to act as James’s valet, to help him to dress and perhaps act as confidante. A return to something like their old friendship. Now...now it was another thing to be endured. A few weeks before, he would have known there was no practical chance of the kiss between them all those years ago being repeated, but he could have had the fantasy of it. Now, knowing James would marry and he would be moving on to Brighton, it would just be a knife at his heart. No, more little pinpricks, every button done up, every collar adjusted, death by a thousand little stabs, each bearable alone, but together pushing him farther away from he didn’t know what. His impossible vision of happiness, he supposed.

“Mr. Rivers, is something wrong?”

“What? No, Polly, no. I was merely considering the amount of work to be done now that the funeral is over.”

“Yes, sir. Nora and I will have the parlor in good shape in no time. We promise.”

“I’ve no doubt you will.” He hadn’t even looked in the parlor yet. Once the last of the guests had gone, he’d sent everyone to bed and collapsed himself. There had been refreshments in the parlor, he remembered now. He didn’t want to see the mess the guests had left behind. “Do your best, and perhaps we can have a couple of maids over from Lord Lynster’s house to help if they’re needed.”

“Thank you, sir, although I’m not sure how much of his staff is left. I’d heard they’ve been quitting left and right before the scandal hits him. Begging your pardon, sir.”

“That’s probably true. But I’m glad we have loyal servants here.” Who were already mixed up in the scandal and therefore happy to have a place, any place. “Perhaps Lady Gatwell could be persuaded to send someone over to assist if it’s needed.” Polly seemed cheered by that thought, which made Daniel want to see the parlor even less if that were possible. He sighed and went to see to the serving of breakfast.

 

James’s sense of well-being from his conversation with Daniel did not last long. He’d barely made a dent in his eggs when the door opened and Peter entered. “Mr. Sedmon, my lord.”

What on earth could Sedmon want this early in the morning? Whatever it was, it was bound to be bad. “Thank you, Peter. Mr. Sedmon, how nice to see you. And I can see by your expression that this is not a social call. Sit, and I’ll have Rivers bring you some tea.”

Mr. Sedmon sat but did not stop twitching. “Have you seen the morning papers?”

“Yes, but I don’t think the bit you’re asking about.”

“Then you did not read the account of the confession?”

“I’ve been avoiding accounts of the traitor lords this morning. It really has nothing to do with me and only makes me think of the mess Father left behind.”

“I suppose that is what you pay me for, to look after your interests in these things. Unfortunately, this one might involve you.”

James groaned. “What’s happened now?”

“Lord Burfield has been giving interviews and has been telling reporters the details of the scheme, and it seems your father had someone who passed information between the conspirators at various events and house parties. They called him ‘the Tributary.’ You see how that could refer to a son, at least as the Crown might see it.”

“It couldn’t be me. Father and I have been estranged for years. I only went to events that were important to Mother.”

“Perhaps this isn’t as dire as it appears then. I have been compiling a list of events which he was reported as saying were crucial to getting information distributed. If you can give your whereabouts for some of them, and that can be proved, then we can argue that it can’t have been you.”

James took the list eagerly. He’d spent so little time in his father’s company the last few years, surely it would be easy to find gaps. But the more of the list he read, the less he liked it. “I was there for both of the Twelfth Night celebrations, and for the New Year’s parties. And Mother wanted everyone at the Hunt Ball at the end of the season every year, so I went even after she was gone. And my sister’s coming out dinner, I had to go for that. And these three were all in preparation for her wedding. Ah, here’s one, the start of the foxhunting season. I never went to those as I thought the ball at the end was enough, seeing as I don’t hunt if I can avoid it.”

Mr. Sedmon nodded. “Good, even one where we can show you were somewhere else will help your case. Do you remember where you went instead?”

James stared at the page. “Probably just stayed in London. It wouldn’t have seemed memorable at the time.”

“Perhaps you went to the theater, or to another ball, or dined with friends. Even if you visited a house of ill-repute, I might be able to get some kind of confirmation.”

“I’ll check my diary. Maybe there was something usable. Here’s another one, a dinner party. Oh, but that’s when I went fishing in Scotland.”

“Would the place you stayed have a record?”

“It was a cottage belonging to some of our old tenants.”

“And they would most likely lie for you.”

“And they don’t have records.” James put down the list. “Can they seriously believe that my father would have trusted me with something like that? We barely spoke for years before it came to a full-out estrangement.”

“What better cover for your nefarious misdeeds than an estrangement?”

James sighed. “I suppose you’re right. But couldn’t it be one of the other sons?”

“Martford’s oldest was away for most of these events, and I have the impression there was another secret name for him. Besides, he was far more involved than a mere courier. The younger was at university and well away from the conspiracy. And Burfield’s son has been working on his various business interests, so his whereabouts are known for many of these events as well.”

“So I’m the only one unaccounted for. What about Burfield? Why is he telling everyone all of this? He’s practically bragging about what they did.”

“Nothing practical about it. It is clearly bragging. I believe he has lost his reason. After all, he has been abandoned by the other conspirators. Your father died by his own hand despite what Dr. Matthews put on the certificate, and Martford ran off. I suppose it does explain why they accepted your father’s death so readily.”

That did not sound good. “What do you mean?” 

“I thought it was odd that they accepted Dr. Matthews’s verdict of an accidental shooting so readily without trying to make a case for suicide. Under normal circumstances, it wouldn’t surprise me, but these circumstances are anything but normal. But if they thought they had something with this tributary business, or any of Burfield’s ramblings, that might explain why they didn’t bother with it. Still, lucky for you they didn’t, or quite a bit of your inheritance would have been forfeit.” Mr. Sedmon stood. “I won’t wait for tea. If there are any other events mentioned, I will note them down and bring them to you.”

“And I’ll go through the list and mark what I didn’t attend and try to find some proof of what I did those nights.” Surely he would find something. It couldn’t be as bad as it seemed. “It almost looks as if whoever did this knew what I was attending.”

Mr. Sedmon paused in the door as Daniel entered with the tea. “That could be something. Who would know that kind of detail?”

“The staff, I suppose. Father, perhaps. Connie would remember, but I don’t think she’d have known beforehand. I didn’t exactly tell her all my comings and goings.”

Mr. Sedmon nodded. “Keep thinking. That’s the best thing you can do. And perhaps someone could look over the guest lists for those parties and see if there are any other connections. The surest way to prove you weren’t the contact is to prove who was.”

Daniel put the tray down and held the door for Mr. Sedmon. “I know where her ladyship kept the replies to her invitations. I would be happy to look into it for you, my lord.”

“There we are,” Mr. Sedmon said. “We’ve as good as got you cleared. I will call again tomorrow and let you know if there is any new information.”

“Thank you. And I’ll start following Burfield’s ramblings to the press so I’m not caught off guard again.”

“That might be wise. Would you mind if I spoke to some members of your staff and asked about the list of events in question? They might see more connections than we could.”

“Certainly, speak to whomever you like. Rivers will show you the way.”

When Daniel led Sedmon out of the room, James began to poke at his food again, his appetite gone. He had no idea how much time had passed when Daniel came back into the breakfast room and brought the tea to the table. “Would you like me to bring you something stronger?”

“I would, but I shouldn’t. I need my wits about me. How much of that did you hear?”

“Enough.”

James was glad Daniel hadn’t even pretended not to have been listening at keyholes. They’d done it together often enough as boys for a denial to have been completely unbelievable. 

Daniel continued without him having to ask. “Mr. Sedmon asked me to look over a list of social events and see if I remember anyone who was at all or most of them. He is speaking to Mrs. Harrigut and Mrs. Patterson now, about the same request, I would assume. I will get out her ladyship’s guest lists and begin comparing them for guests common to all, but I have no idea what his lordship did with his lists, if he kept any. I will try looking through his papers, or perhaps there will be a list of invitations that had been franked. If there is a list that would be of any help to you, I’ll find it.”

“I know you will. If you’d been my butler then, I bet you’d have all the proof I needed of my whereabouts.”

“What about your butler? Or your valet? Might they have some idea to help?”

“I’ve been through so many the last few years, but I suppose it’s worth a try. They all left on favorable terms, so I think they would be willing to help if they could.” He picked up his fork and poked at his eggs. “Will Father always contrive to make my life difficult?”

“Once this is settled, I would think that would be the end of it.”

“And at least he isn’t spouting nonsense to any reporter that will listen. All right, as soon as I’ve finished breakfast, I’ll start going through papers.”

“I’ll see that the library is ready for you. The funeral furnishers should return today to put the study back to rights as well.”

“That’s good, although I don’t think I’ll be wanting to use it for a while.” Perhaps he could turn it into something else. A formal parlor? But that would most likely have the opposite effect to what he wanted, drawing the gossips from every village within a twenty-mile radius to call and offer condolences and see That Room. He sighed and went back to his eggs. Prove his innocence first, worry about everything else after.

 

Daniel worried about James as he left the breakfast room. James had barely touched his food after Mr. Sedmon had arrived. The news of Lord Burfield’s confession seemed to be the last straw, with his own staff leaving in droves and now a new valet to be found. Daniel wished there was some way to ease the worry from James’s shoulders, but all he could do was continue to run the house and offer to act as valet, no matter how painful it was for him.

“A letter for you, Mr. Rivers.”

“Thank you, Polly.” He took the letter and glanced at the address. From Mrs. Millford in Brighton. He slipped the letter into his pocket. “Has the parlor been tidied?”

“Yes, sir, Nora and I finished it.”

“And the library?”

“There’s a fire laid, sir, and the curtains open. Everything is ready should his lordship wish to use it.”

“And preparations for the midday meal?”

“Mrs. Patterson was getting the last of it together when Mr. Sedmon went to talk to her.”

“Then please see if she needs any help.”

“Yes, sir.”

Once he was certain Polly had gone, he went to his sitting room off the kitchen and unfolded the letter.

 

“Mr. Rivers,

Of course we would adore having you come and join our little hotel. You will find working for your own concern far more rewarding than being at the beck and call of someone else. Although there is quite a bit of that here too, but the faces change, so that is something. I’m afraid we will not be able to offer you the position of desk manager that we had mentioned in our original discussions; the gentleman we have now is excellent, and it doesn’t seem fair to him to take the position from him. I’m sure you will understand. We would have held it for you, only when you said you were not interested in leaving service, we all assumed you would continue to serve the young master, as the two of you were always so close. Nonetheless, I am certain we can find you a position in the management of the hotel which will interest you. We all know we will be very lucky to have a gentleman of your talents here with us. Please write and let us know when you expect your obligations to the new lord to be fulfilled and extend all of our sympathies to him in this trying time. Let him decide what the trying time is.

Yours ever,

Mrs. Millford”

 

That was good. He should be very pleased. It would be terrible to learn that the hotel was doing poorly and they had no place available for him. This was excellent news, and he should be glad. He was glad. Daniel folded the letter and tucked it in the drawer of his desk. Obviously, he couldn’t leave at this moment, but it was the right thing to do eventually, when James no longer needed him. When the case was settled and James had his wife and her influential father on his side and plans for an heir. Daniel rose and went to see that luncheon was being properly prepared.

 

 


Chapter 5

><

 

JAMES SAT AT THE DESK IN THE LIBRARY and stared at the lists in front of him. He’d sent Andrews back to his house to retrieve his diary and a few other papers that might be helpful along with the post, only to discover the post included letters from his housekeeper, cook, and the last remaining footman giving notice. He sighed and tossed them on the stack of things to be dealt with later and pulled the stack of diaries to him. Somehow, he had expected Daniel to help him go through his diaries and letters and try to piece together where he was on the nights in question, not that Daniel could be much help in deciphering the scribbled notes he’d left himself, but still, the pair of them sitting hunched over the desk had seemed as if it would make things move more rapidly, because there were two of them, not because it would have been more enjoyable. He considered asking Daniel directly, but Daniel seemed distracted whenever he came into the library to bring tea or announce luncheon, and it occurred to James that he’d given Daniel an entirely new set of responsibilities as his temporary valet, and perhaps Daniel was trying to complete as many of his existing responsibilities as he could to make time for the new ones. James knew he ought to tell Daniel he could call on the rest of the staff for help or send for someone from James’s townhouse, if anyone was left there, but he had the impression that Daniel would have delegated the valet responsibilities rather than the butler ones, and that wasn’t what James wanted at all, so he pored over every description of his movements he could find by himself.

When the door opened just before tea and Daniel entered, James allowed himself a moment to think that perhaps he was coming to help, but Daniel merely said, “Mr. Sedmon, my lord,” bowed, and slipped out of the room.

James pushed his disappointment aside. Disappointment that it was Sedmon, of course. The man seemed to bring nothing but bad news lately. “Afternoon, Sedmon. I’m afraid I’m not making much progress.”

“I have a few new dates you could look at, but they all appear to be large events in your family, so it is very likely you were at all of them.”

James took the list Sedmon held out and scanned it. “Well, considering the first one is Connie’s wedding, and I was in the wedding party, yes I’d say these were less than helpful.” He dropped the list on top of the other one. “Any luck with the staff?”

“Not yet, but I am still waiting for Mr. Rivers to give me his list.”

“He’s very thorough. I’m sure it will be worth the wait.” Another task that had been piled on Daniel’s shoulders. No wonder he seemed out of sorts. James looked at the stacks of paper still to be gone through. He’d rather hoped Sedmon would say he’d proven who the Tributary was and James could give up on all of this. “So we still don’t have any alternate suspects?”

“My lord, there is one person who might fit the description.”

James sat up and turned to Sedmon. Why was he being coy if there was something new? “Out with it. This sounds like my chance.”

“I asked your housekeeper to make a list of staff who would have been present at all of the events on the list. She informed me that your father had a very high rate of desertion.”

“I doubt she put it that way, but yes, that is true.”

“In fact, she said she herself was not here for the first third of the list and directed me to your butler, Mr. Rivers.”

“That’s correct. He’s been here in one capacity or another since I was a boy.”

“And he travels with the family between the townhouse and the country house.”

“Yes, but only now that he’s butler and in charge of the staff.” And then James understood. The only one there long enough. The only one present at both houses throughout. “You can’t mean to suspect him.”

“He is the only member of staff who fits the criteria, and we have not found a single guest who does. Have you managed to account for your whereabouts during any of the parties?”

James sighed. “Not yet, but I did attend the theater during one of them. I’ve been going through my papers looking for a ticket or a program or something. But you can’t suspect Daniel. He wouldn’t do it.”

“He is the only one we’ve found besides yourself who could have. And the name Tributary could fit a man named Rivers as well as a son. My job is to provide you with a defense.”

“At the expense of an innocent man? Really Mr. Sedmon, I’m starting to think you suspect me of being the courier.”

“It is not for me to question, my lord, merely to provide your defense.”

“I’m not letting you drag Daniel through the muck in this.”

“If I don’t, someone will. The man is leaving to bury himself in the country after years of loyal service to the family with no explanation. What are we to assume?”

“That isn’t anything. He was offered a position at a hotel that’s being run by former staff members. You said yourself my father had a knack for losing them. And that’s a ridiculous argument anyway. He offered to stay when all of this started, through the trials if I needed.”

“And was that before or after you were drawn into the mess?”

James knew the truth wouldn’t help Daniel, so he gave Mr. Sedmon his best lord-of-the-manor stare. 

But Mr. Sedmon had dealt with the old lord for years. “I thought as much. When he thinks he’s undetected, he offers to stay and help you through the transition. When he realizes he might be exposed, he leaves.”

“He’d accepted the position; he couldn’t very well tell them he couldn’t come.”

“What is the name of the hotel?”

“I didn’t ask. I don’t think it’s the sort of place I’d ever stay.”

“Then I’ll have it from him and get the actual order of events.”

“Do, and I’m quite certain you will find all the proof you need that he is innocent.” Utterly ridiculous, thinking Daniel was involved in this. So why wasn’t Sedmon apologizing? James stared at the new list. Maybe he’d missed something on the first reading.

 

Daniel slipped away from the door and made for the dining room. He could say he was inspecting the silver. He’d cleaned it the day before, so he could start in the middle and not worry about missing anything. And if Mr. Sedmon came looking for him, he would never know Daniel had heard. 

It didn’t surprise him. He’d wondered how long it would be before someone noticed he was the one constant at all those parties, aside from the traitor lords. He even suited the codename in a way. And he would have interacted with all of the guests, seeing to their coats, passing around drinks, plenty of chances to pass notes between them. He stopped himself before he put a serving fork in with the tea service.

In a way, it was better they suspect him than James, he thought. Purely practical, of course, not the silly infatuation that had kept him here for twenty years. No, having a servant as the go-between was far less interesting. Who would bother with the trial of a butler when Lord Burfield’s would be coming up? It gave him a small amount of security. Which was good as, unlike James, he had no hope of another alibi. He had been at all of those parties, milling amongst the guests. There would be no proof of anything else and no way to find him innocent unless the real Tributary was found and identified.

 

James finally gave up staring at the lists and stared at Sedmon instead. Sedmon didn’t seem to find his behavior strange at all. Perhaps he’d seen odder things before when clients were confronted with uncomfortable news. But this news was simply wrong. “He didn’t do it. He couldn’t have done it. I’ve known Daniel my entire life, Sedmon. He wouldn’t betray anyone.”

“Lord Lynster, I am trying to find some defense for you, some way to divert suspicion. And there is suspicion, even if they haven’t come to question you.”

James sighed. Sedmon was only trying to do his job. And he didn’t know Daniel like James did. “My valet quit because he thought I was under suspicion, and two maids from my townhouse and all of the footmen. And the cook. And the housekeeper. That’s part of why I’m staying here, to save me having to hire new staff on top of everything else. But I won’t let you divert suspicion onto an innocent man just to get it away from me.” Especially not when that innocent man was Daniel.

“Let’s go speak to him, then. Maybe he has some insight that would give me a proper direction to divert suspicion.”

James got to his feet at once. “Come on then. Let’s get this foolishness squared away.”

James half expected to find Daniel standing outside the library door, well across the hall from the library door, where someone with a penchant for listening at keyholes would retreat if the door suddenly opened. But Daniel was all the way across the house in the dining room, doing something with the silver. He looked up when he heard their footsteps.

“Did you need me, my lord? You could have rung.”

“Mr. Sedmon wants to have a word with you.” 

Sedmon glanced at James and then towards the door. James didn’t take the hint and sat down in one of the dining chairs. He wasn’t leaving Daniel alone with the solicitor, not when he was a suspect.

When James sat down, Sedmon gave up hinting and turned his attention to Daniel. “Mr. Rivers, I’m sure you remember the latest in the incident the former earl was involved in.”

“You mean the parties? I provided you with the preliminary guest lists and will have the rest soon.”

“You did, and I’m afraid I’ve found very few constants among the parties in question. One of them is you.”

James watched Daniel’s reaction, but he didn’t seem surprised. “I had served his lordship my entire life, both here and at the country estate. It would not be surprising to discover that I had attended all the events he’s held over the years.”

“But you see that this puts you in a suspect position. Someone was passing information at these events, and you and Lord Lynster are the only constants. And now you are leaving for Brighton.”

“I’m not sure what to think, sir. I am completely confident that Lord Lynster had nothing to do with the treason, and I did not participate in it or have knowledge of it before the Crown started questioning the staff.  I was at all the events in question, and most likely any others you might come across, but I had nothing to do with the unfortunate events that followed. My leaving for Brighton is related to the old lord’s passing only because it seemed a good time to move on, not because of his actions.”

“If you can think of any way to prove that, or anyone else who might have been involved, don’t hesitate to contact me.”

“I will, sir. Was there anything else?”

James looked over at Sedmon, who shook his head slightly. “No, Daniel. I’ll see Mr. Sedmon out.”

“Very good, my lord.” He turned back to the silver cabinet.

James led Sedmon back into the hallway. “I told you he had nothing to do with it.”

“But he doesn’t present much of a defense, does he?”

James had been hoping Sedmon wouldn’t notice that. “What kind of a defense were you hoping for? He was at the parties. It was part of his job. What can he say other than that he wasn’t involved?”

“As you say.” Sedmon took his hat and gloves from the hall table. “If you need me, don’t hesitate to send word. And if any of the guard comes to speak to you, send me word. Do you have a preferred barrister?”

So it was coming to that, was it? “I don’t really know.”

“I know several who are quite good. Addison and Powell come to mind.”

“I’m sure they will be more than adequate.”

“And you will need better than ‘more than adequate’ if this isn’t sorted out. Still, there’s always hope. Don’t hesitate to contact me for any reason.”

“Of course.” James waited for the door to close behind Sedmon then went back to the dining room. Whatever Daniel had been doing, he hadn’t gotten any farther along; he was still holding the same silver punchbowl.

“Did you need something, my lord?”

For you to have a brilliant alibi so everyone will see you can’t possibly be guilty and I won’t have to worry about you. Barring that, for you to defend yourself at least a little bit. But he couldn’t say either of those things. “Daniel, Sedmon seems to think we’re the two best suspects for this Tributary Burfield’s babbling about. I have told him you were definitely not involved, but I got the impression he thought my best defense was to throw you into the flames.”

“That is unfortunate, my lord.”

James sighed. “Please, try to think of something that could help you. I’ve told him that it wasn’t you, and I think he’ll take my word for it, but I don’t think that will have any sway with the Crown.”

“I will try, my lord. Was there anything else?”

He sighed. Why wasn’t Daniel taking this seriously? Although if he thought about it, it rather seemed Daniel was and simply didn’t care. “I know a dismissal when I hear one. Don’t deny it. And you’re supposed to call me James when we’re alone.”

“Very well, James.”

But it had none of the old warmth. James returned to the library. Something was wrong in this house, but he couldn’t figure out what it was. 

 

{--*--}

 

James spent the afternoon in the study trying not to bother Daniel, but when it was time for dinner, Daniel seemed to be back to his old self. He supervised the table then went into the library with James to pour him a brandy. “This is very good.”

“I’m pleased you approve, my lord. I sent Andrews to your townhouse before he left with instructions to bring a few bottles of your favorites, as you’ll be here for a little while at least and some of his lordship’s spirits are—not up to your standards, I would think.”

Daniel did think of everything. “Try a glass yourself.”

Daniel gave his head a small shake, then glanced at the bottle and poured a small measure into a glass almost like a man who needed to steady his nerves. Perhaps he did, but why? Perhaps he was tired. The funeral must have run the staff off their feet, and James knew he wasn’t helping any by adding to his responsibilities. He gave Daniel a chance to sip the brandy and nod approvingly then asked, “How is the staff holding up after the funeral?”

“Things are almost back to normal, thank you for asking. The funeral furnishers cleaned up the study today and did a very acceptable job of it. When I looked in, one would not know what had taken place there. Although Mrs. Harrigut plans to have Nora and Polly go over it again tomorrow so it’s up to our standards. She is planning on assisting them. They are not flighty girls, but considering...”

“Anyone would be a bit off going in there, even Mrs. Harrigut.” It was very comforting talking to Daniel about something as normal as household matters. Whenever Connie tried to interest him in them, he usually found a way to pawn it off on the housekeeper. And Daniel did seem more his old self. Perhaps the problem had merely been the extra responsibilities he’d given Daniel. Perhaps when Daniel had a chance to rest and think, he’d be less remote, less formal, and perhaps he’d come up with a defense for himself. 

James was considering telling Daniel to have one of the footmen from his townhouse come to help now that the funeral was over, then he remembered there were no more footmen at the townhouse. A maid then. Hopefully, that would be enough to prevent Daniel from making anyone else valet. He certainly didn’t want anyone else for a valet. Which was an odd thing to think. He’d had plenty of perfectly good valets over the years. Perhaps he was tired himself. That must be it. They were all tired. He’d let Daniel get some rest and rest himself, and everything would look better in the morning. James yawned. “I suppose it’s bed for me.”

“Very good, my lord.” Daniel finished his brandy in one swallow and held the door for him and followed up to his bedroom.

 

The first thing James noticed when he entered was how nicely his room had been prepared for him, although he couldn’t put his finger on what made the difference. Andrews had been a good valet and had taken care of everything in a most proper manner, but there was something a little nicer in the way the basin and hot water had been set out, the way the towel was placed, even the way his nightshirt had been laid out on the bed—the lighter one as it wasn’t yet cold enough for the thicker linen. That was only for the coldest nights. James liked to be a bit cold in the room; it made snuggling under the covers so much nicer. He wondered how Daniel had known that. Most valets took weeks to figure him out. Perhaps he’d mentioned it over the years, although when, he had no idea. Daniel had always been thorough and always took such pride in his work, even if it was only folding a towel. At least James could enjoy that care for a little while. He unbuttoned his trousers and stepped out of them as he headed for the washbasin. The water was scented with rosemary, he noted. He’d always like the scent of rosemary. That was what grew near the lake at the estate where he’d gone to hide so often. Daniel would remember that; he’d gone with him on as many of those adventures as James could manage.

James dropped his shirt and trousers on the bed and tossed his drawers after then turned his attention to the washbasin and filled it from the pitcher Daniel had brought. It was so much easier with Daniel acting as valet. Whenever he hired someone new, he always felt self-conscious undressing in front of them the first days. When he’d been younger, he’d desperately wanted to ask somebody if that was normal or brought on by the fact that he was normally undressing in front of new people for very different reasons at Madame Rosamond’s, but of course the second part of the question made it completely unsuitable for asking anyone, and the first part really wasn’t much better. 

But with Daniel, everything was comfortable. They’d known each other so long, there was no reason to be self-conscious. Besides, they’d swum together in the lake and lain in the sun drying off on the long summer days when he’d been at the manor house and Daniel had been able to sneak away from his duties or James had been able to commandeer his help to carry a hamper or fishing poles or some other excuse to need him. That was what the rosemary made him think of. It had grown in the sheltered area a little ways from the water where they had been able to lie down and rest after a swim. Even the fact that he was half-hard didn’t matter when it was only Daniel around. James twisted to run the warm cloth over his shoulders and saw Daniel bent over the stack of clothes he’d left, all his concentration on shaking them out and sorting them into what need to be sent out for washing and what could be sponged at home. “You’re very quiet, this evening, Daniel. Was there something on your mind?” Perhaps he was on the verge of some kind of alibi for them both.

Daniel didn’t look up as he folded the trousers and placed them on the stack to be brought downstairs. “There was one matter, my lord.”

“Yes?” James asked as he put the cloth back in the basin and looked around for his nightshirt.

Daniel brought the article to him immediately, dropping the fabric over his head and holding the sleeves as James pulled it on. “I have received a reply from Brighton. I will be leaving soon, unless you have a pressing need for me to stay.”

James grabbed at the nightshirt and tugged it fiercely into place so he could look at Daniel. “Leaving? Already?”

“If you need me, of course I will stay, but I thought we had agreed that after the funeral...”

“Yes, of course, we did. I didn’t mean...” What did he mean? He’d known Daniel was leaving. “I just didn’t realize it would be so soon.”

Daniel went to the bed and turned down the covers and fluffed the pillows. “I won’t leave until you have a suitable replacement. In fact, I will go in the morning and see if the registry office has some suitable candidate, or place an advertisement for one if they don’t. Would you like me to check for valets as well?”

Another valet to get used to. Someone who wasn’t Daniel in his room in the evenings, undressing him, watching over him. This had felt so comfortable, it made the thought of someone else even stranger than normal. “No, I’ll see if I can find a recommendation.”

“As you wish. Did you need anything else?”

He had no idea what to ask for. Stay? Don’t leave just yet? Both foolish and not at all fair to Daniel. “No, that will be all.”

“Very well. Sleep well, James.” 

James looked up. That had almost sounded like the old Daniel, but Daniel didn’t seem to mean anything by it as he emptied the dirty water back into the pitcher and took it away with the clothing he’d sorted. 

James sat on the end of the bed and stared at the empty room. Why did it seem empty now when it never had after Andrews left? He was most likely imagining things. He picked up a book and climbed under the covers. He was tired, and that was somehow making him restless. Nervous, that was it. He was nervous. About the Crown, about he and Daniel being under suspicion, about having to hire yet another new valet when he’d thought he’d have a respite from it with Daniel.

He opened to a random page in the book and stared at the words without reading them. Why did Daniel have to decide he wanted to run a hotel now of all times? It wasn’t as if James would be a bad employer. Daniel knew him, knew he paid well, knew he’d have all the authority he wanted over the staff and the household. He’d let Daniel hire anyone he wanted and trust his word about who should be let go. They’d even been friends once. He had thought they still were for a little while at least. Was that it? Did the old friendship make him uncomfortable? Daniel had been the one to say he thought he should use James’s title. But he’d fallen into their old habit of names easily enough in private. And it had been quite a while after that when he’d decided to leave. When had it been, exactly?

It had been when this business of the Tributary began appearing in the newspapers. Or had it? No, Sedmon had come the day after to tell him what was happening and the danger he was in. Of course, Sedmon would say that Daniel had seen it in the papers when James wasn’t following the articles. What had happened that could have made him reach that decision? There had to be something. James tried to recall every conversation for some hint. They’d been in the library. He’d been going through the post. What had they been discussing at the time?

No, it couldn’t be that. It would be too absurd. And it would mean that Daniel... But James couldn’t ignore the fact Daniel had first mentioned leaving at the same time James had started talking about marriage and the list of potential brides Sedmon had brought over. That problem had slipped his mind when he became a suspect in the conspiracy, but he had been talking about it that day. Trying to avoid it really. What if it wasn’t all on his part? What if that kiss by the pond had meant something to Daniel too? And if he’d thought that James was considering marriage, he would certainly want to be as far away as possible before it happened.

And if he was right, in a strangely tragic way, it explained why Daniel was so reluctant to offer any sort of defense for himself, why he was letting Sedmon build a case without protest. Daniel listened at doors; James knew he did. The two of them had perfected their skills at it when they were young. If he had heard that James was a suspect, might he let himself be suspected to draw suspicion away from James? Even when he knew James would be looking for a wife when this was over? But how on earth was he supposed to ask Daniel a question like that? James stared at the book on his lap, not seeing the words but knowing he wouldn’t find sleep with those thoughts running through his head.

 

{--*--}

 

Daniel brought James’s clothing downstairs and dropped the linens into the basket for the washerwoman. He folded the jacket and trousers over a chair and examined the waistcoat. No need to clean it, so he hung it up and began sponging the cuffs of the trousers. How was he going to help James dress in the morning? Being in the room with him while he’d undressed and stood naked at the washstand had been bad enough, trying to keep his focus on the clothing and not turning to look at the smooth back, the dip just above his hips, the strong curve of his bottom... Daniel forced his attention to a spot of mud on the hem and rubbed at it enthusiastically. No, tonight had been bad enough, but dressing him in the morning would be so much worse. At least tonight he’d had little to do with James’s actual person. Just gathering up the discarded clothes and bringing the nightshirt when it was needed. But in the morning he was going to have to stand close to him, help him do up buttons or laces... 

Daniel examined the rest of the trousers then hung them up and turned his attention to the jacket. And he’d have to help James with his cravat, standing close enough to touch his neck, to feel his breath against his hands... 

No, he’d been right to say he was leaving, right to decide to leave as soon as possible, before James could figure out the real reason why. It had almost been obvious in the bedroom just now. If he hadn’t had the clothes to carry out of the room draped in front of him, James would have seen evidence of his interest, and that would have made everything more uncomfortable than his announcement that he was leaving for Brighton soon. 

Daniel hung the coat with the trousers and snuffed out all but the candle he took with him. He was a terrible valet. He should have sponged everything thoroughly and pressed all of it and had it ready to be worn again. But it wasn’t as if he needed a reference, and he couldn’t stand being there a minute longer, thinking about staying and taking care of James. Let whoever replaced him as valet worry about the clothes, and maybe he’d tell James how incompetent Daniel had been, and perhaps that would make James glad he’d gone and remove that slightly melancholy look he’d given Daniel as he’d left the room. That thought did absolutely nothing to make Daniel feel better.

 

Back in his room, Daniel stared at the bag he’d taken out to be packed. He’d be leaving soon. He realized it didn’t particularly matter to him if it was for Brighton or prison. Either way, James would be safe. Perhaps it would be best to start packing now, while he was thinking about all the advantages of leaving. At the very least, it would make less work later. He’d start with the bureau and hope to tire himself out. Then maybe he would be able to sleep without thinking about James.

When he opened the top drawer of the bureau, he found the charred bits of paper he’d taken from the study fire the day of his lordship’s accident. Funny that he couldn’t call it what it had been even in his head. He’d put those pieces away in case they were important and then forgot about them in all the confusion. If the old lord had wanted them burned before he shot himself, then maybe there was something there, something that could provide the proof of the Tributary’s identity Sedmon was looking for, something that could help James. Daniel brought the bits of paper to the desk and spread them out then brought as many candles as he could find so he could see as clearly as possible.

Everything was covered with a layer of ash and soot. Daniel realized his fingers and cuffs were already beyond hope, but he managed to peel off his jacket and leave it on the bed. At least that wouldn’t need to be thoroughly cleaned before he could wear it again. Then he began the slow work of sorting the scraps into what could be read and what couldn’t. The largest bits seemed the most promising, so he picked each one up with gentle fingers and tried to make out what he could.

He’d gone through most of the large pieces before he found one where the bits he could read made sense. It was an order for wine. Why would the old lord burn that in the minutes before his death? Daniel held the candle close to the fragment and tried to read more. The list was nothing like anything that had been ordered for one of their dinner parties. If they had ordered a combination like that, Mr. Berry at the shop would have sent word back to make certain none of the staff were trying to cheat or that Lord Lynster hadn’t been drunk when he wrote it. Daniel put it aside and spread the rest of the fragments out, looking for anything else that might be part of an order or an invoice. 

Now that he had an idea of what to look for, many of the bits started to resemble shop orders, all for wine and other spirits, which still made no sense, unless the former Lord Lynster had needed a bit of liquid courage that night and not been thinking clearly.

 

{--*--}

 

Half an hour later, with sooty fingers and watering eyes, Daniel found it. The direction of the shop the burned orders had come from. And it wasn’t Mr. Berry’s. It wasn’t any shop they had used before. It was an establishment called Nestore’s Fine Spirits. Something about that seemed familiar. He glanced at the clock. Half past midnight. Late, but James would probably still be awake, especially with all the worries he had. Daniel gathered up the pieces that seemed most relevant and folded them in a piece of paper then went to see James.

 

James was still awake, still sitting up in bed trying to make sense of Daniel’s odd behavior when heard the door open slowly and looked up to find Daniel peering around the edge of the wood, in his shirtsleeves, no less. “My lord, I hope I did not wake you?”

“Not at all. I was reading. Come in.” He glanced belatedly to the side to see if enough candles were still lit so it would actually look like he was reading then turned to see what Daniel wanted. “Good God man, what have you been doing, cleaning chimneys?” Daniel had soot on his hands and smears on his face, and his normally white cuffs were the color of coal, and he was indeed in his shirtsleeves.

Daniel looked down at his hands. “I am sorry, my lord. I should have tidied up before I came to see you.”

“I thought we agreed you weren’t to my lord me when we’re alone. Let me get some water.”

“First you should see this, my... James. These papers were in the hearth when I found your father. I took them out before I went for the resurrection men in case they were of importance, then forgot about them in the confusion that followed.”

James forgot about the water and went to look at the scraps. “And you know what they mean?”

Daniel looked around the room for someplace to put the bits down. James put a hand on his shoulder and steered him to the desk. When Daniel hesitated again, James pulled some paper out and spread it across the surface. Daniel seemed to think that was sufficient protection and sat at the desk to spread out his finds. “They’re invoices from a wine merchant.”

James went to stand at the desk beside Daniel.  “A wine merchant? Why on earth would Father burn those?”

“I don’t know, but it’s a strange combination of orders, and it isn’t our usual man. I found the name here. Nestore’s Fine Spirits.”

James leaned over Daniel’s shoulder to look at the barely legible writing he was pointing to. Something about it seemed familiar. “You said Nestore?”

“Yes, my lord.” James felt Daniel’s breath against his neck as he answered. He wanted to lean into that sensation, to feel Daniel’s breath against more of his skin. Against his... And then the words struck him again, and he remembered their importance. He looked back at the paper, trying to see the spelling of the name. “This is what Sedmon was looking for, Daniel. The name that Lord Burfield gave, do you remember it?”

“Tributary, I believe.”

“Exactly. Tributary. And the Nestore River is a tributary of the Tiber River in Rome. Father would have known that; he had a map of Rome on the wall in the study, which is probably where he came up with the code names.” James reached forward to turn the scrap so he could see it better, brushing against Daniel’s shoulder as he did. “This might very well be what he was referring to, not a person, but the shop, or at least the wines. And you say they’re unusual?”

“Yes, nothing we’d order normally, and in unusual quantities. Too small for a party, too large for personal use.”

James leaned closer to Daniel. “This has to be it. You’ve solved it.” He flung his arm around Daniel then realized his hips were pressed against Daniel’s side, and there was no way Daniel couldn’t feel what their proximity was doing to him. Unless perhaps Daniel might think that it was excitement over solving the mystery, or that he had been reading something scandalous, or...

Daniel turned his head, just a fraction, just enough that James could see his expression, could see Daniel look up ever so slightly, ever so nervous. James remembered all of his theories, all the things he’d interpreted just a few moments before. And Daniel would be leaving him soon no matter what. Unless he was right, unless he could convince him otherwise. James leaned in just the littlest bit more. Just enough that he could press his lips against Daniel’s, could take the full bottom lip between his and suck lightly on it. Daniel stayed frozen. And then, just when James was about to pull back and apologize, Daniel made a small sound of pleasure, and his lips parted, his tongue darted out and brushed against James’s lips. James crushed his mouth against Daniel’s, twining his fingers in Daniel’s hair and chasing his tongue back until his could stroke the roof of Daniel’s mouth. Daniel pressed closer but didn’t touch him. James would have thought the kiss was unwelcome except for the small sounds of pleasure coming from Daniel and the way Daniel’s tongue stroked his as he explored. His hands, the soot—he should have found Daniel some water. He tangled his fingers in Daniel’s hair to keep him there.

It only lasted a moment before Daniel broke the kiss, but that was only to begin running small kisses along James’s neck. James leaned against the desk and pressed up towards Daniel’s mouth. This was what had been wrong with all those kisses. Not him, not memory—those kisses had been wrong because they hadn’t been Daniel. And then he realized Daniel wasn’t nuzzling his neck anymore. Daniel was on his knees, pushing up the hem of James’s nightshirt as he ran his hands along James’s thighs, ignoring the trail soot he left behind. James wanted to touch him as well, wanted to loosen Daniel’s trousers and reach inside and fondle the cock he’d seen when they’d swum together, taste it and see if that was also better than with anyone else. And then Daniel’s tongue darted out, and all James could think of was the feel of it as it ran over the head of his cock then licked down the underside to the base. He moaned as Daniel pressed closer, his hair tickling against the sensitive skin of James’s inner thigh while Daniel’s mouth explored his sac, taking one side into his mouth and sucking until all James could do was whisper, “Daniel, please, Daniel.” 

Daniel pulled away for a moment, and then his mouth fastened around James’s cock again, sliding all the way down, wrapping it in warm wetness until Daniel’s nose brushed the hair on James’s belly, and he could feel Daniel swallow around him, then Daniel drew back, sucking as he did, letting his tongue swirl around the head, then plunging down again. How did Daniel know just what he wanted? Was it the same instinct that told him how James liked his tea and which nightshirt to put out, or was it merely that Daniel had been what he’d wanted all along, what had been missing in all those other encounters, and anything he did would be what James wanted? 

And this was what James had been missing, his dear Daniel who’d been his companion for so long. How had he not known this was what he wanted? He looked down, wanting to see his cock disappearing into Daniel’s beautiful mouth and sliding out slick and hard. How had he not noticed Daniel was beautiful? They’d been naked together by the lake, after swimming, and Daniel had lain there, wet and warm and drying in the sun beside him. How had he not realized? He saw Daniel had undone his own trousers and looked ready to spend without even touching himself. James wanted to say that wasn’t fair, he was expecting his turn just as soon as he remembered how to make his legs move, and then Daniel sucked and flicked his tongue and swallowed, and there was no room for anything in James’s mind but the wonderful warm feeling until he felt his body release and spend into Daniel’s mouth. He closed his eyes and let his body ride the feeling of bliss, feeling safer than he had with any other lover, even those with as much to lose as he had. 

When he’d spent everything in him, and it felt like quite a bit more, he opened his eyes, wanting to say something to Daniel, but he had no idea what. He saw that Daniel had come as well, spending into his handkerchief, somehow managing to be neat even then. It didn’t matter, he told himself. Once he’d recovered a bit, he’d simply stroke and kiss and nip at Daniel until he was hard again and then have his turn. He hoped he wouldn’t disappoint. He didn’t have Daniel’s talent for anticipating what another might want, but perhaps he could make up for that with enthusiasm, or perhaps he could learn. He could learn one person’s preferences, if that person was Daniel, at least. He ran his hand gently along Daniel’s cheek, brushed his thumb along Daniel’s lip to wipe away the damp traces he’d left as his cock slipped from Daniel’s mouth. 

Daniel leaned into his hand for a moment then pulled back and got to his feet so quickly that James’s passion-muddled brain couldn’t register what was happening until it was over. “Good evening, my lord.” Daniel shoved his hair out of his eyes and all but ran to the door, doing up his trousers as he did.  James was ready to run after him, but Daniel was already in the hall by the time he’d come to his senses, and besides, what would he say to him there, outside the privacy of the bedroom? No, he’d have plenty of time to talk to Daniel in the morning and tell him—well, tell him something that would set this to rights. There was no way he could let Daniel leave for Brighton without at least trying to get him to stay. Not now that he understood what had been missing all along. He loved Daniel.

 

Daniel didn’t stop running until he was up the servants’ staircase and back in his room. What had he been thinking? He’d gone down to show James—Lord Lynster, clearly he couldn’t be trusted to call him James even in his mind—to show Lord Lynster the name he’d found on the scraps of paper, and ended up on his knees in front of him, sucking him dry. How could he have allowed that to happen? Without thinking about it, he removed his shirt and placed it in the basket to be laundered then hung his trousers over the chair and lined his shoes and stockings up beneath it, putting everything in its proper place in his tiny domain.

That was the problem, of course. One kiss by a pond almost twenty years before, and he’d stayed stuck here, with nothing to show for his life but this tiny, borrowed bit of the world. How much more could he give up for the memory of that moment? No, he had to leave, and soon.

At least James had seemed to enjoy it. His lordship. No, he would always be James in Daniel’s mind—there was no point in pretending otherwise. But James had enjoyed it. He couldn’t think of anything more mortifying than to have his admittedly inexperienced fumbling met with disgust or condescending advice for improvement. 

Daniel climbed into bed and blew out the candle. Perhaps James would suggest he stay and they have another tryst, or make them a regular indulgence. While James wasn’t the sort to trap maids in back hallways—or in his case, footmen in back hallways—there could have been no doubt that Daniel was an enthusiastic participant, particularly since he was the one undoing clothing and... He felt his cheeks heat at the very thought of it. And a small part of him thought how grand it would be to say yes, he’d stay, he’d slip up to the master’s chambers after everyone else had gone to bed. And it wasn’t a small part of him either if he were honest.

And that was why he had to leave. Now, while he still could. While the part of him that was disappointed at how little he had to show for his life still had some sway. Before there was a wife to deceive or break his heart. James might have thought tonight was a bit of a lark, but Daniel knew he wasn’t falling in love. He’d been in love with James for years. Now his problem was how to leave this place without leaving any more of his heart behind.

 

 


Chapter 6

><

 

WHEN DANIEL SAW THE LIGHT CREEPING under the curtain, he realized he hadn’t slept at all, and there wasn’t much point to it now. He pulled himself out of bed and started to dress for the day. Now that they’d discovered the meaning of Tributary, James was out of danger, so there was no reason for him to stay. He could leave for Brighton on the next coach. He sighed. No, he couldn’t. He’d have to arrange for a replacement. But there were servants’ registries. He’d go to one and find someone, and Mrs. Harrigut could complete the training. And while he was out, he would get a schedule for the mail coach. And if he was out when James needed the services of a valet, so much the better. Peter was more than capable of dressing his lordship. He would just slip out through the kitchen and tell Mrs. Patterson not to wait for him to return. She’d be there preparing breakfast already. 

 

The registry office Daniel normally used to employ servants was only a short walk from the townhouse, and within twenty minutes he was there, discovering that the offices did not open until nine o’clock. He realized he should have assumed that would be the case and considered leaving a note but decided against it. He still hadn’t told the rest of the staff he was planning on leaving, and that ought to be done in person, not by a messenger replying to his request. He turned his steps towards the nearest coaching station.

As he walked through the nearly deserted streets, he tried to think of what other steps needed to be taken before he left the Lynster household. The staff needed to be told in time to prepare, of course, but servants left the old lord’s service so often it would hardly register with any but the most senior staff, the ones that knew how long he had actually been there. Mrs. Harrigut for one. And Mrs. Patterson. He’d have to tell them first. After his lapse last night, it would be best to leave the training of the new man to Mrs. Harrigut. She was certainly capable, and Lord Lynster might have specific requests. Best to have someone not used to the rhythms of the household, as he was, to sort that out. 

And there were things he would need to do outside of the household. He had a small amount saved in the Prescott Bank. He would have to arrange to have it withdrawn so he could bring it with him. While he was there, he would ask if they had any recommendations for a bank in Brighton where he could open an account. He’d gotten Prescott’s name from James, and he didn’t want to ask him for any help finding someplace in Brighton, not after last night, not after he’d practically been begging to be pleasured, in his thoughts if nothing else. If the bank didn’t have a suggestion, he supposed he’d have to keep his savings under the mattress like Mrs. Patterson did. Unless the others at the hotel had a bank they liked. That was possible.

And how was he going to tell James? After last night. After he’d leaned back and seen James looking down at him with such excitement, such confidence in his abilities, and he’d wanted so much for James to bend forward and kiss him, and as if he’d read Daniel’s thoughts, he had. And it had been nothing like that day by the pond, nothing like two lads experimenting. James had learned how to kiss since then, and his mouth had been fierce and skillful and completely wonderful. And not something to be thinking of on the street, no matter how deserted.

No, he’d have to be very careful how he told James, lest James think he was some maid put off by the advances of her employer. That kiss had not put him off at all, or all the things that had come after it, being on his knees in front of James. The feeling of kneeling before him yet still holding so much power, the feeling of his mouth being stretched and filled by James’s length, the feeling of exhilaration as James said his name while reaching his climax while Daniel licked and sucked and teased. Definitely not something to put him off.

And definitely not something to be thinking of while walking down a public street. He forced his mind to consider the various advantages and disadvantages of the most traveled routes to Brighton and whether a morning or evening departure would suit him best until he arrived at his destination.

Once inside the coaching station, it took longer than he had anticipated to gather all of the information he needed, and he realized he would certainly be later returning home than he had expected, but he reminded himself that he was in charge of the staff, so unless James asked for him specifically, his absence would be a curiosity, possibly a source of speculation, but not one he needed to worry about. Mrs. Harrigut was quite capable of seeing that the household ran smoothly without him. And James would not ask for him. He stopped his mind from traveling that path again with a firm shake of his head and proceeded back towards the main doors, only to find that the way out was blocked by two large men. Daniel wasn’t in the mood for a confrontation of any kind, so he turned to the schedule of arriving coaches and pretended to be studying it until they moved. 

Only when they moved, the men did not go to the ticket counter or anywhere he expected them to. They came to the same schedule board he was looking at. Daniel stepped away and moved towards the door. The taller man moved to block his path. Daniel couldn’t think of any offense he might have caused and decided the fellow was simply the sort of bully who liked to find someone to intimidate. He put on his most gracious air, the one he’d used on the old lord when he’d been in his cups. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be out of your way and you gentlemen can look in peace.”

“You’re Daniel Rivers?” the man’s voice was more educated than Daniel would have thought. It surprised him into a truthful answer.

“Yes?” 

Both men grabbed his arms.

Daniel started to struggle. “What are you doing?”

“Taking you in. You really thought we wouldn’t figure it out?”

“Figure it out?” 

“Your involvement. Don’t make me knock you out.”

In the plot. Of course. No one else knew what he and James had found out. “I wasn’t a part of it. There’s evidence now.”

“No one’s told us that. Only that you’re to be arrested and questioned, and Williams is to look for evidence against the son. Come along.”

So far they had attracted a few curious stares, but the men were being quiet enough and restrained enough that, while it felt they were pulling his arms out of their sockets, no one seemed to know what was really happening. At least there wouldn’t be more scandal for James. And if he went, then maybe they would be too busy questioning him to look for evidence against James. While Daniel was certain James had not been involved in the treason, he had no idea how discreet he had been, how he’d lived when he was away from his father. Investigating him too closely could turn up associations with people and activities the Crown would punish almost as severely as a role in the treason. Daniel let his body sag, as if he’d given up in defeat, and allowed the guards to drag him out to the waiting carriage.

 

{--*--}

 

James woke up thinking he had just had the most restful sleep he could remember having since Father had upended their lives, and the most intense dream about Daniel ever. And then his mind pushed off the last bit of sleep and realized why he had slept so well. Daniel had figured out what Burfield meant by the Tributary. He had solved the riddle and figured out how Father had communicated with the others. The ordeal was over. He would no longer be a suspect. There were just the exact details to work out, and that would be easy enough for Sedmon to sort out now that he knew where to look.

And the rest of it, that hadn’t been a dream either. Daniel and he had... It had been... James sighed and pulled himself out of bed. He was in love with Daniel Rivers. All those years of wanting to see his friend, it had been because he was in love with him. He’d have to talk to Daniel. The man had run out of the room like the guards were at his heels before James could even consider reciprocating. He’d have to assure him first that there was no way they would be discovered, and then that he would like a repeat of the experience if it were possible. Perhaps there was some way he could persuade Daniel to stay. Being his own man and part of a respectable hotel was all well and good, but perhaps he might still want a role in the household. Was there something above butler that he could be offered? Connie would know.

That stopped him in his tracks. Connie did know. All the little hints about them being close, that was what she had meant. She had seen he was in love with Daniel. Did Allister know? Had he figured it out? Had she told him? And had anyone else figured it out? No, no. Connie knew him better than just about anyone but Daniel, so he was safe. He hoped he was safe.

James went to the bell pull and rang for Andrews. The sooner he was dressed, the sooner he could go looking for Daniel. Then his sleep-muddled mind caught up and he realized he wouldn’t have to go looking for Daniel; Daniel would come. He’d acted as valet the night before. James went to the mirror and tried to put his hair to rights. Daniel had seen him plenty of times at less than his best, but somehow this morning that wasn’t good enough. He wanted to be at least somewhat presentable.

The door opened before James could get himself into any sort of respectable shape, but it didn’t matter, as it was only Peter who came through the door looking slightly out of breath, not Daniel. “I’m very sorry, my lord. I hope you weren’t waiting long.”

What on earth was Peter doing there? He tried to hide his disappointment. “Not at all. I’m a bit early, but I have business with Mr. Sedmon this morning.”

“Something sober, then. The black with the dark-blue waistcoat perhaps?”

“If you think.” He didn’t particularly care what he wore this morning. As Peter took the required items from the wardrobe, James asked, “Do you know where Rivers is?” trying to sound merely curious and not as if he would rush directly to the spot, dressed or not, to have the conversation he was desperate to have.

“That’s the question, isn’t it?”

“What?” That made no sense at all.

“You didn’t know, my lord? He went out for a walk this morning and told Mrs. Patterson he’d be back for breakfast, but he hasn’t returned. We’re all wondering what happened to him.”

Daniel probably didn’t want to see him, James thought. Or thought James didn’t want to see him. Maybe he needed a bit of time to decide what he would say. He certainly wouldn’t have left for Brighton, would he? Without saying good-bye? No, not Daniel. He wouldn’t leave like that, and he wouldn’t leave without finding a replacement. James noticed Peter was watching him, waiting for an answer. “I’m sure he had some business to take care of and will return when it’s finished. Would you tell Mrs. Harrigut to let him know I’d like to see him when he returns?”

“Of course, my lord. I’m sure it won’t be long. Will a barrel knot do, or would you like me to attempt something fancier?”

James didn’t particularly care, so he nodded and held still while Peter fussed over buttons and brushed his coat. Surely Daniel would be back at any moment with a perfectly reasonable explanation. Perhaps he’d had another inspiration about the Tributary or remembered some essential item the household needed. It would all be explained as soon as he returned.

But Daniel hadn’t returned by the time James had finished breakfast. Or finished going through the morning post. Or had read two entire newspapers. He finally decided he couldn’t wait any longer to bring the new information to Sedmon. That allowed him to ignore the fact that it looked more and more likely that Daniel had not gone for a simple walk but was halfway to Brighton, which he knew was a completely irrational fear, but a fear nonetheless. He went up to his room and collected up the scraps of paper, folding the fragile bits into one of the sheets of paper that Daniel had insisted on to protect the desk. As he slipped the paper into a leather document case to further protect it, he realized Daniel had never said if there were more bits of paper with more information. Perhaps he had planned to before the evening took a decidedly more recreational turn. It wouldn’t hurt to go upstairs and look in his room. And if James happened to see any evidence as to whether or not Daniel had left for Brighton, that would be an interesting additional development, nothing more.

 

James always felt self-conscious entering the servants’ floor of his own house, as if he were intruding backstage in a play or the wheelhouse of a ship, somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be or even know existed. Which he knew was ridiculous as he owned the house and paid the wages, both at his townhouse and now here, which really was also his or would be once the will had been settled. But he still walked swiftly down the hallway, which was empty as the staff were all downstairs about their various tasks. Daniel’s room was at the end of the hall. A corner room giving him a bit of extra space and a second window that looked onto the roof of the house next door. James knocked in case Peter had been wrong and Daniel was hiding there, but there was no answer, so he went in, still feeling he was invading Daniel’s privacy.

The room was empty, which was a relief and also a disappointment. He would have worried less if Daniel had been there and wanted to be alone. James realized he’d never been in any of the rooms Daniel had occupied over the years, never snuck up to see him or bring him treats, which he really ought to have done. There was no reason he couldn’t have brought Daniel something from Oxford, sweets or a book or even some scandalous postcards from a train station along the way. The room itself was tidy, as he would have expected, and sparsely furnished, with a plain wooden bedstead, narrow and neatly made, a washstand and dresser along the wall, and a desk that matched neither, and an old rug on the floor that had been in the parlor in his mother’s day. James stood in the doorway, imagining Daniel coming here after a long day, sitting on the bed to remove his shoes, washing up at the basin. Removing his jacket and waistcoat and shirt, revealing his smooth back, and then his trousers and...

James pulled himself away from the door and closed it behind him. It would give him some warning if anyone came in. He was here for the papers, nothing more, although he couldn’t resist a quick glance around, just to be certain Daniel was coming back. A quick glance under the bed revealed Daniel’s travel case, open, with a couple pairs of summer-weight trousers inside. Was he packing, James wondered, or merely storing them there? Surely it wouldn’t be wrong to look for a little more evidence. 

On the dresser, he spotted a box of marzipan candies, half-empty. James smiled as he remembered how Daniel had comforted him with those sweets so very often. Had Daniel loved him even then, when he’d been too caught up in his own troubles to even notice? Really, he should have realized years before how special Daniel was to him. Marzipan was his favorite sweet, but only the ones Daniel gave him had ever comforted him or made him smile when he saw them. He’d have to find out what made Daniel smile like that and surprise him with it. 

He stepped away from the dresser and almost tripped on the basket for laundry near the dresser. There was a shirt on top that James recognized from the soot-covered cuffs as the one Daniel had been wearing the night before. He flicked the folds until he could see the hem, still stained with Daniel’s spend. That told him Daniel was planning on coming back more than anything, even the travel case. Daniel wouldn’t have left that behind to be found by some nosy maid or footman who would immediately begin speculating on who he’d been with. Even if Daniel never wanted to see him again, he wouldn’t let James be the subject of gossip, certainly not about that, nor would he let anyone think one of the maids in the household would take up with the butler for any reason.  He was certain Daniel planned to do something with the shirt, either bundle it with other things so it wouldn’t be noticed, or clean it up himself. James dropped the shirt back into the basket and began searching for the rest of the burned paper.

James found the rest of the scraps of paper on the desk almost at once. Now that he knew what to look for, he could make out the name of the shop and the odd orders that had been placed. He gathered the scraps into a white handkerchief that had been left on the desk with a few sooty fingerprints—Daniel’s fingerprints—which he folded carefully around the scraps so none would be lost. He would take them to Sedmon himself, and then this whole mess would be over and he could concentrate on sorting out the mess with Daniel. And sort it out he would. If he couldn’t convince Daniel to stay on, he’d simply take a house in Brighton and let himself be thought an eccentric for living there year-round. Or move into that infernal hotel like some half-mad dowager. Anything so long as he was near Daniel. Although it was probably best he not be found poking around Daniel’s things if Daniel were to come back just now. He took the handkerchief of scraps and left with one last look around so he’d know where to imagine Daniel when they weren’t together.

 

Back in the main part of the house, James felt more comfortable. He sought out Mrs. Harrigut, who was in the formal parlor, seeing everything had been done to her satisfaction, no doubt. “I’m going to see Mr. Sedmon. I should be back in time for dinner.”

“Very good, my lord. And you were looking for Mr. Rivers?”

“I’ll want to speak to him as soon as I return.”

Mrs. Harrigut began studying a cushion that seemed to have been torn during one of the interminable visits of the past days. James could tell she was trying to sound casual when she said, “I’m sure he’s merely been delayed. I know he was talking about advertising for some more staff to replace those that are leaving.”

She was worried, James could tell that at once. But why? Did she think something was wrong with Daniel? No, more likely, considering Father’s temper, she was worried that he’d be upset with Daniel for disappearing. “He did say something about going to the servants’ registry office last night. Perhaps he ran into some delays there, or they may have had some candidates for him to examine at once. And if it’s not that, I’m certain he’ll have some perfectly reasonable explanation for being gone.” Probably related to his own appalling behavior the night before. “Tell him I have some household matters to discuss with him when I return.”

Mrs. Harrigut seemed to relax. So she had been worried about his reaction to Daniel’s absence and not any danger to Daniel’s well-being. “Very good, my lord. Shall I ring for Peter to get your hat and coat?”

“I think I can still manage those on my own. Thank you, though.” As he went to the coat rack in the front hall, he wondered if his father had bothered Daniel every time he needed to put on his coat and find his hat. Most likely he had. Why in the world had Daniel put up with it? James sighed and wrapped a scarf around his neck. He knew perfectly well why. If only Daniel had come to him and... And what? Asked for a position? How would that have been, asking to be hired so he could what, be near James? If that was even what he wanted. Told James he cared about him? James sighed and found the hat he wanted. He would simply have to make certain that Daniel was happy now, and hope that Daniel’s happiness included him.

 

{--*--}

 

James was always surprised to enter Mr. Sedmon’s office and find it teeming with clerks and other young solicitors researching points of law for him or handling paperwork. He always thought of Sedmon as working alone in some garret with nothing but his law books for company. The bustle of the office always made him wonder if perhaps there was more to the solicitor than he let his clients see. Perhaps he dallied with opera singers on his days off, or sang opera himself, or sat in front of his fire reading scandalous novels instead of legal decisions. It meant James always had to be very careful to collect his thoughts before he approached anyone, as it would never do to be grinning over some private joke just before requesting help with some serious legal matter. Daniel was the only one he could indulge in those thoughts with, and that thought sobered him quicker than anything. 

Glancing around the office, James recognized several of the clerks from his past visits, and several recognized him. The one closest to the street door quickly ushered him through to the private waiting room outside of Sedmon’s office and went to announce him. James didn’t feel like waiting, especially as Daniel would most likely be home any minute, and he didn’t want to miss his return in case Mrs. Harrigut had been right and Daniel been at the employment office and had miraculously found a replacement already and would be on his way to Brighton before nightfall. As the clerk went through to the inner office, James followed. The clerk glanced back and looked ready to say something, but James was now an earl, and that permitted a bit of rudeness to go unchecked.

“Lord Lynster to see you, Mr. Sedmon.”

“Thank you, Mr. Cooper.” Mr. Sedmon didn’t even look up from his papers. Mr. Cooper nodded to James and left, pulling the door closed behind him. When he heard the door catch, Sedmon continued speaking before James could say anything about his purpose.  “If you’d like him to be represented, I can make some suggestions, but as I am your solicitor, I should not be involved beyond that. Neither should any barristers you intend to use yourself. There are several good firms that I could recommend besides Addison and Powell.”

James had started unpacking the most legible of the burned scraps Daniel had shown him before Sedmon had finished talking. He really wasn’t interested in anything beyond getting this foolishness about the Tributary done, Daniel’s innocence proven—and his of course—and then getting home, where he was convinced Daniel was packing and halfway out the door already. “What are you talking about? Who needs to be represented?”

That made Mr. Sedmon look up. “I thought that was why you were here. To secure representation for Mr. Rivers.”

James nearly dropped the sheet of paper containing the scraps.

Sedmon looked concerned. “You didn’t know? He was arrested this morning.”

“But he’s innocent.”

“He was seen leaving the coaching station with schedules for the mail coach.”

So he was leaving after last night. That hadn’t been an irrational fear. “You knew he had a job in Brighton. We’ve known that all along.”

“Have we? I contacted the hotel in question. I thought it might shore up his case if there was a particularly good offer. I received a reply from a Mrs. Millford, who said they had extended an offer of a position to him when the hotel first opened three years ago, but he declined it. She seemed pleased by the idea that he was planning to join them now, but she went on to say that, if he was coming soon, they would have to hurry and find something for him. It seems the position he was originally offered could not be left vacant for three years. An interesting time to decide to take up hotelliery, don’t you think?”

It was, and James was afraid he knew why now, but he pressed on. “Never mind that. He’s innocent. I know the meaning of Tributary.” He unfolded the sheet of paper on Mr. Sedmon’s desk and spread out the fragments. “These were swept from the grate shortly before my father’s accident.” He was grateful for all the times he’d stretched the truth in his youth with Daniel. It made it easy to remember his father’s death was to be an accident and to gloss over the fact that they had been removed from the study after his death, when Daniel had been busy arranging the scene. “They explain the meaning of Tributary. It wasn’t a person but a shop. A wine shop called Nestore’s Fine Spirits, obviously named for the tributary of the Tiber in Rome. Now how soon can he be released?”

Mr. Sedmon stared at the charred bits in front of him. “First, you need to explain this to me in a way that I can understand, then I need to decide the best way to bring this to the Crown so you and your staff will be seen to be helping them, not hiding this for over a week.”

“And how soon will he be out?”

“If this is as important as you seem to think, a few days at best.”

“A few days?” How could he leave Daniel in some prison for a few days? “Mr. Sedmon, Daniel has been with our family for years, since I was a boy. In fact, most of my best memories of Lynfield Hall are of the two of us sneaking out to the grounds to go fishing in the pond.” As he said it, he realized that was the truth, or almost it. He couldn’t recall a single happy memory at Lynfield Hall that didn’t involve Daniel in some way. “I am not going to let him rot in some stinking jail cell for a few days.”

Sedmon did not raise his voice, but he didn’t need to. He was a man who knew his business and knew that he did. “It’s the best you can hope for, my lord. This is treason, not some little offense you can throw your title at. Now, I see a pile of burned paper on my desk. Explain this to me so I can see why you think it fixes everything.”

“Can I go see him? Pay a bail? Pay for better accommodations?”

“I can try to arrange a visit. But first, what is this mess you’ve left on my desk, and how is it going to help you?” Sedmon still did not raise his voice. He simply waited for James to realize that he really did want to help him, and if that meant helping Daniel, he might be willing to do that as well.

James dragged a chair over to the desk. Leaning over Sedmon reminded him too much of leaning over Daniel the night before, and while he was quite certain doing so with Sedmon would not lead to the same conclusion, the memory might lead to some uncomfortable moments, not to mention he was already distracted enough with worry; he didn’t need anything else to muddle his mind. Sedmon waited patiently until James found the bits he wanted and started to explain.

 

 


Chapter 7

><

 

DANIEL ASSUMED HE WAS BEING taken to a prison, but he had no idea which one or even if they were still in London at all. The guards who’d taken him hadn’t spoken a word to him since they’d shoved him into the carriage. The shades were drawn, so he had no idea where they were going or even a general direction of travel, but he didn’t think the journey was long enough to have taken him out of the city. When the carriage stopped the first time, both guards grabbed his arms, but no one moved to get out. A gate then, he thought, perhaps the prison entrance. A short while later, they stopped a second time and the door opened. The first guard got out and gestured for him to follow.

The light seemed very bright after the closed carriage. Daniel blinked a few times as the guard holding his left arm said, “Rivers.” 

Informational, Daniel thought, not meant to be addressing him. Another guard stepped forward and knelt down. Daniel was confused until he felt shackles being fitted around his ankles. So things were as bad as he feared. His eyes accustomed themselves to the bright light just as a chain was fitted around his waist to keep the one between his ankles from dragging on the ground. Hands went through his pockets, grabbing what money could be found, to pay for his upkeep he hoped, not blatant stealing. He’d surely never see it again, although that was the least of his troubles, he was certain.

“Bring him along,” one of the original guards snapped. Someone shoved Daniel in the back hard enough to make him stumble, and he was marched across the yard, lumbering along under the weight of the chains on his ankles.

He’d barely accustomed himself to the bright light of the yard when he was dragged inside into the gloom of a hallway. He stumbled along, prevented from matching his stride to that of the guards by the chain between his ankles, until he was pushed into what seemed to be an office. “Wait there.” The door slammed shut, and he could hear the clink of a lock.

Daniel went to the one chair in the room. No one had told him not to sit, so he did. Nothing happened. He wished there were a clock or at least a window so he could gauge how long he’d been kept there. He was certain it was not nearly as long as it seemed, but some confirmation of the fact would have been nice. He knew they were trying to make him nervous and that he was not really alone, although he did wonder if the guards were merely stationed outside the door or if they could somehow see him. Not that it mattered. 

The room was stuffy and warm. He would have liked to loosen his collar, but he wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing him fidget. Daniel stared straight ahead and considered his position. Clearly, he was being arrested, and most likely because they suspected him of being the Tributary or knowing who it was. That meant that he would be watched, even in whatever cell they put him in. From the tenaciousness he’d already seen, the guards would have no qualms about bribing thieves and even murderers to give information on him. That meant it would not be wise to try to intimidate them, as he had with the resurrection men. No, he couldn’t let the Crown have any information that would let them say he was a hardened criminal, which meant he would not be able to fight back. 

At least it wasn’t James in here, he told himself. A butler would be seen as better off by most of the other prisoners, but still a servant, not as much fun to torment as a titled lord.

At last the door opened, and one of the guards brought a second chair. The guard ignored Daniel, so Daniel ignored him. He knew he wouldn’t get any answers from anyone regardless. As the guard left, a second man came in. From his uniform, Daniel could tell he was of higher rank than the first. This man was most likely one of the officers investigating the traitors and the one going to question him. The investigator walked once around the room, not looking at Daniel, acting as if he weren’t even there. Daniel continued to stare straight ahead. Until he knew the game, he thought it best to do nothing. 

The investigator finally sat at the desk and stared at Daniel. “Daniel Rivers, you know why you’re here?”

“No, sir.”

“Oh, come now. You’re an intelligent man.”

He didn’t want to antagonize the man, so he tried to remain neutral as he said, “I assume it has to do with my former employer, although as I had nothing to do with his plans beyond those for the household, I don’t know what the specific reason would be.”

“I see.” The investigator leaned back in his chair. “You’ve no doubt heard that Lord Burfield has revealed that information was distributed at several parties held by your former master. We have been looking into those parties and have determined that there were only six people present at all of them. The three traitor lords, Lord Martford’s son, the current Lord Lynster, and yourself. I find it interesting that you are the only member of the household that has been with the family the entire time the conspiracy was being planned.”

“I was a boy when I joined the household. I have served the Earl of Lynster all my life. I never saw a reason to leave.”

“And yet Lord Lynster, the former Lord Lynster, had a reputation as a hard master.”

“I achieved a position of some responsibility. I was less affected by his moods than some of the others.”

“I see.” The inspector shuffled papers around on his desk as if he were looking for notes. Daniel knew he was buying time and stayed silent. It went on for quite a while, at least half an hour. Daniel wondered if the inspector was ever going to introduce himself, then decided he probably wouldn’t. Not having a name was meant to make Daniel feel out of control. If he didn’t know who his tormentor was, he wouldn’t know what he was capable of.

At last the inspector leaned across his desk. “We know the information came either from you or Lord Lynster. If you can give me any information that will lead to proof it was Lord Lynster, then we won’t have any reason to hold you, will we?”

Daniel wondered if they really thought James was the source of the information, or if they thought it was him but hoped he’d give them James for the added spectacle at the trial, or thought it was both of them but had no proof, or if they knew they had nothing and were hoping to get something from him. Not that it mattered. “As I had nothing to do with the conspiracy, I have no information to give you.”

“That’s most disappointing.” He leaned back in his chair and began stacking the papers. “For you, I mean. If we can’t find any evidence on Lord Lynster, we’ll have to bring you to trial, and we would hate to hang the wrong man.”

If it came to a choice between letting them hang James and being hung himself, Daniel wondered what he would do, right at the moment, when it was real. He knew his choice now, when the threat of hanging was something distant and abstract. “I’m afraid that either way you will be hanging an innocent man.”

“A pity, but it won’t help you at the trial.” The inspector got to his feet. “You know he won’t be able to hire representation for you, not if he wants to hide his role in all of this.”

“He doesn’t have a role in it. Neither do I.”

The investigator gave him a pitying smile. “If you should come up with any information, I will be back next week. Timmons, you can take him.”

Timmons was the guard at the door. He grabbed Daniel by the arm and led him from the room and further down the stairs. With each flight, the air became damper and the smells more foul. When at last they stopped, Timmons dragged Daniel down a narrow corridor and unlocked a cell at the end. He shoved Daniel inside and slammed the door before the other residents could react to it being opened.

Daniel tried to stay by the door until his eyes adjusted, but the guard had barely left when he felt hands snatching at his coat and at least one going into his pocket. He shoved hard in as many directions as he could then followed the bars of the cell until he found a wall to lean against. Several people had already taken the spots near the bars where the air was slightly better, so he pushed further in until he found a bit of space he could take with his back to the wall so there was one less side to defend. From his new position, he tried to survey the room. He had no idea how many prisoners were crammed in with him, but he was certain it was more than the room was designed to hold. There was a window letting in faint light of the sort he associated with window wells dug beside cellar windows. If that was the case, then he wasn’t as far below ground as the stairs had suggested. Clearly, this was an old prison, not one that had been modernized. That wasn’t surprising. Most likely, it was the worst prison they could find for him, and they were hoping the discomfort would get him to confess if bribery did not. He wasn’t going to let it work. He wasn’t going to let them implicate James in any of this.

He leaned against the wall, feeling the damp through all of his clothes, and thought about James. Had he noticed Daniel was gone? Was he worried? Thinking of going looking for him? Or glad he’d gone and they wouldn’t have to have an uncomfortable conversation after the humiliating display of the night before? Why had he done that, kissed James then dropped to his knees and sucked him off without a word? What must James think of him? But James had enjoyed it in the moment. At least he had that thought to hold onto. And Daniel couldn’t bring himself to regret doing it. At least he had that one memory to comfort him, even when he went to Brighton or wherever he ended up. Daniel settled against the wall and let his mind wander back to the night before. It seemed a bit disrespectful to think of it in a squalid jail cell, but it did distract him from the noise and damp and smell of the prison. 

 

{--*--}

 

Explaining their theory to Mr. Sedmon took longer than James had anticipated, and when he’d finished, Sedmon was less enthusiastic than he had hoped. “An interesting view of things.”

That was not the reaction James had hoped for. He’d been expecting Sedmon to grab up the papers and say they’d go directly to the lead investigator and have Daniel out by noon. “So when will he be out?”

“My lord, what you’ve shown me looks very promising, but that is because I am already of the opinion that Tributary does not refer to you or Mr. Rivers. What you don’t have here is proof that would sway someone who believes.”

“So you do think Daniel is innocent?” That made it so much easier. At least there was one more person on their side.

“Yes, I do, and I have, but I have to look out for your interests, especially as you have not engaged the services of a barrister as of yet. What we have here is suggestive, but it is no more certain that Tributary refers to this shop than to a son or to someone named Rivers. To use this, we need to know how the shop was passing on information, particularly as the events in question seemed to have happened both in town and at your country house. Is there a second shop of the same name there?”

“Not that I know of.” He could see Sedmon’s point before the man made it.

“Then how was the information passed at those parties?” Sedmon patted James’s hand. “But I do think you’ve found something useful. I will look into it personally, then I will set some clerks on it and see what they can turn up. I have some very clever ones who look at things differently than I do. We have the start of a path now; we’ll get to the truth. Now, you look worn out. Go home and leave this in my hands.”

James was worn out and disappointed that he wouldn’t get Daniel out that moment. How odd that he hadn’t known his friend had been arrested before he came here, and now he felt he’d been trying to free him for ages. “You’ll arrange for me to see him?”

“I’ll do my best, but it is best for both of you if I don’t seem to be trying too hard, no harder than a normal employer would for an employee.”

“But one who had been with the family since he was eight.”

“I’ll keep that in mind and call on you as soon as I have something, but you have to be careful. They want another traitor lord, and if they think you are providing too much help and comfort to Mr. Rivers, they may take it as a sign that you know he helped your father, which would be evidence of both your guilt. But I will look into this and try to find something concrete. And I will continue to monitor Lord Burfield’s ramblings. Perhaps we will be lucky and he will reveal more facts of the plot.”

That seemed to be the best Sedmon could do, so James took his advice and went home. But he did not leave the idea of Nestore’s as the Tributary to Sedmon. He had needed to use the scraps Daniel and he had gone over the night before to explain the theory to Sedmon, so those had been left with the solicitor.  However, he still had the ones he’d found in Daniel’s room with him, and he intended to sort through them. If there was an answer there, he was going to find it. And if there wasn’t, he would go to Nestore himself and see what there was to see. The only thing stopping him from finding the address and going there at once were Sedmon’s repeated warnings about his own precarious situation and how that could impact Daniel’s. He’d be cautious and give others the chance to question Nestore first, at least as long as Sedmon thought there was some hope of it happening.

 

When James arrived at the townhouse, he went straight through to the library, too eager to start to be concerned about food. He was about to spread everything out over the desk when he remembered Daniel’s expression the evening before and went looking for something to protect the surface from the charred paper. He’d just arranged several sheets of blotting paper in a manner he thought Daniel would approve of when the door burst open.

Mrs. Harrigut would have been storming into the room, only she seemed to remember at the last moment that James was lord of the manor now and it would be prudent to pretend at politeness. At least she paused after flinging the door open and stood half in the room glaring at him and pleating the skirt of her dress. Twice she looked ready to begin speaking then changed her mind and went back to glaring. James was so intrigued by the whole thing that he didn’t pretend not to notice and simply asked, “You wanted to say something to me?”

“I did, my lord, and you’ll excuse the familiarity, but Mr. Rivers had nothing to do with the conspiracy.”

He was impressed with the speed the news of Daniel’s arrest had traveled, but not surprised. “I know that. It’s the Crown we need to convince, although I think I have the start of how to do that.”

Mrs. Harrigut looked surprised at his quick agreement. “If there’s anything I can do...”

Perhaps he didn’t have to look into the new clues alone. Who would know better what the wine was for than the staff? Just because Daniel hadn’t seen the connection didn’t mean no one would. “I was hoping you would say that. I need to know about the wines that were ordered for Father’s dinner parties. Rivers said he always used Berry’s, but I need to know about any other places.”

“That is the only wine merchant I’ve heard used, but perhaps Mrs. Patterson would know more.”

“Excellent. Tell her I want to know anything she remembers. Also, if the two of you would look at this list, find these wines, see if you see anything odd about them.” He handed her the list he and Sedmon had put together from the invoices. “I’ll need that back when you’re through. It’s the only copy I made.”

Mrs. Harrigut scanned the list. “None of these look like anything I’ve seen in the house, but I’ll ask Mrs. Patterson. Perhaps they’ve been through the kitchen.”

“Excellent. Then I want you two to make a list of any other former members of the household who might know something and write to them.” Who besides the kitchen staff would know about wine? He tried to think of his own household. “Also include anyone who—may have taken a very personal interest in seeing that the master’s table was well laid out. They may have noticed something in the course of their—work.”

“You mean like Roberts. Wonder anything ever made it to the table when he worked here. We’ll see who we can think of. Won’t be a complete list, as neither of us has been here above three years.”

“But it will be a start. Thank you.”

“We could write to the previous housekeepers and see if they’re willing to help. That might do. Do you know how far back?”

“I didn’t think to ask Sedmon that. How far back did the parties he asked you about go?”

“Four years.”

Four years? Father had been hiding this from him for four years? “Then that should be sufficient.”

“We’ll start at once, unless you’d rather we...”

“I think getting Mr. Rivers back here should take precedence over everything else, don’t you?”

“Most definitely, my lord. We’ll begin at once.”

“And I’m quite content with a tray in here for dinner, or perhaps the pub. I haven’t been to a pub in ages.”

“It won’t come to that, my lord, but we will have a list for you and the letters sent as soon as possible.”

When Mrs. Harrigut left the room, James pulled out the bits of paper and began sorting them on the desk, hoping for some kind of pattern.

 

By the time Peter came to light the lamps, James had reconstructed two invoices well enough to be able to see the dates and had begun a list showing what was ordered on each date he could identify. He thought it might help to compare that list to the list of parties and see if there were some connections. He was also hoping it would give him some idea as to how the shop could act as courier when the parties were held at the country house. Peter entering broke his train of thought, and once it was broken, he realized he was sore from sitting for so long. He arched his back and tried to loosen his shoulders.

“My lord, Mrs. Patterson said to tell you she had not seen any of the wines you inquired about. Nor has any of the staff.”

Damn, how was he supposed to find them then? Daniel would know, but he couldn’t ask Daniel. “Thank her for me. If anyone does think of something, I’ll want to know at once.”

“I will inform everyone, my lord. Will you be wanting to dress for dinner tonight?”

It seemed a silly question, but if Peter would be acting as his valet, one the footman needed an answer to. “No, I’m still working. Would you tell Mrs. Patterson to send a tray up here?” He glanced down at the desk and noticed his hands were as dark with soot as Daniel’s had been. “I’ll just go upstairs and wash up a bit. If you would send up some water.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The idea of Peter acting as his valet appealed even less now that he was worried about Daniel than it had in the morning. “And if you have other work to do, I can manage undressing myself tonight.”

“If that suits you, my lord. Was it something I did incorrectly?”

“Not at all, I’m merely a bit preoccupied.”

Peter nodded. “We all appreciate how hard you’ve been working on Mr. Rivers’s behalf. Not at all what the old lord would do, if you’ll excuse me saying.”

“I’ve known him a very long time.” It was a version of the truth.

“So had he, again if you’ll excuse the observation. And, if you don’t mind my mentioning it, there are several on the staff who don’t know that we’ll be able to get new positions considering the events here. I don’t like to ask, but were you considering keeping both houses?”

That was something he hadn’t considered at all, but he could see that Peter was worried. He’d known that his father’s stupidity would also reflect badly on the staff, but it hadn’t occurred to him just how difficult it would be for them, but of course no one would want to be anywhere near anything to do with the house of a traitor. Hadn’t he seen that in his own staff deserting? “I don’t think I’ll keep this place once everything is straightened out, but I will need to hire some more staff at my own residence. You can tell the others when I begin sorting my place out, I’ll look here first and take Mr. Rivers’s recommendations very seriously.”

“Then you think he’ll be back?”

“I’m certain he will. He’s innocent, so of course he’ll be released. It’s only a question of when.” Perhaps if he said it enough times, he’d convince himself.

“Everyone will be relieved to hear that. And about the offer of positions. It will be a great weight off of some minds.” James had the impression Peter’s was one of those minds. 

“Tell Mrs. Patterson nothing too heavy or complicated for dinner.”

“Yes, my lord.” Peter bowed and left the study.

Had Daniel worried about his position like that, or had he been such a fixture that Father wouldn’t have thought of letting him go? He should have offered him a position in his household ages ago. Maybe then he would have figured out that he was in love with him sooner. There, he’d said it in his mind at least. He loved Daniel. James sat at the desk and went back to searching for clues with fresh motivation. He had to get Daniel out of prison so he could tell him he loved him. 

 

James kept going through the scraps until Peter came back to the study to tell him there was hot water upstairs in a tone that made him realize it was probably the second or third pitcher that had been brought for him. The scraps were all blurring together in his mind anyway, and before his eyes, if he were honest. The light had become too poor to be useful ages ago. “I’ll be up in a moment.”

“Very good, my lord.” Peter sounded relieved even though he tried to hide it.

As James went up to his room and washed his hands and fixed his cuffs, he wondered what Daniel was being fed. They had to feed him, didn’t they? He knew it wouldn’t be good, but he wished he knew how bad it would be, to stop his mind from turning to thoughts of moldy bread or spoiled meat. He didn’t even know what prison Daniel was in. He’d been so concerned with convincing Sedmon that Daniel was innocent and that Nestore was what Tributary referred to that he hadn’t thought to ask. 

Well, he would simply have to go and see Sedmon in the morning and ask him. Maybe by then Sedmon would have arranged for him to see Daniel or even found a way to have him released. That was a happy thought. Sedmon was good at his job—surely he’d found something by now. Perhaps he could... no, Sedmon wouldn’t be at his office now, and James had no idea where the solicitor lived. Sedmon probably liked it that way, to avoid just the sort of call James was thinking of paying on him now. 

As he passed the door to the servants’ staircase, James remembered standing in Daniel’s room. That had been before he’d known Daniel was in prison, and he had still felt closer to him there than anywhere else. A quick look wouldn’t hurt. Perhaps it would make him miss Daniel less. That lie didn’t even convince him. If anything, it would make him miss Daniel more, but he still went to the baize door and started up the stairs.

He didn’t encounter anyone on the way to Daniel’s room at the end of the hall. They were most likely all down at dinner. No, all down waiting for him to finish his dinner so they could begin. He would only take a moment, just long enough to feel closer to Daniel, then go back down and eat whatever Mrs. Patterson had come up with for his supper.

Daniel’s room was just as he’d seen it last. No one had been up to tidy. James wondered if someone did come to tidy Daniel’s room or if he did it himself. Did he like his room? Would he want something different? It wouldn’t seem odd at all for James to arrange for some other accommodations for him. Everyone knew how much trouble he had keeping staff; surely it wouldn’t seem odd for him to offer Daniel anything he wanted to stay on, particularly as he was turning down the chance to help run a hotel. And if it was odd, he didn’t mind being thought eccentric. In fact, he could offer Mrs. Harrigut and Mrs. Patterson similar benefits and conceal the offer in plain sight. He ran his hand along the bed. Daniel had slept there after their brief encounter, his last night of freedom. For the moment. He’d be free again very soon. James would see that he was free very soon.

James thought he heard footsteps, but no one passed the room. The box of marzipan was still on the nightstand. Daniel must have bought it when he knew Father would be making life difficult again, just as he had when they were boys. James picked up the box and put it in his pocket. He could look at it and think about Daniel’s kindness until Daniel was back, which would be very soon. 

He glanced around and spotted the basket of laundry he’d noticed before. It hadn’t been emptied, so Daniel’s shirt was still there. James picked up the shirt and stroked the collar. He should have said something to Daniel then, told him to stay. Made him stay. Not let him run from the room. But he’d felt so sated and boneless after Daniel had finished with him. Still, he should have at least forced his voice to work. He buried his face in the shirt. It smelled of silver polish and soap and the musky scent of the night before and something that was Daniel, something he remembered from the long afternoons by the lake. He folded the shirt and slipped into the hall with it. If he’d been caught in Daniel’s room, it would have been easy enough to say he’d been looking to see if he could find anything there to prove Daniel’s innocence. Slinking through hallways with one of Daniel’s shirts was much harder to explain. But he encountered no one on the way back to his room. He knew he’d have to hide the shirt so Peter wouldn’t take it away for cleaning. He glanced around his room. 

If he hid it under the pillow, it would be taken away when the bed was made. And among his clothes was no better. Even though he preferred Daniel as his valet, Peter was very good at the job and conscientious. James wouldn’t put it past him to go looking for clothes that needed washing. The nightstand. No one would look in the nightstand. James folded the shirt and slipped it into the top drawer, added the marzipan box as well, then hurried down to dinner. He didn’t want to make the rest of the staff wait any longer than he already had. He would have to do better at thinking of them, of trying not to make things harder for the staff. He didn’t want Daniel to think he was a difficult employer.

 

{--*--}

 

Daniel lay very still and hoped he looked like he was asleep. He didn’t want any more attention from guards or prisoners. Already he’d been robbed of all his money by the guards when he’d arrived and his coat and waistcoat by a particularly fierce prisoner. It had been simpler to let them go than to continue to fight, and he didn’t want to do anything that would make the guards notice him, make anyone notice him too much. He was quite certain anyone who found something to be used against him, to prove he was part of the traitor lords’ conspiracy, would be rewarded. He had managed to keep his shoes by stepping on the fingers of anyone who attempted to take them, which had seemed something anyone would know to do and therefore not something to be noticed or remarked on. 

Daniel closed his eyes, although he doubted it made much difference in the darkness. He’d tried telling the guard who brought dinner around that they had taken his money on account, but the guard was used to the scams prisoners tried and had said he would check and until it been confirmed, Daniel would have to make do with the standard ration, which consisted of hard bread and watered ale and not enough of either to fill his belly, although more than enough to leave him with a feeling of disgust. 

If an empty belly weren’t enough to keep him up, the cell he was in was overcrowded, meaning he was lying on the floor between two other prisoners, neither of whom had bathed or changed their linen in years from the smell, with barely enough space to roll over. Between the hard floor, the smell of unwashed bodies, and sounds of the other prisoners, he couldn’t settle his mind to sleep. And if he stayed here much longer, he would be as filthy and wretched as they were, and what would James think of him then, stinking, half-starved, and in rags crawling with lice? 

He pulled his mind away from that thought. James wasn’t his to think about. But if he couldn’t find sleep, thinking wasn’t a bad idea. If they could solve the riddle of the Tributary, he could keep James out of a place like this. The wines, it seemed to be connected to the wines on those lists. But they weren’t anything Daniel had seen in the house. That meant they couldn’t have been served at any of the dinners. If they had been, he would have been the one to decant them and serve them. So if not a dinner wine, what did that leave?

He froze as he heard someone stumbling through the cell, picking their way over the bodies crammed in, presumably on their way to the slop bucket. The man on his left rolled over and shoved his shoulder against Daniel’s side. Daniel tried to slide away, but his other bed-mate was too close, and he didn’t want to find out what would happen if he appeared to be trying to get closer to him, particularly as he was one of the ones who had tried to take his shoes. Daniel resigned himself to a night with someone’s greasy hair tickling his face and tried to take shallow breaths. Where would the wine go if not in the guests’ glasses?

Gifts. The old lord had given gifts to his friends on many occasions—perhaps some of those had been bottles of wine. It wouldn’t seem strange. In fact, he was known for liking his drink, so it would be perfectly natural for him to tell a group of his friends he’d found something he wanted them to try and pass it out. And there would be no reason for him to involve any of the servants in that. It was worth looking into at least, only Daniel needed to find some way to get a message to James, to let him know that was a possibility. Perhaps Lord Gatwell might remember something from those occasions. As part of the family, he might have been present. 

The prisoner had finished with the slop bucket and was making his way back, stepping over the bodies again, apparently missing his footing and stepping on a few from the curses. The man on Daniel’s right rolled away, taking the blanket Daniel had been given with him, not that particularly minded; it hadn’t given much warmth and was so fifthly he’d half expected it to crawl away on its own. So how to get word to James? He could hear that someone in the wing had managed the bribe needed to bring a prostitute inside, and the woman in question seemed to be doing a roaring trade. 

That was the problem. He didn’t have any money for bribes. Perhaps he could offer his shoes. He had no idea what a pair of shoes was worth, but it might be worth trying. He heard a yell from someone using the prostitute’s services then laughter from the others in the room. There was always that possibility, offering himself to someone who couldn’t afford the services of a smuggled-in whore, but he had the feeling that the whore would charge less than the messenger, requiring more than one foray into that profession. Unless the person wanted something the whore wasn’t willing to do. Daniel closed his eyes. It was a possibility, one to keep in mind, particularly if the man questioning him seemed closer to arresting James.

Perhaps he could see someone from the outside, even the prostitute, in passing. If he could have a few moments of quiet with someone, he could relay the message and assure them that they would be well paid by the recipient. But that would bring another person into it, and someone who probably couldn’t be trusted. And could they be trusted to relay the message accurately? 

Might he be allowed to post a letter? It would be read, certainly, but if he could hide the information somehow? But why would a butler write to his employer? No, that would raise more suspicions than anything. But if he could get the means to write, perhaps he could compose a note, address it with the promise of payment, and toss it somewhere where it would be found by someone on the outside. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was the best he’d come up with so far. The man on his left shifted again, and Daniel moved quickly to arrange himself in a marginally more comfortable position. Perhaps, once he’d seen more of how the prison worked, he’d come up with a way to get word to James without raising any more suspicions around James. He couldn’t bear the thought of James in a place like this.

 

 


Chapter 8

><

 

JAMES WOKE EARLY AFTER A NIGHT plagued by bad dreams about Daniel being questioned by sadistic prison guards then brutalized by his fellow prisoners. He didn’t bother to ring for Peter to help him dress but muddled through on his own, mainly because he had taken Daniel’s shirt out of the drawer after a particularly bad nightmare and wasn’t ready to put it back yet. 

Standing in the breakfast room looking at the choices spread before him, he wondered what Daniel was being given to eat and felt guilty as he filled his plate. Peter came in as he was sitting down but didn’t ask why he hadn’t been summoned to act as valet, merely placed the tray with the morning post on the table beside James and left. Perhaps he understood, James thought.

 James skimmed through the post, tossing most of the envelopes into the pile he thought of as to-deal-with-later. One caught his attention, addressed to “His lordship the new Earl of Lynster.” It was very quick for a reply to one of Mrs. Harrigut’s letters, but it was curious enough to attract his attention, and just incorrect enough to have been from a servant who wasn’t particularly good at his job. He broke the seal and unfolded it.

The letter was from the former footman Roberts, the footman with the fondness for spirits and the one he had pinned his hopes on. It read:

 

“My lord,

Mrs. Harrigut has written to me stating that you wish to know about the beverages that were imbibed at your father’s gatherings. I myself was very particular in seeing that they were of the highest quality, and that led to some interesting observations. I do not wish to entrust such news to a letter, but if you were willing to pay my expenses on the mail coach, I would be pleased to come to town and tell you all I know. 

Most respectfully, 

Silas Roberts.”

 

That was the most promising thing James had seen since the burnt papers. He flipped the letter over to look at the postmark. If Roberts could get here quickly, perhaps he could get Daniel out of prison before the month was out.

The postmark explained the speed of the response. It showed the letter had come from a village about five miles outside of London. James chuckled. Roberts didn’t need a mail coach; he needed a sturdy pair of walking shoes or a friendly farmer on his way to market. But he understood the subtext. Paying transportation costs was not paying for information. But there was another consideration—Roberts was being called on for his familiarity with spirits, and James wanted him to arrive on his doorstep, not pass out on it. That would require delicate handling. 

By the time he’d finished breakfast, James had come up with a reply. 

 

“Mr. Roberts,

I was very pleased to get your letter. I am most eager to hear what you have to say. As I do not like to entrust the post with large sums of money, I am enclosing a down payment to enable you to find conveyance to my father’s townhouse in London where I am staying. After we have spoken, I will be happy to pay you the balance of your expenses for the mail coach. Come any day that is convenient for you. No need to write ahead; Mrs. Harrigut and the staff will know to admit you.

Lord Lynster.”

 

He enclosed what he thought was a reasonable amount to offer a farmer on his way to London and enough for a hackney cab to the townhouse from almost anywhere within the city then sealed it and left it in the hall for the post, then he went to find Mrs. Harrigut and let her know that Roberts was to be admitted at once if he called, entertained until James returned if he wasn’t in, and above all, kept sober until he could be questioned. 

 

Daniel heard the chains of the other prisoners rattling before the sounds of the guards coming to wake them. A lifetime of servants’ hours meant he wasn’t put out at being woken so early. He copied the other prisoners in picking up his blanket, which had made it back to him somewhere in the night, possibly under its own power, and hanging it from a peg on the wall. The guard came as they were shuffling around to give assignments. Daniel wasn’t certain if it was because he was new to the cell or because they knew he’d been a servant, but he was assigned to empty the slop bucket then scrub the floor in the corner. He saw some of the other prisoners sent out to swab the floors in the hallway or the common room. 

Once the chores were finished, which didn’t take long as there wasn’t much to be cleaned in the cells, the ration of bread and watered ale was brought around, with nothing extra for him as he hadn’t any money to pay for it. With barely enough for his belly to know he’d eaten, he was ushered out to the yard with others for what was called exercise but seemed to consist of standing around in the gloom. Most of the prisoners seemed to split into groups, either gambling in the yard or going to the taproom to purchase what Daniel assumed was illicit alcohol. As he didn’t have any money, he was able to turn down requests to join both groups without seeming aloof and spent the time huddled against the wall as the areas around the stoves were all taken up by long-time prisoners.

When the church bell rang the hour, the gates were opened, and the day’s visitors began entering. Daniel could see merchants selling what seemed to be food past its prime and clothes that had belonged to more than one owner and women claiming to be visiting husbands who appeared to be seeking someone with enough funds for a comfort visit. Perhaps someone in that group could be persuaded to get a note to James. Or to Mrs. Harrigut. Maybe it wouldn’t seem as strange if he sent her a note. Someone might think he was sweet on her. So who would be the best person to approach? Normally he’d think the merchants, but they all seemed to be doing their best to scam the prisoners. The ladies seemed more sympathetic, particularly if he could find one who was actually married to someone inside, perhaps with children she was trying to support. That would make her glad of the money. But he had barely gotten a look at the newcomers when one of the guards came and grabbed his arm and led him back down to the cell. Daniel wondered if this was another example of not being able to pay for something or if he was denied the chance at relatively fresh air because of his status as a possible traitor. As he was the only one in the cell now, he assumed it was the latter. He sat in a corner of the cell by the window and waited for the time to pass. He amused himself by composing a letter to James in his mind, but he was quite certain he wouldn’t be granted any paper without money to pay for it, and besides, the letter quickly became the sort of thing he could never commit to paper, not if he wanted to see outside the prison walls again.

 

The idea that Roberts might have some information distracted James all through breakfast, and he found he couldn’t even concentrate on piecing together the rest of the invoices while he was thinking about the possibility that he could have something to help Daniel before the week was over. But not working on something made him feel guilty, as if ten minutes wasted might be ten extra minutes Daniel had to spend in prison because of him. In the end, he went to the study and further sorted the post, putting the bills from tradesmen for his father in a pile for Sedmon to deal with, the condolence letters in a pile to be replied to later—something he could press on Connie perhaps, or would that be taking advantage?—and the random invitations into a pile to be ignored.

He was just looking for another distraction when Peter came into the room. “Mr. Sedmon, my lord.”

“Sedmon, do you have news?” he asked before Sedmon was even in the room. Perhaps he’d solved the whole thing at once, or had found a way for him to see Daniel at least.

“I’m afraid not, my lord. I merely came to bring you a copy of the will and see how you were faring. Are those for the estate?” He picked up the stack of bills. “I’ll get them out of your way.”

James barely noticed. “What about me visiting Daniel or sending him money?”

“I did speak to someone connected to the prison, and they were very interested in why you would want to go. I tried explaining that he was a loyal servant of long standing, but they seem desirous of making something more of it.”

And not the more that was correct, James hoped. “You’re saying it’s not safe for either of us if I do anything.”

“That’s correct.”

James sighed. Sedmon was trying to help. It wasn’t his fault that James wasn’t liking the answers he’d found. “One of the former servants wrote and might know something about the Nestore wines. I’m going to meet with him as soon as he gets to London.”

“Then perhaps that will help. And I will continue looking into things on my end.” Sedmon tapped the letters he was holding against the stack of papers on the edge of the desk. “Have you considered my proposal, my lord?”

“Proposal?” He’d been so busy worrying about Daniel he had no idea what proposal Sedmon was talking about.

“The list of eligible ladies. It would best to get someone of influence on your side as quickly as possible. It might even allow you to assist Mr. Rivers if you had someone with enough influence on your side.”

“The list.” The dratted list. It was still sitting on the edge of the desk. How in the world could he think about a list of potential brides when Daniel was in trouble? “Sedmon, I understand you were trying to help, I really do, but I don’t think that is the correct proposal for me.”

“My lord?” Sedmon stayed quiet for a moment. “You mean your heart is already engaged? You should have told me. We could still put part of the plan into action. A wedding is still a happy event, and an heir is always to be celebrated. And having someone on your side, even if they are not one of the great families, would still be something. Mothers and sisters can do wonderful things by gossiping in the right places. And if she has brothers or a father, well, someone to protest on your behalf at a race or over a gaming table with the right people present can be most useful. I’m at your disposal for marriage contracts.”

“That won’t... I mean...”

“Oh dear, she’s not married, is she? That would not do in this case, not at all.”

“No, that isn’t the complication.” Or should he say it was and let Sedmon think whatever he was going to think? James was still considering if he should protest in such a way that implied confirmed when he realized Sedmon was thinking hard, letting all possibilities roam through his mind.

“Oh good lord. Is it... Don’t tell me. I’m not sure I want to know.”

James couldn’t be certain Sedmon had guessed, but something in the way the solicitor said it told him he had come to the correct conclusion. “I won’t confirm it then.”

“Well, I can tell you that will be of absolutely no use in this circumstance. None at all. In fact, it would create a whole different set of problems.”

“I assure you, I am very discreet, but I do understand if you want to drop me as a client.”

“Drop you? Heaven forbid. No, we won’t discuss this, so I will not be lying if I am asked about it by the Crown, which under the current circumstances may be a distinct possibility; they seem to be poking around in every corner of your life. You have been discreet all along, I hope. But it does mean I need to come up with an entirely different strategy. And most likely a complete genealogy so we can find the next in line at some point. But first we have to keep the title intact and you out of prison. I’ll think about it. And you will continue to look into the business with the wine?”

“If Roberts doesn’t have anything useful, there are a few other avenues I can consider.” He wasn’t sure what they were, but they had to exist. He’d simply have to find them. “And I made a list of the dates I could read on the invoices. They seem to match up with the parties fairly regularly. The ones in town a few days before, the ones at Lynfield Hall at least a week before.”

“Good. It isn’t conclusive, but it seems he could have purchased all of the bottles from the same shop and brought them with him. That is looking like our best hope. I will let you know if I happen upon another strategy.” Sedmon tucked the bills into his pocket and put on his hat. “May I be permitted one impertinent question?”

“Considering how well you took that news, I’d grant you several.”

Sedmon smiled. “One will do. Is Mr. Rivers the reason the proposal could not be accepted?”

James wondered how to answer honestly. “At the moment, no, but I have hopes.”

“Then I will leave you to your lines of inquiry, and I will try to find a way for you to render aid to Mr. Rivers.” Sedmon stopped with his hat halfway to his head. “Perhaps Lord Gatwell could be applied to. Lady Gatwell has also known Mr. Rivers for a considerable time, and Lord Gatwell is a man of considerable influence. And if I could phrase your interest as partly motivated by concern for your sister, to keep her from worrying...” He finished putting on his hat and gathered up his gloves. “Something to consider. I will let you know once I have thought through the possible ramifications, or if anything else occurs to me. Good afternoon, my lord.”

“Thank you, Sedmon.” Although James wasn’t quite certain what he was thanking him for: the promise to keep looking, the idea to appeal to Allister, or understanding so quickly and kindly how things stood between him and Daniel. Sedmon merely nodded and left.

 

{--*--}

 

Daniel gave up on composing the letter in his mind fairly quickly. It did very little to pass the time and only made him miss James and home more. He was focusing on the window well, watching it from across the cell so it wouldn’t seem that he was interested in it. The question was, where did it lead to? He assumed the recreation yard of the prison as there were only windows on one side of the cell, but he hadn’t seen the amount of refuse by the window that he would have expected from the prison yard. But then there ought to have been garbage thrown down from the street if it faced a public thoroughfare, even a poorly traveled one. If he knew what was above the well, he might be able to toss some sort of note up to the street level. 

Of course, there were almost as many problems with that plan as any other he’d had. Would someone finding it pick it up or merely toss it further away? If they opened it, would they deliver it as requested or bring it to the prison warden and hope for a reward? Naturally, he would say that the bearer would be rewarded upon delivery to Lord Lynster’s townhouse, but that would depend on the finder being interested enough to either read it if they were able or bring it to someone who could if they were not. And it would bring yet another person into the whole mess, which was another risk to James. And he would not risk James, not if it was in his power to prevent it. 

He was trying to decide if a bit of his shirt could be written on when he heard shuffling footsteps in the corridor. He assumed it was a guard bringing some sort of midday meal and arranged himself on the floor with his knees drawn up and his head resting on them, hoping he looked defeated, or at least miserable. It seemed best to let them think they had succeeded in some small way to break his spirit.

The shuffling footsteps came closer, and Daniel looked up, not raising his head all the way in what he hoped was a submissive gesture. It wasn’t a guard, though, but a fellow prisoner. “Rivers? I brought you a bit of something seeing as the guards don’t bring food down during the day.”

He had been half-right then. It was a midday meal of a sort. Daniel unfolded himself from the ground and came to the bars. The man had brought him some bread with what appeared to be gristly drippings on it, but it was better than nothing. “Thank you. That was very kind. I hope you won’t get in trouble.”

The man shrugged. He also didn’t move to leave after he’d handed over the bread.

Daniel bit into the bread and waited to hear what the man wanted.

“Is it good?” the man asked after Daniel had eaten a few bites in silence.

The bread was hard, and the drippings were half-spoiled, but Daniel said, “Yes. I mean, for prison food.”

The man seemed to understand. “You get used to it.” He leaned closer to the bars. “I thought we could have a couple of words.” When Daniel didn’t answer, he went on, “They’ve been telling us you have information they want, and they’re willing to trade for it. I’m willing to trade too. Most of them aren’t. Most of them are looking for a time when the guard isn’t looking and...well, you’re lucky they said you have to be able to testify in court. But I don’t want that. I figure I could help you, and you could repay me by telling me. Easy, right?”

Daniel sighed. “What are they offering?”

“Nothing we can share with you, I’m afraid. I’m set to be transported for forgery, which I did not do, mind you. I had permission for every signature I signed, and the tailor was making up half those bills entirely.” The last was said towards the stairwell and made Daniel wonder if they were being watched or if was merely a precaution. “If I can get your information, they’ll make certain I get on a ship that’s leaving at once instead of sitting in hulk for months waiting.”

Daniel had heard enough stories of the conditions on prison hulks to understand why that worked as a bribe. He chose his words carefully. “I wish I could help you, or help myself, but I don’t have any of the information they’re looking for.”

The man looked disappointed. “Are you sure you know what they want? Maybe you don’t know you know.”

“They want proof against my current employer, only I was employed by his father, not him, so I don’t know anything that would be of use to them.” Maybe that would get around through prison gossip and he’d be left alone. It was more or less the truth. He certainly didn’t know anything that would connect James to the conspiracy.

The man sighed. “You’re completely certain?”

“Do you think I’d be sitting down here if I knew something?” He certainly would be if it protected James, but he hoped it was the sort of argument that would work on the other prisoners.

“I suppose not. But I had to try.” The man got to his feet.

Daniel almost felt sorry for the fellow. His accent was clearly educated. He reminded him a bit of the gamblers he’d known among the old Lord Lynster’s acquaintances, but they had all been fortunate enough to have deep pockets to accommodate their losses. “I understand. I just don’t have any information to offer. But I hope you manage to get where you’re going quickly.”

“Thank you.” The man shuffled back towards the stairs.

Daniel finished his bread then went back to leaning against the cell wall. If the guards were offering rewards to the prisoners for getting information from him, it was only a matter of time before someone tried to beat it out of him, and he needed to decide how to react to that. Thank God James wasn’t in this place.

 

{--*--}

 

Sedmon returned as James was looking at the midday meal spread out before him, torn between guilt that he had so much food when he was sure Daniel had very little, which robbed him of his appetite, and the guilt of having so much food and not eating it when he was certain Daniel would have been glad of a small portion of it. Sedmon was a distraction at least. “Do you have any news?”

“Of a kind, my lord. I’ve managed to arrange for you to visit Mr. Rivers this afternoon by emphasizing your concern for your sister and your wish that she not be worried in her present condition.”

“That’s wonderful!” At least he would know how much of his worry was justified.

“I should warn you, I believe permission was given because the investigator who is working at the prison wants to see your interaction with him.”

“So you’re warning me to be careful.”

“I’m warning you not to seem too concerned for his welfare. I know you are concerned, but Mr. Williams will be looking for any excuse to connect the two of you to any wrongdoing, and too much concern for him could easily be taken as a sign that he is more than a mere butler.”

“You mean that he’s part of the scheme? That we both are?”

“Exactly. So I’m afraid it would not be advisable to bring him anything even if it is permitted, or to discuss any of the avenues we are exploring to secure his release.”

James could feel himself making a face of disappointment. 

Sedmon smiled a little. “I am trying to determine if Lord Gatwell could be applied to without risk to himself or Lady Gatwell. If I can find proof that they were away during some of the times in question, then I will approach him about purchasing some comforts for Mr. Rivers. Surely you don’t want to bring him momentary comfort at the risk of permanent imprisonment.”

“I’d like him permanently out of prison,” James grumbled.

“And our ultimate goal is to keep you both permanently out of prison. I’m sure that is the best outcome.”

James sighed. “I’m sorry I’m being so difficult.”

“You’re not. You’re merely concerned. They will expect to see you around five this afternoon. You will see many visitors roaming about, but those are for prisoners not accused of treason. Mr. Williams will want you to go to the office and alert him to your presence.”

“So he can spy on me.”

“It’s best to assume that is the case. Is there any other way I can be of assistance?”

“Just find a way to help him.”

“I’m working on helping both of you. I will see Lord Gatwell as soon as I am certain he can help without adding to the list of people at risk. Good afternoon.”

James started on his food without noticing what was in front of him while he considered how best to approach the meeting. He’d see Daniel. That was the important thing, and hopefully seeing him there would tell Daniel he wasn’t forgotten. But was there some way he could tell Daniel the rest of what he wanted him to know? Not directly, of course, but hint at it? He knew Sedmon would advise caution, and he was right, but if there was some way to hint at it.

 

{--*--}

 

The next time Daniel heard movement in the passage, it was the sound of many feet tramping down the stairs. He found a spot close to the marginally fresher air of the window, pulled as far back towards the wall as he could, and waited as the guards locked the staircase door then let the prisoners back into the cell. None of them seemed particularly pleased to be there, but most were still blinking at the change from outdoor sunlight to the dim light of the cell. Daniel could feel them looking at him, some trying to be surreptitious, some blatantly staring. So how many had the guards offered bribes to to get information out of him? 

“Rivers?”

Daniel turned on instinct, before he’d thought through the best response. He’d have to be more careful, although the prisoner who’d spoken his name was a grey, mousy sort of person who looked as if he’d been in the prison so long he’d become part of the walls, or maybe one of the rats.

“You know they’re asking about you.”

Another who’d been offered a bribe. “So I’ve been told.” 

“S’why they sent us back early, I think.”

So another reason for them to resent him. “I’m sorry.”

“We could help each other, if you were amenable.”

Daniel pitched his voice so it still sounded like a whisper but could be heard by the people around them. “If I knew anything that they wanted, do you think I would still be here?”

The man considered that, tipping his head from side to side as if he were physically considering it from several angles. “Suppose not.” He faded into the crowd of other prisoners. 

Daniel went back to his spot by the wall, trying to look at faces without seeming to stare. There was less interest in him, so perhaps that argument held some weight. The few who were still looking at him included most of those who had tried to steal his shoes and the one who had his jacket. He suspected most of them would consider it reward enough to be allowed to beat another prisoner without being punished for it, but as long as the warden wanted him in one piece, he was safe enough from them. That should buy him a couple of days at least to figure out how to deal with that eventuality.

 

James had the carriage ready early for his trip to the prison. Sedmon seemed to think the appointment was not at a fixed time, but he didn’t want to arrive only to discover that the prison had closed its doors to visitors minutes before. He had the carriage leave him by the gate and told Tom to go to a pub and wait for him. It didn’t seem fair to make Tom wait by the grim high walls that seemed almost as frightening from the outside as he was certain they were inside. The gate was manned by a pair of guards who seemed to be letting anyone in, judging by the line of costermongers and prostitutes going through. He paused and explained that he had been asked to meet Mr. Williams in the office and was given directions.

The office was a small room with one window near the entrance to one of the imposing buildings. The room was dominated by a large desk, which Mr. Williams was sitting behind when James entered. The wall behind him was covered with an assortment of heavy irons James assumed were meant to frighten prisoners, as nothing so heavy and brutal could possibly be in actual use. Mr. Williams was not a large man. In fact, he was ordinary in every way from hair of indeterminate color to regular but slightly soft features. The sort of man you would glance at in a crowd and not be able to describe later, if you remembered him at all. That, more than anything, told James he was someone to be very concerned about. Mr. Williams looked up when he entered, but it took him almost a full minute to stand and greet him. “My lord, Mr. Sedmon said you wished to assure yourself of the welfare of one of our prisoners.”

“Indeed.” He knew better than to respond to the man’s rudeness, particularly as he seemed very adept at being rude without doing anything that one could cite as an example of bad manners.

“It is most generous of you to be so concerned about a servant’s welfare.”

So Sedmon was right; Mr. Williams was trying to see if he could trap them. “Mr. Rivers has been a loyal servant of the family for many years, since he was a boy really. It seems most unfair for him to suffer for that loyalty because of my father’s stupidity.” He remembered what Sedmon had said he’d used as an excuse and added,  “Besides, my sister is quite concerned about him, and given her present condition, anything I can do to alleviate her concerns...”

“As you say. Shall we go down? Timmons, if you would.”

The guard had been standing unnoticed in the hall outside the door and came forward when he was called. He walked before them, unlocking each gate they encountered to let them through then locking it again behind them. James shuddered as he followed the guard down into the bowels of the prison. He wondered if this was meant to see his reaction to Daniel’s confinement or a warning that the same could be in his future. Either way, he schooled his face into the look of minor boredom he normally wore at matchmaking balls and followed silently. 

The air was damp and close and foul, and James was tempted to pull out his handkerchief and hold it over his nose and mouth, only it would be seen as weakness by those with him. Their journey ended at what appeared to be a large common cell with bars blocking the way between them. The room was filled with half-starved wretches looking like the most deplorable sort of ruffians, the kind he would cross the square to avoid. When they saw the guard, they made halfhearted efforts to hide bottles and flasks they were drinking from, but the games of dice and cards continued unabated. James followed the guard to a corner near an overflowing slop bucket and waited as he banged his cutlass against the bars and yelled, “Rivers! Prisoner Rivers report!”

Several prisoners came to the bars, clearly hoping to be mistaken for the one summoned, but James didn’t see Daniel for several moments, until one of the ragged shapes who seemed to be fighting his way through came into the light enough to be recognized. Daniel was in irons—that was the first thing James saw. Heavy chains on his ankles connected to another around his waist. Just the sort of thing he’d seen on the walls upstairs. It made moving slow and seemed to drag him down as he walked. He looked tired when he arrived and the bars, but then he saw James and seemed to cheer up.

“My lord?” This close, James could see him clearly. His face was smudged, and his hair stood every which way, and there was straw in it. He was missing both his jacket and his waistcoat, and his shirt was dirty and torn. Even after so short a time in prison, he looked haggard and possibly a bit thinner. James didn’t know what to say, especially when they were being watched by so many hostile eyes. He settled for ridiculous. It was either that or waste his chance. “You’ve lost your jacket.”

“I’m afraid so, my lord. And the waistcoat. They didn’t get my shoes, though.”

James realized the articles of clothing had been stolen. “That was lucky then.” He swallowed. “I’m sorry I’m not here to get you out. Not yet.”

“I didn’t expect it yet.”

“But I will find a way.”

“My lord...” So Daniel thought he was being imprudent. 

“Connie has been worried about you.” There, that was the cover Sedmon had given him. He remembered Sedmon’s other warnings and tried to be as vague as possible. “Some things have been going well. We have a lead on the spirits.”

Daniel’s eyes darted to the corner behind James. To Mr. Williams, James realized. “That should set her mind at ease. So will it be a séance then, or is there some new means of contact?”

James took that to mean that Daniel didn’t think it wise to let Mr. Williams know what their evidence was, that it was better he think they were being foolish than know the direction of their thoughts. James trusted his judgment. “Well, you know old Roberts. He’ll be visiting. Whatever he decides, I suppose. I believe he will be surprisingly helpful in the matter. You remember him?”

“I do. Seems you can find help in the strangest places when you require it. Who knows what gifts may be given as spirits.”

James noticed the strange phrasing and filed it away for future contemplation. “Is there anything I can get you? Anything I can do for you?”

Daniel shook his head. 

“I suppose it would be stolen anyway.”

“It would.”

James had quite a bit more he wanted to say to Daniel, but he couldn’t think how while they were being watched. He wanted to ask him if he could think of anything about the bottles, anything about the deliveries, anything about how the parties worked. He settled for, “Do you know where my father kept his wine? Other than the cellar, of course. Mrs. Harrigut is trying to settle up some accounts.” Hopefully, that wouldn’t be seen as significant, and it might even make him seem cold, as if he merely wanted to see his butler to keep the household running smoothly. At least he hoped it did.

Daniel’s eyebrow hitched up a hair but he showed no other sign of understanding the importance. “He liked to handle the giving of gifts himself, so he must have had a private supply somewhere that we did not have access to. I suppose the study might be a place to start.”

James nodded. Gifts again. There was so much else he wanted to tell Daniel, but there was no way he could, not with officers of the law all around them. Unless... “I’ve been thinking about Lynfield Hall often lately. Remember when we boys there?”

“It’s comforting to think of simpler times in times of trouble.”

“Do you remember the pond?”

“It was always good for catching things.”

James looked Daniel squarely in the eye. “Remember our experiment? I’ve been thinking how grand it would be to go back and try it again.” He froze, waiting for Daniel’s reaction. Waiting to see if he even remembered the kiss.

Daniel stared at him unblinking for what seemed an age but couldn’t have been too long as the guard didn’t seem to notice. And then Daniel grinned as if it were nothing but an amusing memory. “I’d like that too. If your swimming has improved.”

James smiled.  Daniel had understood and remembered. The pond was far too shallow for swimming. “How was I to know swimming was something to be learned? It looked so easy when you did it.” Despite being the younger of the two, it had been James who had taught Daniel to swim during one of those long summers, not at the pond but at the lake near the hunting lodge. 

Daniel smiled, a real proper smile. “We learned a few things there, didn’t we?”

“Good things.”

James tried to think of something else to say, but Mr. Williams broke into their conversation before he could think of something Daniel would understand and the guards would not.  “If you’ve finished reminiscing, my lord, I believe they are preparing to serve the prisoners their dinner.”

“Of course. It was good to see you, Rivers.”

“And you, my lord. I have every confidence that you will get to the truth.”

“Thank you.” James allowed himself to be led back to the stairs. On the way up, another guard passed them carrying what seemed to be a basket of hard bread closer to being moldy than not and a bucket of what seemed to be greasy and vile-smelling soup. James shuddered to think of Daniel eating that, of having been eating for the last few days, but he kept his expression neutral, pretending he didn’t even notice. He suspected that was part of Mr. Williams’s plan, and he didn’t want to give him any sign that it was working, even if half his mind was thinking he should confess and say Daniel had nothing to do with the conspiracy simply to let Daniel be released. No, they were close. He would search the study as soon as he returned home. Then ask the staff about gifts. And as soon as he left the prison, he was going directly to Mr. Sedmon and insist he find some way for him to buy better accommodations for Daniel.

“Lord Lynster, if I might see you a moment?”

James knew better than to antagonize the investigator. “Certainly, Mr. Williams.” He followed Mr. Williams into the small office and took a seat without being asked.

Mr. Williams sat behind his desk. “I’m sure it must be difficult to see someone you know in prison.”

“Indeed it is, particularly when you know he is innocent.”

“And how do you know that, my lord? Did your father perhaps confide more in you than you have previously...remembered?”

So he was trying to trick him. James schooled his expression into one of boredom, the one he’d used when Father was criticizing his efforts at just about anything, the one that said he really didn’t care what the other fellow thought. “My father never confided in me. I’ve known Mr. Rivers almost my entire life, long enough to know he is innocent.”

“Still, one would think you’ve known your father longer, yet you say you had no idea he was plotting to assassinate his majesty.”

“My father and I were estranged for most of my life—informally, but still estranged. Daniel and I were of an age and frequently saw each other at the country house. It seems natural to me that I would know him better.” He tipped his head slightly so he was looking down his nose at Williams. “Now, did you have something you wished to ask me? If not, I have business at home I must attend to. As I said, my housekeeper has been going through the accounts in preparation for my taking over the household.”

“Certainly, my lord. But if you should think of anything else your father might have confided in you...”

James got to his feet and put his hat on. “My father did not confide in me. Good day, Mr. Williams.” James left the office before he gave in to his desire to break the man’s nose. That would not help Daniel’s situation.

 

Daniel stayed by the bars until he could no longer see James, then he pulled away and wandered deeper into the stinking cell. He would have thought he’d gotten used to it, to the stench and the cold and the damp and the disgusting straw under his feet, but every step seemed to bring a new bit of misery. He glanced at the corner under the window he’d staked out during the afternoon and wasn’t surprised to see some new wretch had found it and claimed it in his absence. He found another bit of wall he could lean against, this with no window and an unidentifiable patch of damp that he did not want to think about too carefully, and settled in. 

James had come. That was the important thing. It had been worth losing his spot by the window to see him and know he was all right. And he seemed to understand the clue Daniel had found. In fact, the mention of spirits suggested he’d been coming to a similar conclusion on his own. That was good. It might be the thing that would clear them both. He’d managed to give him the other clue, to look in the bookcase in the study. James was smart enough to figure it out. And that left Daniel free to consider the other mystery. 

The pond. James had referred to the experiment at the pond. The only experiment he could remember was the kiss. James had called it an experiment to see if he was attracted to men. Daniel racked his brain but couldn’t come up with anything else they had called an experiment. All of their hunts for snakes and toads and insects when they’d been younger had been expeditions, not experiments. And the speed with which James had taken Daniel’s lead and covered the reference in the lie about swimming, that seemed to suggest that he’d been thinking of the kiss. 

For an instant, Daniel’s fancy turned to the idea of swimming with James, of going to the lake in the clearing near the hunting lodge and stripping down to their drawers and jumping into the water. He wasn’t a very strong swimmer, but the lake was shallow enough for him, and he’d be able to see James’s chest damp and warm beside him, his strong arms pulling him through the water while Daniel stayed in the cool shallows and watched. That might very well end in a kiss as well.  

Daniel was jolted out of that fantasy by the rush of prisoners pushing towards the bars to get their ration of bread and what was optimistically called soup. Daniel edged closer to the window. The food was barely edible; he wouldn’t mind avoiding the crowd and missing one meal. Some of the worst bits might be left if he wanted to try when the swell of people pushed back, away from the bars. Besides, there was quite a bit for him to think about.

James had said he wanted to repeat the experiment. Did that mean he wanted to kiss him again? And why—that was the important question. Surely he was no longer in doubt as to where his interests lay. And after the way he’d acted, there was no question where Daniel’s interests lay either. And if James was going to follow Sedmon’s advice and find a wife, how could he expect Daniel to begin a relationship with him? Unless that was what he had in mind. What better way to hide it from his wife than to take up with the butler? Daniel closed his eyes. If that was it, it would be better to stay in prison. Especially if being there would keep suspicion away from James.

Unless...was it possible he had wanted that night together to have meant something? Perhaps not everything Daniel wanted, but more than just a warm place to put his cock? That was worth getting out of prison for, if only it were true. It was worth going to prison if he could have even a little of James’s regard.

Daniel felt his stomach growl and pushed away from the wall. If he was going to be stuck in prison indefinitely, he should try to accustom himself to it. And that meant the shoving for food and then eating the vile stuff.

 

 


Chapter 9

><

 

JAMES RETURNED HOME MORE MELANCHOLY than when he’d left. Seeing Daniel had done nothing to alleviate his worries. If anything, it had shown him that he did indeed have something to be worried about. He spent the carriage ride back trying to decide if his time would be better spent trying to find the answer he was certain was in the burnt scraps of paper and thereby securing Daniel’s complete release, or sending for Sedmon and insisting he find a way to alleviate some of Daniel’s misery at once. Before he could begin on either course of action, he found Mrs. Harrigut waiting for him in the entryway.

“Lady Gatwell is in the sitting room, my lord.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Harrigut. I’ll see her directly. Send up some more tea, if you would.” He hurriedly discarded his coat and hat then went to the sitting room.

“James, where have you been all evening?”

“Sorry I wasn’t here to greet you, Connie. I was at the prison checking on Daniel.”

“How is he?”

While Connie was not nearly as weak and prone to vapors as they were letting everyone believe, he didn’t want to worry her unnecessarily. He also didn’t want to upset her unnecessarily, and if she thought she was being coddled, she would most definitely be upset, of the throwing small objects variety.

“As bad as that?”

Apparently, his silence had lasted too long. James shrugged and let Connie take it as she would.

“They don’t really think he has anything to do with this, do they?”

James collapsed into an armchair. “I don’t know. Maybe. Or maybe they think arresting him will get him to give them evidence on me. I have no idea.”

“On you? Why would Father have trusted you with anything?”

“Mr. Sedmon thinks they want another title at the bar, and with Father dead and Martford and his son on the run, I’m left.” He covered his face with his hands. “It’s awful, Connie. They’ve got him down with thieves and murders, and it’s filthy and damp, and they barely feed them, and someone stole his coat, and Mr. Sedmon insists that it will be worse if I pay to get him better accommodations because I’m a suspect.”

Connie moved to sit beside him. “There, there, James. It will be all right. Do you have any ideas that could help?”

James nodded. “Daniel saved some papers Father was burning from the ashes. They have some clues we’re following up on.”

“Anything I can help with?”

He shook his head.

“I’m with child, not dying.”

James smiled. “It has to do with the alcohol bought for the parties. There’s a stack of invoices Daniel pulled out of the fire that don’t make any sense, but I’m working on piecing it together. It’s something I have to talk to the servants about, not you.”

“You know he hid bottles behind the books in the bookcase upstairs.”

“What?”

“I found the hiding place years ago. Remember when you and Daniel used to play hide and seek with me and never found me? That’s where I was hiding until I was too big. The books are merely false fronts.”

“You never told me that.”

She shrugged. “And lose my best hiding place? Besides, you and Daniel had all kinds of secrets; I was happy to have one.”

“We did not.” But then he remembered the pond.

“So you weren’t sneaking off to do all sorts of interesting things and leaving me behind?” 

James opened his mouth to answer, but the vision of Daniel in prison flashed through his mind, and he was struck by a wave of melancholy.

Connie leaned over and patted his hand. “I know you two have always been close. Am I a suspect?”

“I doubt it. You haven’t been here in years. And putting you in the dock won’t have quite the effect me and Daniel would.”

“Then I’ll send Allister to Mr. Sedmon and have him try to buy Daniel better accommodations. I’ve known him a long while too; it shouldn’t cause comment.”

“Sedmon said he was checking to be certain it wouldn’t cause Allister problems if he did that. I don’t want to drag the pair of you into this.”

“Poppycock. I’m already in it thanks to Father. And we’re not about to leave Daniel in prison to avoid a little inconvenience. Besides, Allister has a whole army of solicitors and barristers at his beck and call. Sedmon won’t have to face our problems without assistance.”

It hadn’t occurred to James that that could be part of Sedmon’s worry. “Thank you, Connie.”

“I’m sure you want to go look in the bookcase. Go ahead. It’s not like I’m real company. I’ll stay here and poke through the drawers, see if there’s anything I want to take home with me.”

“I’ll send for some of the raspberry tart you like so much. And chocolate. Would you like some chocolate to drink?”

Connie grinned at him. “I’ve already asked for some. Go ahead. I want to hear if you find something interesting. This would be quite a neat puzzle if Daniel wasn’t in trouble over it.”

“And yet you’re not worried that I could be?”

“You’ve always been good at getting out of trouble.”

James stuck his tongue out at her and ran upstairs. He knew exactly which bookcase Connie was referring to, not in the study but the large one in what they had always called Father’s office. If it had been mother’s room, it would have been called her sitting room, as it was part of the master’s suite of rooms. It wasn’t really an office, but where Father had met with personal guests. He’d done all of his work in the study. James had never quite understood why Father had such a large bookcase there, but he’d always assumed it was something the decorators had installed and Father had simply never bothered to say he wanted it out, as he certainly wouldn’t have thought a large quantity of books would be any sort of an indication of status. But if he was using it to conceal something, that certainly sounded more like Father.

The first thing James noticed about the bookcase was the layer of dust on the books. That was surprising. Not that he thought Father had ever opened one unless he wanted to conceal something in it, but he couldn’t imagine Mrs. Harrigut or Daniel allowing a quantity of dust like that to accumulate in the house, not unless they’d been told not to dust in there. He’d have to ask Mrs. Harrigut if any such order had been given and what the explanation had been, and if any other similar orders had been given. Connie had said the bottom shelf, so he got to his knees and began pressing and prodding at the books. When they were at eye level, it was possible to see that they were indeed a false front made up of what appeared to be the actual spines of real books cut short and attached to a piece of wood. 

After he’d poked around for a bit, James realized he needed to try to think of what an eight-year-old Connie would have tried and felt along the upper edge until he tripped a latch that let the shelf slide open. He could see how Connie had hidden there; the books sprang forward when the latch was released, so even then it would have been hard to see that there was something concealed behind them, although they would not have been latched closed. Pushing on the top of the books caused the entire panel to tip up and out, revealing a space behind tall enough and wide enough to hold several bottles of wine or a small girl. It was also completely, depressingly empty. 

James leaned back on his heels and stared at the space. It was there—that had to mean something. As he stared at it, he realized there was very little dust, far less than on the books. That would make sense, as it was covered, he supposed, but it also suggested it was used more than the rest of the shelves.  He tipped the false front down and ran his hand along the top. Again, very little dust. So Father had been using this hiding spot for something. How long ago had it last been used? That would be interesting to know. He slid his hand along the shelf, checking for dust. Instead of dust, his fingers brushed against something that felt slightly sticky. He leaned in and could just make out a series of circular stains on the shelf, consistent with bottles being left there. But why would wine bottles be dripping unless he’d opened them? And how could he give them as gifts if he’d done that? James closed the shelf and got to his feet. At least he knew there had been bottles there. That had to mean Nestore was the key to the whole thing. He’d simply have to keep looking until he figured out what it unlocked. Maybe Connie would have another idea. At least if he asked her, she’d feel included.

Outside the sitting room, he ran into Polly leaving the room. She paused to curtsy. “Would you like me to bring you anything, my lord?”

“No, just keep Lady Gatwell comfortable.”  He paused. “Polly, did my father give any specific instructions regarding his office?”

“Quite a few, my lord. If you’d like it to have a good cleaning, we can see to it as soon as you’d like.”

So she knew exactly what he was talking about. “Eventually it will need it, when...” He struggled to get past the sudden tightness in his throat. “When things are more settled.”

“Yes, my lord,” Polly said in a tone that told him she knew he was thinking of Daniel.

“Specifically, what orders were you given about the room?”

“They were more prohibitions than orders, my lord. We were to see to the fire and wash the windows and the floors, but no touching the bookcase or the desk or the mantelpiece or the tables. Was that wrong, my lord?”

“Not at all. You were following orders. Did you think it was odd?”

“Of course, my lord, but it’s not often we get orders that give us less work, not more, so we followed them and didn’t question it.” 

“And when did he give these orders?”

“As long as I’ve been here, my lord, and that’s been two years.”

So quite possibly long enough to cover the period of the conspiracy. “Thank you, Polly.”

Polly curtsied and went towards the stairs to the kitchen. James went into the sitting room to tell Connie the news, or lack thereof.

Connie looked up from her cake as he came through the door. “Nothing there?”

“Nothing, but I think something was. It looks like there were once bottles hidden in there.”

“I’m sorry. I thought that would solve it. Is there anything else I can do to help?”

James was about to say no, when he remembered the strange phrasing of Daniel’s comment when he’d mentioned the spirits. “Did Father give a lot of gifts?”

“Gifts? You mean at Christmas or something?”

“I mean at parties. Daniel said something about gifts when I was there, and he phrased it oddly enough that I think it meant something.”

Connie started to shake her head then stopped. “You know, he gave Allister a bottle wine on occasion. We both thought it was odd. He would say something about finding an amazing new vintage, but the few we tried were nothing special.”

James leaned forward. “Did you notice where it was purchased from?”

“Berry’s, same as always.”

“You’re certain? It couldn’t have been somewhere else? Someplace like Nestore’s Fine Spirits?”

“I’d remember that. It’s near Rome, isn’t it? Father used to brag like anything about sleeping his way through Tuscany, although I doubt there was much sleeping. We probably still have a bottle or two lying around. We stopped sampling them after the first couple; our taste in wines is not the same as Father’s. Allister has a very refined palate.”

“Could you bring one over? Then the keep the others safe.”

“This has something to do with scheme?”

James nodded. “It might be the key.”

“Then, of course, you can have the lot. I’ll send Allister over with one bottle as soon as he can, then he can tell you what Father said when he gave it. I was never there when he did; it was more of a gentlemen-over-port sort of thing. We’ll put the others in the safe.”

“Thank you, Connie.”

“Is there anything else I can do to help?”

“Not unless you want to answer condolence notes for me.”

He hadn’t expected an answer, but Connie shrugged. “I’ll add your thanks to the end of mine. Do you have the ones you’ve been sent?”

“You don’t mind?”

“If I’m supposed to spend an inordinate amount of time resting, I may as well have something useful to do while I’m doing it. Besides, not one in ten of them are actually sending their condolences. They’re just a thin cover for gossip-hunting. And I’ve promised myself a terribly romantic novel for every ten I finish.”

“What would I do without you?”

“I shudder to think. Now, was there more of that chocolate?”

“I’ll send for some. And I’ll get you a novel for five you take off my hands.” He’d send Polly and Bessie out to buy them and promise them a couple of their own as thanks. That thought startled him. When was the last time he thought about thanking servants beyond a couple of words when they came or left? Daniel was certainly having an effect on him. 

 

Connie stayed for a short while longer. While he didn’t tell her much more about Daniel’s condition, he did tell her everything Daniel had said. Well, everything but the bit about the pond. She would most likely have had some very good ideas about how to interpret that, but some things were not meant to be shared. In the end, they were no further along than they had been, and Connie left for home promising to think about it while she was resting and to send Allister to help.

With Connie gone, James went to look at the burnt paper again, but he was too distracted by thoughts of Daniel for that sort of concentration, particularly when it reminded him of the night in his room when Daniel had first brought the clue to him, the way Daniel had looked in his shirtsleeves, the way his mouth had tasted. The way he’d knelt before James and taken him in his mouth. The way James had hoped to do the same. James abandoned the scraps and went back to the office, spending the time before dinner searching all of the other places Polly had said they were forbidden to dust, but he didn’t find anything suggestive, and by the time Peter came looking for him to announce dinner, he’d come to the conclusion that Father had included those in the prohibitions merely to hide the fact that the bookcase was off-limits for a reason.

Mrs. Patterson had made a very nice dinner, including his favorite sauce for the beef and green beans with lots of butter, but James couldn’t work up much interest. He wondered if she’d noticed he’d sent most of breakfast and his midday meal back down untouched and thought he should try to make an effort. But James was just realizing he had no intention of eating any of the food set out before him when Peter came in. “Lord Gatwell, my lord.”

Allister, someone he could talk to and not have to hide how worried he was. “Allister! How are you?” And then a new worry sprang up. “How’s Connie?”

“Connie is fine. Sorry to call at dinner, but I spent half the afternoon closeted away with your Sedmon discussing your butler, then Connie comes home and practically insists I run straight to his side and pay for God only knows what.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to spoil your day.”

“Seems yours was spoiled enough. I’m not complaining, but I did think I’d better come here at once and see what was going on.”

“Daniel Rivers has been arrested. They think he had something to do with the scheme, or I did, or I don’t know, but I went to see him today, and it was terrible. As bad as all the reports you read.”

“Sedmon seemed to think it wouldn’t be safe or prudent for you pay for anything yourself.”

James nodded. “Might be taken as wanting to help a traitor—a fellow traitor, I suppose.”

“He seemed to think it was safe enough for me to help him, though. It seems I was away for many of the exchanges, and as on more than one of the occasions I was with the prime minister discussing the war, and twice being briefed by Wellington on the situation, it seems I am not a suspect. I told Connie I’d go first thing in the morning if you said it was all right.”

At last, good news. “It is all right. Anything you want to do is all right. Whatever you can do to help him. I will pay you whatever amount is needed. I can give you something now if you’d like.”

“Not necessary. We can settle up when this mess is sorted out. Just to be clear, he wasn’t involved?”

“No! And neither was I.”

“I just had to ask, if I’m going to be getting involved.”

“I know. I’m just a bit sensitive on the issue.”

“And I’m one of the few you can snap at. Don’t worry about it. And here, Connie said you wanted a bottle of this.” He put a bottle of wine on the table. “I didn’t see anything odd about it. Neither did she.”

James grabbed it eagerly and looked at it. It was the same as one of the mysterious vintages on the list. He turned it around to look at the back, where a shop receipt was still partially attached, stuck to the glass. “It says ‘Berry’ here on the back.”

“Isn’t that who he normally bought from?”

“It is. What can you tell me about how he handed these out?”

Allister took a slice of bread from the tray and picked at it as he thought. “It would be when we were getting ready to leave. The ladies would be getting their wraps sorted out. A few people would be gone, and all of a sudden he would seem to remember that he had something for us. He’d hurry out of the room and come back with the bottles and pass them around.”

“You mean they’d be in a basket or something that he’d pass around?”

“No, he’d walk around handing them out. I never really understood why he included me in these little exchanges. We weren’t close. So you think this was part of it?”

“I do. And keep the other bottles safe in case you need to prove that you weren’t part of the conspiracy.” James considered Allister’s account of the handing out. “And it never seemed odd at the time?”

“I thought it was, only because we weren’t necessarily friendly, and to be blunt, generosity did seem out of character for him, but I don’t know that anyone else did.”

“And always when some people were gone?” What to make of that?

“Yes, but he always seemed to have just about enough to go around, never more than a bottle or two left, so I thought he was waiting for that to be the case rather than pay for enough bottles, or that it was some odd power play, to make the ones who left early feel slighted.”

“Both sound like him, although he was never good at planning. Or I didn’t think he was.”

Peter came back with a platter of fish. Apparently, Mrs. Patterson was trying anything to get him to eat. Peter nodded to the bottle of wine. “Would you like me to open that for you, my lord?”

“No, Peter,” James said, a little too abruptly, he realized. “But please get Lord Gatwell a plate and a glass.” 

“Yes, my lord.”

“I don’t want to impose.”

“Nonsense. I’ve lost my appetite these last few days. Mrs. Patterson will be glad to have someone eating her food. I’m going to take this upstairs before there can be any confusion.” James grabbed the bottle and hurried upstairs with it. It would be safe enough in his room. The staff wouldn’t take anything left in there. Allister was right—there didn’t seem to be anything odd about the bottle, but if he could find one of the Nestore ones, he could compare the two and hopefully find out how the message was passed. The bottom drawer of the dresser was empty, so it was a safe enough place for it. He was about to return to the dining room when he spotted the box of sweets he’d taken from Daniel’s room on the nightstand. He might not be able to send a note to Daniel, but perhaps he could send some comfort. He was very tempted to take the heart-shaped piece, but the round one with the fluted edge was larger and less likely to get either of them in trouble. James took a bit of the paper from the bottom of the box and wrapped the piece of marzipan. On an impulse, he pressed his lips to the wrapping. Hopefully, Daniel would feel some comfort from it.

 

 


Chapter 10

><

 

DANIEL STARED AT THE HUNK OF BREAD he’d been given for breakfast, trying to convince himself that the thing that had seemed to be moving was really nothing more than a trick of the light, and even if it wasn’t, this was all he’d see until they came to bring more of the same at midday, if someone came down at midday. He was just realizing he was hungry enough not to care what had taken up residence in the bread when he heard the guard call, “Rivers! Get over here, Rivers!”

Daniel took a bite out of the bread and hurried to the door. While it would be wonderful to see James, it would be very imprudent for him to come again. Perhaps he’d sent Mr. Sedmon with some news. Unless the investigator had come back to question him again. It seemed he’d been in the prison about a week, but he had no way of knowing for certain. Or perhaps they were arresting James and wanted to see his reaction. That thought did more to take his appetite away than whatever was in the bread.

The guard waited until Daniel was at the gate then unlocked it and let him out. So not James then. James had been forced to see him while he was still locked away. Daniel followed the guard up the stairs, which always seemed a slower process than he would have imagined with the irons on his legs. They eventually stopped in the guard office near the door to the yard where he had been questioned on his first day in prison. The guard shoved him inside. 

“This the one you wanted?”

Both men turned. Daniel recognized one as Timmons, who had brought him the first day. He hadn’t realized Timmons was part of the command structure of the prison. The other was someone he hadn’t expected to see at all. Lord Gatwell, Lady Connie’s husband.

“That’s him,” Lord Gatwell said, sounding uncharacteristically bored. 

“Dismissed, Bryant.”

The guard who’d brought him saluted and left the office, closing the door firmly behind him.

Lord Gatwell leaned against the desk and looked him over. “Hello, Rivers.”

Daniel bowed. “My lord. Thank you for coming to call on me.”

Lord Gatwell didn’t respond to him. “All right, Timmons, what can I buy?”

“You are aware of the prisoner’s crimes?”

“Alleged crimes, as my wife has pointed out repeatedly.”

“As you say. Then you are aware?”

Lord Gatwell nodded. “But as I said, she’s known him since she was too young to remember him, and when a woman’s carrying your heir...” He made a vague gesture.

Timmons nodded as if he understood. “We must let them have their fancies, mustn’t we? Well, there are a few things. If you would like to look at the list I have here.” Timmons sat down at the desk and opened a drawer to retrieve the list in question, which he spread out on the desk.

Lord Gatwell took the seat beside the list and started to peruse it. “Sit down, Rivers. I can’t concentrate with you looming.”

Daniel took the third chair in the room. He realized he was still holding his bread and put it down on the desk beside him. Whatever had taken up residence in it scurried away across the desk. Timmons tried to squash it, but it was too quick. Lord Gatwell closed his eyes as if he were trying to collect himself. 

“The Master’s Side, she’ll like the sound of that. Two guineas?”

“For the entry, yes, although for his crime it will be a bit more. And then for him one pound per week rent, but he’ll get a room with only two or three other prisoners and won’t pay the garnish for food. I have a room now with a forger and a petty thief I could put him in. Morally reprehensible, but not violent.”

“Yes, that will sound good to her. And what can be done about food?”

“Ah yes, housekeeping matters are always of interest to the ladies. Right there, my lord.” Timmons pointed to a section of the list.

“I see, and bed linens, and the washerwoman’s services, I suppose.” Lord Gatwell went down the list, pointing to something he wanted in each section, never the most luxurious services, but never the cheapest either. “That should do, I think. Total it up, and I’ll settle up the first week now. I want to be able to tell her I saw him taken care of. I’ll send my solicitor to discuss how we’ll handle future payments.”

Timmons looked very pleased, and Daniel was afraid to contemplate how much this was costing Lord Gatwell. 

While Timmons was bent over his accounting, Daniel turned to Lord Gatwell. “If I might, my lord, please express my deepest thanks to her ladyship.”

“I will, Rivers. And before I forget, I was told to give you this.” He reached into his pocket and produced a small wrapped sweet.

Daniel knew what it would be before he opened it. Marzipan. He smiled. So it wasn’t Lady Gatwell behind this. It was James. “Please express my deepest gratitude.” Daniel was tempted to keep the gift safe, even though it would most likely be stolen, but Lord Gatwell said softly, sounding more like himself, “Go on, eat it so I can say I saw.”

Daniel bit into the sweet slowly, enjoying the way it tasted and knowing that it was good, not spoiled or infested. He could imagine James taking a bite of it, then his lips brushing something that had touched James’s. He wondered if this was how James had felt when he found the sweets Daniel had slipped into his things those hard summers at Lynfield Hall. He was only able to draw it out for three bites, but Lord Gatwell seemed pleased.

Timmons broke the mood by sliding the invoice across to Lord Gatwell. Lord Gatwell looked it over. “This seems to be in order. I’m sure you understand, but my solicitor will want to see that the prisoner is receiving all of this when he comes to deliver the next payment. He is a suspicious fellow, which makes him a good solicitor, I suppose.”

“Quite, quite.” Timmons did not look pleased at that news but did cheer up when Lord Gatwell produced his wallet and counted out the coins. Once the receipt was signed, Timmons stood and went to the door. “We’ll take him to the master’s side now, so you can tell your lady wife he’s settled in. Come on, Rivers.”

Daniel stood and shuffled after, dragging the chains as best he could. It always seemed harder to get them started moving.

“Can you do something about those things around his ankles?” Lord Gatwell sounded horrified for a moment then seemed to remember himself and added, “The sound is dreadful.”

“Considering the crime, I’m afraid I can’t remove them completely, but easement costs ten shillings.”

“Here, before the noise drives me mad.” Lord Gatwell fished out more coins.

Timmons summoned another guard, and the chains were struck off. There was a moment of freedom, then the new set of irons was fastened in place. Still a prisoner then, but the new irons were lighter and easier to walk in as Daniel followed Timmons and Lord Gatwell across the prison yard to the better accommodations.

The room he was led to was slightly smaller than the cell he’d been in, but as it would only be housing two other prisoners, it was an enormous improvement. There was even a fireplace and a table. Lord Gatwell nodded. “This will set her mind at ease. And none too soon. Mrs. Patterson was just mentioning how many trays were being sent back barely touched.”

“That would be the cook, my lord?”

“Indeed.”

But Daniel caught the reference. The Gatwells employed a Mrs. Moorley as their cook. His lordship was trying to tell him that James was worried and most likely the one behind all of this more than Lady Connie. And that made Daniel wonder just how much Lord Gatwell had deduced about James’s feelings and were his deductions accurate. More probably, it would be Lady Gatwell doing the deducing, and he had no doubt she knew her brother well.

“And that does remind me, there is the matter of food. As you said, housekeeping matters are just the thing to distract the ladies, and as I believe I paid for his breakfast...”

Timmons looked taken aback at the request but started nodding before Lord Gatwell had finished speaking and then couldn’t very well deny him after the mention of monies paid. “I’ll send someone for it at once.”

“Excellent.” Lord Gatwell gave the room a bored glance, lingering for an extra moment on Daniel so he could wink.

Daniel had known that Lord Gatwell was considered quite the diplomat, but this was the first he’d seen of the talent. When Timmons turned to yell at the guards that had accompanied them, he ventured a small smile. Lord Gatwell nodded once and was back to halfheartedly leaning against a chair when Timmons returned his attention to the room.

 

James spent a fidgety morning waiting to hear from Allister. Allister hadn’t exactly said what he considered first thing in the morning, and James’s view that the minute the sun was up was considered morning was probably too much to expect, but James hoped Allister had understood the importance. It meant that James was finding it impossible to concentrate on piecing together what remained of the burnt scraps, particularly since what was left was small and hard to decipher. He was considering for the dozenth time whether it would be too much to send a note round to Connie and find out what Allister planned on doing when Peter came into the study. “Mr. Roberts, my lord.”

Just the thing to distract him; the possibility of new clues about the wines.  “Show him in.” James stayed seated at his desk but looked up when Roberts came in. He was younger than James had imagined, not much over thirty, but already had the sagging skin and red eyes of a habitual drunk. “Thank you for coming, Mr. Roberts. Please sit and tell me what you know.” James considered offering tea, but he didn’t think that was what Roberts wanted to be offered, and he wanted the man sober until he’d finished his story, so he waved Peter away and focused on his guest.

Roberts sat in the chair and began to speak at once. “Your letter said you wanted to hear about where your father bought his spirits.”

“That’s right.” Straight to the point. Roberts was probably eager for his money, but then James was eager to have anything that might help Daniel.

“Is this to do with Mr. Rivers?”

So the man was clever. “Yes.”

“He never helped himself to the liquor.”

“I’m sure. There’s something suggestive that might help, but I need more information. What can you tell me?”

“Well, seeing as it’s Mr. Rivers. I was always very careful of his lordship’s table. I was only a footman, but it reflected on me. So I was sure to test anything that I was putting out, to make certain it met his standards.” He paused to see if James was going to object to the obvious lie.

“Naturally, Mr. Roberts. And you noticed something in the course of your duties?”

“In a manner of speaking. When Mrs. Harrigut wrote to me, she said you were looking for anything that had struck me as unusual with the spirits, and I recalled how I came to be sacked. Not that I am complaining about it, my lord. I know you weren’t part of it, but it was odd.”

James nodded then realized Mr. Roberts was looking in the direction of the drinks tray. He’d have to offer the man something to get him to talk. He went to the sideboard and mixed two drinks, making Roberts’s as weak as he could without the man commenting on it and brought them back to the desk. “Please tell me about it.”

Roberts took the drink and sipped it. He seemed to find it less than he’d hoped for, but he clearly remembered who had made it and did not comment. “To understand it, you’ve got to understand how your father and I got on. You see, we understood each other. He once caught me testing the wine he was serving with dinner, and I was that terrified that he’d sack me on the spot, but he didn’t. He said, ‘Looking for poison, Roberts?’

“Well, I saw he understood I wasn’t stealing, so I said, ‘Can’t be too careful, my lord, although who’d want to poison you, I have no idea.’ And we both laughed. And that was his little joke. Every time he caught me, he’d ask if I was looking for poison, and I’d say, ‘Can’t be too careful, but who’d want to poison you?’ and we’d laugh. So you see, we understood each other.”

James nodded. A pair of habitual drunks. “Yes, I can see that. Please continue.”

Roberts drained his glass. When he saw no more was offered, he went on. “I’m sure you know your father was fond of giving out spirits as gifts.”

He hadn’t known about it until Connie mentioned it, but James nodded as if he understood.

“Usually he bought it from the same place as the dinner wines, but every so often he would order some from another source, a Nestore wines, I think.”

James had to pinch himself under the table to keep from showing his excitement.

“I thought perhaps Berry didn’t have sufficient quantity in stock, so I thought nothing of it. Until one night when I’d already... tested and served the other drinks, I realized I’d never tested the gifts. So I went up to the office and uncorked a bottle and poured a glass. The stuff was vile. Not up to his lordship’s standards at all. I spent a bit of time down in the kitchen wondering what to do, and just when I’d decided I should go back upstairs and say something, I discovered the bottles had already been taken away to be given out, so I said nothing, and as no one complained, I thought perhaps there was nothing to be concerned about. Perhaps Nestore had improperly stored the bottles, or a new employee had done something foolish.

“But it stayed with me. The household usually took its liquor very seriously, so the next time some from Nestore was delivered, I sampled it again, only this time I also tried some from one of the bottles from Berry, in case I was misinterpreting. You know how there are fashions for things that no one would do if it weren’t in fashion. I thought perhaps the same happened in wine, only the bottles from Berry were excellent. All the ones I sampled. It was only the ones from Nestore that were awful, yet the labels were identical.

“Now, I was quite concerned for his lordship. I didn’t want him to get a reputation as one who gave inferior bottles as gifts. So the next time it happened, I tried again. I thought three times could not be an accident. And as I was preparing to open the bottle, I noticed the label was loose. It had been pasted on over the original. Nestore was taking advantage of Lord Lynster. I felt it my duty to inform him of that, so I found him alone in the study and told him. 

“I thought he was going to collapse of apoplexy on the spot. He demanded to know why I was testing the bottles that were gifts, why I looked at the labels, and why I was allowed near the wine in the first place. And two days after that, I was sacked for breaking the china shepherdess.”

James grasped the significance at once. “The china shepherdess? The pink one in the front hall? Father hated it. He’d never have it repaired, yet it’s not broken.”

“Precisely. She stared at me from her table the whole time I walked out the door with my bags packed. I figured it must have been on account of the wine. It seems your father didn’t mind being cheated so long as he could pretend he wasn’t being.”

James nodded, but he was thinking along very different lines. “Did you actually peel off the label?”

“No, not when I saw the scam. I wanted him to see it for himself—evidence, you might say.”

“Do you think there are any more of the bottles lying around?”

“If there were, they’d be in the butler’s pantry or his office.”

Daniel would have noticed them in the pantry. He’d have to try the office again. “And do you know who he gave them to?”

“Sorry, my lord, no.”

“And do you know which parties they were given at?”

“I might be able to think on that one. If I come up with anything, I’ll send word.”

It would have to do. “Thank you.” James paused for a few moments, pretending to enjoy the last of his drink. When he was certain Roberts wasn’t going to come up with anything else, he reached into his desk and produced a small purse. “I think this should cover your travel expenses.”

Roberts took the purse and looked inside. “Oh yes, my lord, this is very good.”

“If you remember anything else unusual or anything about when the inferior wines were ordered, please let me know.”

“Of course, my lord. Happy to help.”

James rang for Mrs. Harrigut and left her to see Roberts out. Once he was gone, James went for his own hat and coat. “I’m going to see Mr. Sedmon. I’ll try to be back for dinner.”

Mrs. Harrigut smiled at that news. “Very good, my lord. I take it Roberts was helpful?”

“I’m hopeful.” For the first time in days, he was. “If Lord or Lady Gatwell call, tell them to wait for me.”

“Very well, my lord.” Mrs. Harrigut seemed as pleased as he felt at the possibility of progress.

 

When he arrived at Sedmon’s office, James was shown directly through to the inner office. He wondered if it was because of his title, or if Sedmon had left word, or if they were that slow, or if the Lynster family mess was taking up so much of his time Sedmon hadn’t taken on any other clients. In any case, he’d barely had time to come up with the possibilities when Mr. Sedmon entered the office and took his seat at the desk. 

“I am sorry to have kept you waiting. One of the clerks wanted to discuss a point of contract law. Have you spoken to Lord Gatwell?”

So Sedmon did understand what was the most important problem at the moment. “I did. He’s going to see what he can do today. He’s there now, I’d hope.”

“Good. I tried to impress upon him the importance of that issue. Then was there another reason for your visit? You have some new information, perhaps?” 

“I do. I spoke with an old servant of my father’s. He had some information on the wines Father bought from Nestore.” James gave Sedmon the most detailed account he could of Roberts’s information. Sedmon sat very still in his chair. If James hadn’t known he was one of the best legal minds in London, he would have thought he’d drifted to sleep. But as soon as James had relayed the story, Sedmon nodded.

“Very interesting. I think I am beginning to see a bit of light. Not quite enough to guide the two of you out of this mess, but a start. Now I need to know what I am authorized to do.”

“Anything that isn’t terribly illegal,” James said at once.

Sedmon smiled. “I should think that, at least, would be obvious. You two are in enough trouble as it is; anything even not-particularly-illegal should be a very last resort. I was thinking more along the lines of money. How much am I authorized to use?”

“As much as it takes. And yes, I mean that literally and am fully aware of what that term means.”

“Then I will begin thinking this through. Courage, my lord. There is hope.”

James found he actually believed him.

 

James had barely returned from Sedmon’s office and settled into his armchair when Peter opened the door to the library. “Lady Gatwell, my lord.”

Connie was through the door before James could say to admit her. “Allister’s been to see him.”

James waited until Peter had closed the door behind her. Connie noticed his gaze and pulled her chair closer to his so she could whisper. “He said it was awful. I couldn’t get much out of him before he remembered my condition, but apparently, there was something crawling in the bread he was eating, and he had the most horrible chains on his legs and looked completely exhausted. But Allister managed to get him better food and better quarters. He gave me the list of everything. I have it here.” She poked around in her reticule until she produced the invoice. “This is a copy. He sent the original to Mr. Hargrove so he can keep paying and check that Daniel is getting everything he’s supposed to while he’s there.”

Looking at the list of what had to be paid for, it was clear Daniel had been getting almost nothing in the way of necessities, let alone comforts, which seemed small even now.

“He’s sharing a cell with a forger and a thief, which seems horrible but is probably better than where he was. Allister said he appreciated the marzipan, and he thought you would understand that, although neither of us do. You’re smiling. You do understand.”

“He used to give me marzipan when Father was being particularly awful to me.” That should be enough to satisfy Connie’s curiosity. “Let me get the money I owe Allister for this.”

“Don’t bother. You two can settle it up sometime when the crisis is past. I think Allister was more upset than he wanted me to know, and he barely knows Daniel. Are you any closer to getting him freed?”

“I may have found something. One of the old servants had some ideas on the bottles, although I don’t see how it connects to Allister’s bottles, unless they were a blind. I told Sedmon, and he’s trying to figure out how we can use the information.” Mrs. Harrigut came in with a plate of cake and cups of tea, so James knew he’d be obliged to tell Connie the whole tale of the wine and the labels and the shepherdess before she’d be satisfied.

 

Daniel’s day ended far better than it had begun. When his new cellmates arrived after their time in the prison yard was over, he could see that they were not the violent type that had worried him in the general cell. From the way they looked at him, assessing and finding him lacking, he thought they were most likely some sort of gentlemen or even minor nobility. The shorter one spoke first. “And you are?”

“Daniel Rivers, sir.” It seemed prudent to stay in their good graces.

“And who were you before you came here, Daniel Rivers?”

Clearly they didn’t care what he’d done to be arrested, merely where he fit in the social structure. Although it was curious that the guards hadn’t told them that he might have valuable information and offer to trade for it. “I was a butler in an earl’s household.” No reason to tell them which if they didn’t know already.

The taller one kicked at a chair. “A butler? They have us sharing with a butler?” Daniel decided he must be the thief. A forger needed to hide his thoughts if he wanted the con to go off, and he didn’t think the taller man could manage that if his life depended upon it.

“No, you’re not looking at this correctly. He’s exactly what we need.” The shorter man, the forger by process of elimination, turned to Daniel. “It seems someone has finally gotten around to getting us some coal. See to the fire, and then we’ll go from there.”

Daniel knew it was Lord Gatwell and James who had gotten the coal, but he didn’t say anything and went to clean out the grate and light the fire. When he’d gotten a nice fire going, he tidied the room, something he doubted either man had done since they’d arrived, then stayed quietly in a corner and occupied himself with thoughts of James. Neither man bothered him, which made him think they were used to servants who did their work and stayed out of the way. That suited him fine. 

Surely James had been thinking of him. Paying for better treatment was something he would have done for any member of the staff, but the marzipan, that had been meant for Daniel alone. That small gesture carried Daniel through the afternoon. When dinner arrived, he found the food that had been paid for was far better and more plentiful than the bread he’d been living on, but not so fine as what his roommates had, which kept the social order intact and therefore the peace. He served his new masters at the small table without having to be asked then ate his meal in the corner which he had chosen as his butler’s pantry as it was both warm and out of the way. Neither of his cellmates seemed to mind. When they’d finished and he’d cleared away their plates, he curled up on the floor in the corner, leaving the bed for them, still an improvement as there was no one pressed up against him, and listened to his new roommates drink whatever smuggled spirits they’d managed to acquire while his mind wandered back to James. Did James know what an improvement this was? Part of him hoped James didn’t, so he wouldn’t know how much in need of improving his situation had been. 

 

 


Chapter 11

><

 

AFTER BREAKFAST THE NEXT MORNING, James went to the library and realized he had nothing more he could do to help Daniel. What remained of the scraps were barely readable, and he doubted there was any more information to be drawn from them now that he had a name and vague idea of how the information was exchanged. There were no new responses from Mrs. Harrigut’s and Mrs. Patterson’s letters. Allister and Connie had done what could be done with money. And Sedmon just kept saying to leave it to him to think about. James felt at a complete loss. Sedmon was very good at what he did, but there had to be something that could be done, some area to explore, something. 

The labels seemed to be a clue. That might have been what Father was angry about, not the wine inside. Could that have been the reason? The wine from Berry’s meant as a blind to be given to people like Allister to disguise the true purpose of the gifts, and the ones from Nestore used to deliver the messages? It would explain the two shops, giving Father a way to tell the bottles apart without being obvious. Even if he’d been the one to label them like Allister’s had been, no one would think twice about a bottle being labeled with the name of the shop it came from. So how to get a look at one of the Nestore bottles if there were none in the house? 

James heard the bell in the front hall and ignored it. The staff knew to keep callers away from him while he was working on Daniel’s defense. If he could just find a way to work on it. So he was surprised to hear footsteps in the hall outside the study and even more surprised when the study door opened and Peter peered in.

“Mr. Sedmon, my lord.”

James didn’t have a chance to tell Peter to show him in before Sedmon was through the door and saying, “I’ve done the impossible. How quickly can you get £150 together?”

James got to his feet at once. “Very, why?”

“I’ve managed to arrange bail for Mr. Rivers, and I don’t want them to change their minds before we get him out.”

“You’re brilliant. We’ll go at once.” He turned to the safe to get the money. Daniel would be home, safe. And he’d bring him up to his room—no, that wouldn’t do, would it? The only reason to bring Daniel to his room would be to have him act as valet, and surely Daniel would want to rest when he returned, and James couldn’t follow him up to the servants’ floor without causing questions. If he wanted to be with Daniel, he’d have to find neutral territory. “And I think it would be best if we didn’t return to the house directly.” He still hadn’t found an excuse for that, and telling Mr. Sedmon he didn’t want Daniel to feel like a servant when he was preparing to declare his love didn’t seem quite the thing to say, certainly not when Peter was still standing in the doorway.

Mr. Sedmon filled the silence easily. “To avoid the reporters? That is probably a good idea. I would write ahead to the Clarendon and request what you’ll need. Or were you planning on sending him alone?”

“I think I need a respite as well.”

“And the reporters will be looking for you as well as him. As long as I know where you are, the Crown can find you and you won’t give the impression that you’re hiding from them.”

James wondered if Sedmon suspected the real reason, but he didn’t particularly care. He rang for Tom while he gave Peter orders. “Go up to Mr. Rivers’s room and pack a change of clothes for him, then add a few things for me. I can send for proper luggage once we’ve got him out.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Tom arrived as James was opening the safe. James didn’t notice him until he heard Sedmon say, “Mr. Rivers is going to be released on bail, Thomas.”

“That’s excellent news, sir.”

James leaned around the desk so he could see Tom. “I’ll need you to go to the Clarendon and get rooms in my name at once. Tell them to send up food and have a hot bath prepared when I arrive. If they don’t have anything, start going to the other good places until you find something suitable. I’ll give you some money to secure everything. Either way, see if you can get the key and room number for me, then wait outside the Clarendon and let us know where we’ll be staying, then you can come back here, and the staff can have the afternoon off.”

“Yes, my lord.” 

Sedmon took James’s wallet on the desk and counted out enough to secure the rooms while James dealt with the safe. 

“Here we are. One hundred fifty pounds. Will we need more, do you think?”

“We’re going to a prison.”

“Right.” James grabbed another handful of coins for bribes and dropped them into the pouch. “How did you manage this? I thought they’d keep him indefinitely because of the charge.”

“Lord Burfield was of some small help. Someone asked him about Rivers helping them, and once he figured out that they were referring to Lord Lynster’s butler, he laughed quite hysterically at the thought of a mere servant understanding their brilliant plans. It bolstered my assertion that Mr. Rivers was, in fact, a loyal subject helping to save the king by watching his master’s actions and collecting evidence where he safely could, such as the burned papers, once he had been alerted to the possibility by the questioning of the Crown’s investigators. Now I can only hope they won’t question him in such a way that he deflates my carefully constructed illusion.”

“I have every confidence in his ability to—” James really did not want to say lie. “To answer in a prudent fashion. Besides, he really did find the burned papers and was the one who noticed the name of the wine shop and recognized it as important.”

Sedmon nodded. “It does help when the argument I present is actually based in fact, even if I didn’t know it at the time.” He stopped speaking when Peter returned with the requested travel case. “I have a hackney cab waiting outside, my lord.”

James started for the door. “Then let’s not waste time.”

“Perhaps you should stop long enough to get your overcoat.” Sedmon seemed amused.

James glanced down to be certain he was wearing shoes then allowed Peter to help him into his coat and retrieve his hat and gloves before he hurried out the door.

 

At the prison, James didn’t trust himself not to say something impatient or too eager and ruin the best chance he had to get Daniel home, so he let Sedmon do all of the talking. And there seemed to be a great deal of talking and papers passing back and forth as they sat in the office. Then the money had to be paid, first the bond, and then the fees, or perhaps they were bribes—James couldn’t tell from the way they were described, but it was easiest to simply hand the money over to Sedmon and let him take care of everything.

And then it was done. Timmons told the guard to get Rivers, and James realized it was really going to happen. Sedmon glanced at James then got to his feet and followed the guard out. James hurried after him. From the brief glance he had of Timmons’s expression, they had not been expected to follow, but if Sedmon thought it was all right, it must be. More likely he thought it best to get James out of the office before he forgot he was supposed to be Daniel’s employer, not his friend.

The room they were taken to was a far cry from the crowded cell where he’d first seen Daniel, but still sparse and cold. He thought the two men drinking at the small table seemed familiar, perhaps someone he met in passing at some party or the cousins of someone he knew. And then he spotted Daniel, sitting on the floor in the corner by the small window, mending someone’s jacket. “Rivers,” he said without thinking. At least he’d managed to avoid using his given name.

Sedmon jabbed him in the ribs.

Daniel looked up. “My lord.” He finished off the thread as he stood up in one motion from the floor. James had never before appreciated how graceful Daniel could be. He’d start appreciating everything about him now, he promised quietly, if only he could keep him out of this place.

Timmons waved a bit of paper around. “It seems you’ve been granted bail.”

“That is most welcome news.” Daniel was looking at the ground, and James wondered if he was feeling the same swell of emotion that James was. He shuffled towards them, dragging the chains along the floor and making the most mournful scratching sound. Allister had said he’d paid for lighter irons, but they looked as wretched as the ones James had seen before.

“You mean we’re losing our butler? We just got him.” One of the men at the table banged his mug on the wood.

Daniel folded the coat and put it on the table beside him. “I’ve repaired this for you, sir.”

The man shoved the coat out of his way. “Something, anyway.”

Daniel shuffled around the table and over to the door where they were waiting.

“Can we get those things off of him?” James tried to sound bored and a bit irritated as he asked. Sedmon didn’t glare, so he thought he might have done all right.

Timmons nodded to the guard that had accompanied them. James tried to appear uninterested in anything but leaving as the irons were removed. He heard the clank as they hit the floor and a small gasp from Daniel that he couldn’t interpret. It sounded as if he’d been hit by them as they fell, but it could have been relief at getting rid of them. Either way, James glanced at Sedmon, willing the solicitor to take the lead.

Sedmon understood. “If that’s settled, then I think we should be on our way. I don’t want to inconvenience you any further, Mr. Timmons, and I know his lordship is very busy.”

“But not leaving the country,” Timmons all but growled.

“Not even the city.” Sedmon smiled as if everything were perfectly polite between them and started for the door. James followed, and he could feel Daniel behind him.

 

Once they were out of the prison, James relaxed, not enough to start calling Daniel by his given name or be anything but a bored, condescending lord irritated at having to go bail out a servant, but they were on the right side of the gates, and that was something. 

Sedmon climbed into the hackney and said, “We might as well all ride inside, if you don’t mind, my lord.”

So Sedmon worried that they were still being watched. “I suppose. Come along, Rivers.” James clambered in and settled himself on the empty seat then allowed himself his first proper look at Daniel.

In the weak sunlight, Daniel looked even worse than he had inside. He was still wearing the ragged remains of what he’d been arrested in, was still grimy and disheveled otherwise, and his face looked haggard and as if he hadn’t slept since he’d been arrested. He climbed into the hack and hesitated, looking from one seat to the other. James patted the spot beside him, and Daniel sank into the cushioned seat. James pounded on the roof, and the driver pulled away from the yard.

“Sedmon, you are worth every penny my father paid you.”

Sedmon allowed himself a small smile. “Then I take it I will still be employed by your family?”

“Forever. Or until you decide to retire, or become fed up with us, whatever comes first.”

“I trust all of those will be a long ways off. I am glad to see you again, Mr. Rivers.”

Daniel smiled. “I will always be grateful to you, sir.”

“Nonsense, merely doing my job. Now, were you questioned during your incarceration?”

“Only the first day. I think the inspector wanted me to see what prison was like in the hopes that I would remember something, true or not, about the family.”

“I see. Well, anything you can remember might suggest the direction of their inquiries could be useful.”

James leaned back against the seat and listened as Daniel described his questioning. He didn’t hear anything helpful in it, but perhaps Sedmon did. He kept watching Daniel’s lips as they formed the words, his eyes as he glanced around trying to remember, his hands as they rested on his thighs. And then the hack was stopping, and Tom ran to open the door. “I have the key, my lord, and I took up the case Peter brought, but they do want you to stop at the desk.”

“And make certain I’m who I say I am. Thank you, Tom. Give the key to Rivers so he can go right up.” James wasn’t at all sure they’d let Daniel in in the state he was in otherwise. 

“Very glad to see you, Mr. Rivers.”

“Glad to be seen, Tom. Thank you.” Daniel took the key from him and waited until James was out of the hack and ready to go inside.

Sedmon leaned out to say, “You can ride with me, Tom. I can drop you off most of the way home.”

“Thank you, sir. If it’s all right, my lord.”

“Of course. When you get home, tell the others that Mr. Rivers is out of prison, then you can all have the afternoon to yourselves.”

Tom grinned. “Thank you, my lord.” He hopped into the hack, and James went to tell the driver the addresses. He passed the fare up to the man so Sedmon wouldn’t have to pay then went to confirm his identity.

 

Daniel entered the lobby of the hotel and immediately felt out of place. He would have felt out of place properly dressed, but in his current state, he knew he didn’t belong.

“Up those stairs there, I think. I’ll join you in a minute.” James patted his arm then went to the desk.

Daniel clutched the key so it would be clear he did belong there and went up the staircase James had indicated. Was that why James had ordered Tom to get the key? So Daniel wouldn’t have to go to the desk and explain his appearance? It made sense, although then the question was whether it had been to save Daniel explanations or himself. And why come here to begin with? Sedmon hadn’t explained that. Sedmon hadn’t explained anything. Neither had James. Not that there had been time to explain anything.

Daniel stopped at the top of the stairs and stood off to the side, almost behind a potted plant but not hidden enough so anyone would wonder if he was hiding. Two groups of people walked right past him, just as they passed their servants at home he supposed. Being invisible could be helpful. Another reason for him to go to Brighton—he couldn’t bear the idea of being invisible to James, just a servant to be ordered around and walk two steps behind, ready to supply whatever was needed.

“There you are. Waiting to be certain I didn’t forget the room number? Not a bad thought, actually. I barely looked at the key.”

Daniel held the key out without speaking. At least he wasn’t invisible to James now. And he hadn’t been in prison. The memory of the smuggled marzipan still made Daniel’s heart lighten.

“I think it’s this way. Come along.” James stared down the hallway, but he paused and waited until Daniel fell into step beside him.

 

The room James let them into was like nothing Daniel had seen before. He had never traveled with the family anywhere but to their estate in the country and back to town, so he had never stayed anywhere but coaching inns on the way. This was as sumptuous as a drawing room in a fine house. Compared to his quarters at home, it was luxurious. Compared to his time in prison, it was another world.

James walked around the room and nodded. “Yes, this will do nicely.” He opened a door. “Bedroom, and a valet’s room off to the side. You don’t mind, do you? I think it would cause comment if I took two bedrooms.”

“No, that is what I would expect. I mean, it’s...”

James smiled. “And there’s a bath prepared already. I told them to send up something substantial for tea. That should hold you over until you decide what you’d like for dinner. Sedmon suggested we’re hiding from the press, so no one will think it odd if we stay in the room for a few days. If that suits you.”

“Of course, my lord.  Whatever suits you. Would you like me to put your things away?” It was something familiar, something he’d done many times before.

“No, the bath’s for you. And there should be some clothes in the bag for you too. I’ll find them. I should be capable of laying out a suit of clothes on my own.” James smiled, a self-depreciating little grin. “I really brought you here so you could have a break from being a servant for a few days. I thought you might like it after the week you’ve had.” Then he started looking around the room at the window, the fire, the chairs, anything but Daniel. “Besides, you’ll have to get used to it if you’re going to leave service and be a prosperous hotel keeper.” He glanced back at Daniel. “Unless you’ve changed your mind, and you’d like to stay with me.”

“I don’t think that would be wise.” Wonderful, but painful, and definitely not wise.

James nodded. “No, I suppose not. You didn’t want to be a servant anymore.”  James stopped looking at him and became very interested in the back of a chair. “I understand, Daniel, really I do. All my life, every time Father upset me, I’ve turned to you for comfort, and you’ve never been anything but kind to me. It’s not your fault that I suddenly read more into it than there was. I never meant to make you uncomfortable, and I know you’ll insist that I can trust you, and I do. There is no one else I would have trusted that day at the pond, and... and...” James clenched his fists and dropped his gaze to the floor. “And I’m sure you want that bath. I’ll go down to the dining room and have something to eat. They’ll leave the tea, and then you can order whatever you’d like after. Charge it to the room.”

Daniel stared at James, not certain what to make of that speech. It almost sounded as if James wanted him to stay as more than a servant. “You’re going to marry, James. I can’t stay when that happens.”

“No, I’m not.” James looked up and gave him a weak bit of a smile. “When you were arrested, I came to my senses about a few things. One of them was marriage. I’m not marrying anyone. There are relatives somewhere who can inherit. And it might not be a bad thing to get the title attached to another branch of the family tree, considering the mess Father made of things. And even if there was no one else, really, what does the title matter? Connie doesn’t need it, and I don’t really care about anyone else, except you.”

Daniel tried to force words from his lips. He was losing his chance to—to ruin everything, most likely.

James stepped forward and pressed something into his hand. “I’ll be downstairs. It was never my intention to make you uncomfortable, not after all you’ve done for me all these years. I hope we can still be friends when you’re running that hotel in Brighton.”

Daniel looked at the small parcel in his hand. A bit of marzipan in the shape of a heart. James had mentioned the pond when he’d visited in prison, and he’d said he wanted to try the experiment again. Daniel had thought he meant something strictly physical, but the sweet in his hand... What if he meant...? Then he couldn’t let the chance go. “I can’t be your friend, James, or your butler, because I’ll always want more if I’m near you.” He stared at the sweet in his hand. “I love you, James. I have for a long time. That’s not going to change, and I...” He wasn’t certain how he planned to finish, but he didn’t need to. James had turned back and was wrapping his arms around Daniel’s waist.

“I wondered for so long,” James whispered against Daniel’s shoulder, “why that kiss by the pond was different, why no one else I kissed ever lived up to it. I’m sorry it took me so long to figure it out, my darling. Don’t leave now that I’ve finally figured out that I love you.”

Daniel pulled away just enough to turn in James’s arms, although even that was enough to make James clutch at him. He pulled James close against his chest and whispered, “I’ll stay, James. I love you too much to leave.”

James looked ready to say something, but there was a soft rap on the door, and whatever he was about to say changed to, “Bath. I’ll handle the food,” and a small push towards the bedroom door.

Daniel went to the bedroom and undressed. Through the closed door, he could hear James talking to the waiter, although not the words. James had said he loved him. Daniel couldn’t stop smiling at that thought as he put the marzipan on the bureau and undressed and sank into the tub. James loved him. He’d never get tired of hearing that. James loved him. He’d been imagining what that night in James’s room would have been like if James had loved him. Now he would know. He grabbed the soap and began scrubbing his hair. The sooner he was done, the sooner he could find out.

Daniel was just rinsing off the last of the soap when James came into the room. “The food looks delicious. I think you’ll be very pleased. Oh, you’re done? I was looking forward to washing your back.”

Daniel grinned at the tone of James’s voice, longing and teasing and sweet at once. “You could help me dry off.”

James smiled at that. “I could indeed.” He started to unbutton his coat and waistcoat. “Wouldn’t want to get wet.”

Daniel leaned against the side of the tub and enjoyed the view. “Certainly not.” 

James removed his coat and waistcoat quickly then made a show of removing his shirt and trousers, letting Daniel see hints of each bit of flesh before the whole was revealed. By the time James had finished, even the cooling water wasn’t enough to slow his desire. James picked up the large towel from the chair, and Daniel rose as he approached.

James grinned again. “You look so beautiful like that, with the water sliding down your skin. I want to follow it down.”

Daniel made a soft sound in his throat. He wanted to say something romantic, or invite James to do as he wanted, but he couldn’t force his mouth to make anything but inarticulate sounds. James offered a hand to help him out of the tub then wrapped the towel around him, wrapping his arms around Daniel at the same time so they were embracing by the time the towel was around him. They stood like that for a moment, James’s cheek resting against Daniel’s chest, then James took the towel and began rubbing Daniel’s chest, rubbing the slightly rough cotton against his nipples until they were hard, then licking at the newly dried skin. James pressed his hips forward against Daniel’s and grinned again. “You like that, hmm? What if I continued down?”

Daniel answered with a small gasp. James took that as encouragement and continued down, rubbing the towel along his chest then his belly, following with his mouth and tongue. Daniel couldn’t imagine anything better than the feel of James against him, James wanting him, James kissing him, not as an experiment, but because he wanted Daniel, not some maid at school, not one of his friends from some club—him, Daniel. And then James’s tongue slid along the underside of Daniel’s cock, and he knew there was at least one thing better than James’s mouth on his chest. He moaned encouragement and felt James’s lips close around the tip, teasing him. Daniel pressed his hips forward just a little to encourage him, and James slid his mouth down further, running his tongue along Daniel’s cock as he let it slide further into the hot wetness. Just when he thought it couldn’t feel any better, James sucked hard, and Daniel couldn’t think of anything but the warm mouth on his cock. He tangled his fingers in James’s hair, just enough to feel that it was him, not to hold him still. “Can’t last,” he hissed.

James sucked harder, pulling his mouth back then allowing Daniel’s cock to sink in deep again. Daniel had meant it when he said he couldn’t last. The second long stroke was too much, and he spent into James’s mouth. James continued to suck and lick until he’d gotten every drop then allowed Daniel’s cock to slip from his mouth. “Delicious,” James murmured and pressed a kiss to Daniel’s thigh.

Daniel wanted to answer, but he wasn’t certain he remembered how to form words. James stood and wrapped his arms around him, letting Daniel rest against his chest. “I take it you liked that?”

Daniel kissed his shoulder. “Very much, my love.” He’d called James his love. What a wonderful sound.

“Good, dearest. I plan to do quite a lot of that.”

James had called him dearest. That sounded even better. He was going to respond, when there was a polite rapping on the door.

“Why are they...”

Daniel pulled himself away from James. “They’ve probably come to take the bathwater away.”

“Oh.” James pulled back, apparently realizing being found standing naked in a room with his equally naked butler was not a good plan. “There should be a bag somewhere. I told Peter to pack a few things.”

“Peter?” Daniel laughed as he picked up the towel from the floor and started for the valet’s room.

“What?” James asked as he followed.

“Peter packing a few things means half your wardrobe is here. Which isn’t a bad thing under the circumstances.” Daniel located the bag that had been packed, which was actually the smaller travel trunk, and rooted around inside. “Here.” He tossed James a silk banyan and closed the door to the valet room with himself inside.

 

James managed to get himself into the loose-fitting robe, which was a relief as he wouldn’t have wanted to admit to Daniel he couldn’t even manage that on his own, and opened the door to the pair of men who bowed to him then went through to get the tub, just as Daniel had predicted. James reached for a few coins to give them as he always did in hotels and handed them over as they left. “Thank you.”

Both men looked surprised. “Our pleasure, my lord. Enjoy your stay.”

James realized it was the first time he’d spoken to hotel staff apart from the desk clerk. He was a snob and hadn’t realized it. He’d have to do better. He followed the servants out into the sitting room and locked the door behind them and added a chair in front of it for good measure, just in case someone came back for some other unknown reason, then went back to the bedroom and tapped on the door to the valet’s chamber. “They’ve gone, Daniel.”

Daniel opened the door. He’d dried himself but not dressed, and James wondered how it had taken him so long to realize Daniel was his. Or he was Daniel’s. He wasn’t really certain what the exact arrangement was. He reached out and ran his hands along Daniel’s shoulders. “Shall we continue where we left off?”

Daniel responded by stepping forward into his embrace, pressing his lips to James’s mouth. James opened to him at once, pressing his body against Daniel’s as Daniel’s tongue slipped into his mouth and swirled inside, reminding him of how blissful it had felt on his cock. There were too many clothes between them. He wanted to feel Daniel’s skin against his. He fumbled with the fastenings of his banyan while Daniel steered him towards the bed. He managed to shed the robe and lay back on the coverlet, looking up at Daniel, drinking in the sight of him. He ran his hand along the smooth, nearly hairless chest, lean but probably the stronger of the two, down to the dusting of hair that became thicker as it led to his cock. Daniel smiled at him and bent down for another kiss. This time James pressed his tongue up into Daniel’s mouth, exploring and tasting. Daniel rested just above him, letting him do as he would, writhing a bit as he enjoying the attentions of James’s mouth and moaning encouragement when something felt particularly good. 

One movement of Daniel’s hips caused their cocks to brush against each other, and James gasped at the feeling of hot, hard flesh against his length. He slid his hand down Daniel’s back to his hip and pressed them together again, bucking his own hips against Daniel. Daniel shifted his weight and slipped his own hand between them, wrapping it around both of their cocks, pressing them together, rubbing as James thrust against Daniel, still pulling him closer. Daniel swirled his thumb along the tips and dragged the fluid there along the shafts, adding slickness to the warm hardness, making it easier to thrust against him. James was tempted to close his eyes, but he wanted to watch Daniel as his face twisted with pleasure. 

It was Daniel who came first, gasping out “James, my love,” as he spent over James. Hearing Daniel call him his love was enough for James, and he added his seed to the stickiness that covered them. 

Daniel sighed and collapsed on the bed beside him, his hand still touching James’s thigh as if he weren’t ready to lose the connection. James swirled his fingers through the sticky puddle on his chest, mixing their scents together. Something about that seemed erotic and right at once. Once his breathing returned to normal, he slid his hand down to Daniel’s. “I suppose we should have kept the bath water.”

Daniel pushed himself up. “I saved a damp towel.”

“Always the practical one.” He supposed that was required of a butler. He watched Daniel cross the room and retrieve the towel from a drawer where he’d dropped it and bring it back. He gently wiped James clean then cleaned himself and dropped the towel on the floor and climbed back into bed. James nestled against him and whispered, “I love you,” as Daniel drifted to sleep.

 

When he woke, James found he was incredibly comfortable with no desire to leave the bed. He turned his head slightly and saw Daniel was already awake but was lying quite still, watching him.  “I didn’t wake you, did I?”

James shook his head. “I suppose we should get out of bed.”

“I suppose.” Daniel didn’t sound any more interested in moving than he was.

“Although we could consider the matter of the wines from right here just as well as the sitting room.”

“That we could.”

“Then it’s settled.” He leaned over and kissed Daniel’s shoulder. “We’ll think of where we can look in the house.” He licked lightly at Daniel’s chest. “And who we can ask.”

“Perhaps a letter to Lady Gatwell.”

Thanking of his sister was not what he wanted when he was trying to seduce Daniel. He wondered if that was the point. James lay back down with his head resting on Daniel’s chest. “I suppose.”

They were quiet for a few moments, James running his hands along Daniel’s chest and Daniel tangling his fingers in James’s hair, until Daniel said, “We’ve been going about this from the wrong end.”

James rolled over and propped himself up on his elbow. “What do you mean?”

“Your father most likely gave away all of what he had. We need to go to the source.”

“To Nestore Fine Spirits? You think they’d have some kind of proof?”

“They could have the whole plan, how it was done, everything there.”

“Unless they’ve destroyed it all. And they will if we tell them we know about their connection to the scheme.”  It wouldn’t do to solve everything only to have the evidence destroyed before it could be used to protect Daniel.

“So we don’t appeal to their fear—we appeal to their greed.”

“You think it will work?”

“I suspect that’s how your father secured their help to begin with.”

James sat up.  “Then let’s try it. What do we need?”

“Would you be willing to offer a reward?”

“Whatever you think is appropriate.”

“And can Mr. Sedmon be trusted?”

“With a surprising amount.”

“Then we should send word to him once the office opens and then go home and collect up a good bribe.”

“All right.” James leaned over and pressed his lips to Daniel’s chest, just above the nipple. “But I think it’s too early now.”

He felt Daniel’s chest shake as he chuckled. “You have something more interesting in mind?”

James licked Daniel’s nipple then let his breath brush over the damp skin as he said, “I think I could come up with something.” He pressed his erection against Daniel’s hip to let him know what he was thinking.

“I could be convinced.” Daniel pressed a kiss against the sensitive skin on James’s inner arm the rolled him over and began kissing him in earnest.

 

 


Chapter 12

><

 

LEAVING FOR HOME TOOK LONGER than anticipated, but they did eventually manage to get out of bed and into some clothes and then a hackney cab back to the house. James watched Daniel sitting across from him, wishing he could reach out and take his hand, hold it and stroke the palm as he had the evening before when they’d finally wandered into the parlor of the hotel suite and sat beside each other on the settee to eat the meal he’d ordered when they’d checked in, or better yet kiss him as they had when they’d finished the dessert. But that couldn’t happen, not out and about, even in a hack. Or once they got into the house for that matter, not with the servants everywhere. They would simply have to figure something out. It couldn’t be that difficult. It was his house, after all.

At the house, they’d barely crossed the threshold when Polly came out of the parlor with her broom and dust cloth. She took one look at Daniel and rushed forward to embrace him. “You’re back, Mr. Rivers. You’re really back.”

James lunged for the broom and caught it before the handle hit the china shepherdess on the table.

“Yes, Polly, I am back.” Daniel gave her a moment to be excited then untangled himself. “Perhaps you should go down and inform Mrs. Harrigut and Mrs. Patterson.”

“Oh yes, sir. Right away, sir.” She started for the staircase with a little hop of excitement.

“Broom,” Daniel said before she’d gone more than a few steps.

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. I forget. My lord, I’m very sorry. I...”

James handed over the broom and made a small gesture towards the door to the stairs. Polly grabbed the broom and hurried away. James was glad to know Daniel had been missed by the others. It was good to know he’d had some friends during the time he’d worked for Father. He was going to say something to that effect when he felt Daniel’s hands slip around him and begin to remove his coat. James was going to object, to say he could do it himself, until he felt Daniel’s fingers slide along the back of his neck, and he realized removing his coat may have been an excuse and not the motive at all. 

“I’d best go and see how things stand downstairs, unless you need something, my lord?”

He’d thought Daniel would need to get used to the change in their relationship, but he was starting to realize it might be more difficult for him. “No, but in a little while, bring some tea up to the library. And two cups.”

“Very well, my lord.” He gave James’s arm a gentle squeeze then hung his coat on the stand and followed Polly downstairs. 

James made certain the front door was locked then went to the library. He’d have to become used to the idea that Daniel would not be with him every moment of the day, even if he was staying.

 

Daniel hurried down the servants’ staircase, wondering how to explain the visit to the Clarendon. No one would really believe it had been to avoid the press, but how strongly would they question it? He wondered if Mrs. Harrigut or Mrs. Patterson could be trusted. It would be so much easier if they could. If there were a way to test without exposing James to suspicion, but what? As he rounded the final turn on the landing, he could see into the kitchen. Mrs. Harrigut and Mrs. Patterson were both at the foot of the stairs, looking up, waiting for him, he realized. Polly was there too, and Nora and Bessie and Tom and Peter. So he had been missed. It was a nice feeling.

Mrs. Harrigut met him at the foot of the stairs. “Polly said you were back. We are happy to see you, Mr. Rivers.”

“Indeed we are,” Mrs. Patterson added, coming to shake his hand.

“It is most gratifying to hear that.” He paused for a moment to enjoy it then returned to business. “Now his lordship would like a tea tray in the library, two cups.”

“So you’ll be discussing matters with him then?” Mrs. Patterson said as she sent Bessie for a tray.

“Bet it’s about hiring,” Tom said at once. “He said he’d be taking your recommendations very seriously.”

“Thomas, not now,” Mrs. Harrigut said.

“What? He told Polly the same thing, didn’t he?”

“He did, Mr. Rivers.”

Mrs. Patterson arranged the teapot on the tray. “His lordship has known Mr. Rivers for a long time. I’m sure he values his opinion.”

“Course he does. And I’d think you’d both be of the opinion that you need to hire those you can trust, seeing as what you’re getting up to.”

Daniel froze. Surely he’d heard wrong. Or misinterpreted. That had to be it.

“Thomas,” Mrs. Harrigut said in her most no-nonsense voice.

“What? We all know they didn’t go to the Clarendon to avoid the hordes of reporters outside the door. Why else would they go? I’m just saying they ought to have people they could trust around.” Then Thomas seemed to understand what he’d said. “I didn’t mean... Mr. Rivers, I’d never... You can’t think....”

Daniel didn’t know how to answer. They all knew, and Thomas... What had Thomas meant? And how many of the others agreed?

He realized Mrs. Patterson was shoving the tea tray at him. “His lordship will be waiting for this.”

His lordship, waiting, James. He’d bring the tray to James. “Yes, thank you.” He took the tray and started for the stairs. As he glanced back, he caught a glimpse of Polly leaning over Thomas with an uncharacteristically fierce look on her face. Mrs. Harrigut was standing off to the side, looking ready to pounce the moment Polly had finished. Perhaps they had a few allies at least.

 

James couldn’t help smiling as soon as the door opened. “Daniel.” He paused in case Daniel wasn’t alone then stopped when he saw Daniel’s expression. “Is something wrong? They’re not here to arrest you again, are they?”

“No, no, but something Thomas said just now.”

James listened as Daniel related the conversation he’d had in the servants’ hall. “What do you think he meant by that?”

“He’s a good fellow—at least I thought he was a good fellow. But now... I can’t open you to blackmail or arrest, James.”

Daniel was going to try being noble and give him up. James could tell from his tone of voice. And he was having none of it. “Nonsense. We simply need to think. If nothing else, a nice trip to Italy might do. Everyone will think it’s to get away from Father’s foolishness.”

“Provided they allow you to leave the country.”

“Damn, you’re right. There’s that. Then we’ll just have to sort out Nestore.” If only he knew more about how to handle servants, he might have some idea of how to tell what sort of threat Thomas was, if he was one at all. Connie would know. She handled households full of servants. Allister had at least four properties scattered around the countryside. “Daniel, I’ve a sudden desire to see my sister. Send someone round to fetch her if she’s available.”

The relief on Daniel’s face told him that Daniel considered consulting Connie a good idea as well. “I’ll go myself, my lord.” 

“And after, we’ll go to Nestore’s and see what we can find.”

After Daniel had left, James found he couldn’t settle to anything and began pacing the room. If it hadn’t been for the distraction of Father’s stupidity—and what a distraction that was—he might have been able to settle the matter of the staff easily enough. Men hid affairs with maids all the time—how much harder could it be to hide a butler? Of course, one didn’t get arrested and pilloried for a dalliance with a maid. But if he needed to, he would travel somewhere, anywhere, with Daniel. But to do that, they needed to clear their names and put Father’s mess to rest. With that in mind, he sat at his desk and stared at the scraps of paper.

James was just thinking that his time might be better spent searching the office again when the door opened and Thomas peered around the edge. “May I have a word, my lord?”

The footman looked so nervous, James didn’t have the heart to snap at him. “Yes, Thomas?”

Thomas came in and stood a respectful distance from the desk with his eyes cast down. It was quite unlike his usual demeanor, which made James wonder. “You wanted to say something, Thomas?”

“I just didn’t want anyone in trouble, my lord. If you’re going to sack someone, just sack me, please. But I didn’t mean anything by it, I swear.”

James sighed. “Am I to understand that you are referring to what you said to Mr. Rivers?”

“That’s right, my lord. We all knew he was sweet on you, and when you were trying so hard to get him released, we all assumed... But none of us would say anything. I really meant exactly what I said. You said you were going to listen to what he said about staff, so he should try to get you to hire people he knows he can trust. That was all I meant, my lord. Nothing else, I swear.”

James stared at his desk. If Thomas was telling the truth... If only he could put his full mind to the problem. “Thank you, Thomas. You may go back to your duties.”

Thomas looked ready to say something else, but he changed his mind, bowed, and left the room.

 

James had never been so glad to see Connie. She took one look at his expression and laughed. “If I’d known you would be this happy to see me, I would have arranged a servants’ crisis for you years ago.”

“It’s not a joke, Connie.”

“I know, and Daniel’s told me his side of it already, so now I need to hear what you think the situation is.”

“Well, first there is something I need to tell you. About me and Daniel.” That was what he should have been thinking about when he was pacing the room. How to tell Connie about Daniel.

“You mean what I figured out after your first holidays home from Eton?”

James felt his cheeks redden. That had been the holiday he and Daniel had conducted the kissing experiment at the pond. Had Connie seen that?

“Do you realize you two have just turned the exact same shade of red? It’s really rather sweet, although I sincerely hope Allister and I don’t do that. He gets terribly blotchy when he’s embarrassed. Now tell me what you think the problem is.”

Connie had always been a good listener, and James was able to tell her everything without interruption. When he’d finished, she stared into space while he fidgeted and Daniel began checking the statuettes on the mantelpiece for dust.

Connie sat up straight quite suddenly and looked at him in a way that reminded him of their old nurse. “All right, do you two have some clue you can follow up on that is not within the house?”

“We were going to see if Nestore Wines could tell us anything.”

“Excellent. Naturally, I will want to stay and find out what you discover. Daniel, you are to go downstairs and have Mrs. Patterson make a fresh pot of tea for me and have Polly bring it up with some cake. A fresh pot, mind you, and Polly is to bring it up. That will give the pair of you time to get away conspicuously. Understood?”

They both nodded.

“Then go to it.” 

James and Daniel both hurried for the door. “I’ll manage my coat. You go and take care of her tea.”

Daniel nodded and made for the baize door.

 

{--*--}

 

Nestore Wines and Fine Spirits was on a small street in a part of town that had been fashionable a generation ago and was now falling slowly into poverty. The shop itself was not at all the sort of place the late Lord Lynster would have frequented. Nothing at all like Berry’s. James wondered how his father had even found out that such a place existed. As they climbed out of the hack, he whispered, “What do you think?”

“If any of the staff had driven his lordship here, I’d know about it. It would have been the talk of the servants’ hall for a month.”

James nodded and paid the driver to wait for them. “Shall we?” He led the way into the shop.

The door made a great deal of noise when they pushed it open, mostly from the hinges, not the bell. The man who came to the counter at the sound matched the shop, run down, not too clean, and not too honest. He gave them a large, insincere grin, which got wider when he’d finished cataloging James’s clothes and calculating their worth. “Leo Nestore of Nestore’s Fine Wines and Spirits, founded in 1745, at your service, gentlemen.”

The man was as Italian as boiled mutton. James nodded his greeting, polite but not too familiar, and looked around the shop. “In business since 1745—a family concern then?”

“No, not anymore. The old man died, and the family sold it cheap. I know a bargain when I see one. You wanted to buy something?”

“My father used to buy from your shop. Lord Lynster?”

“Aye, I remember him. A good customer. Wouldn’t have thought he’d go to the bad. Very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you. We’re trying to discover anything we can about his actions in recent months; if you could tell us what your business with him was, it might help.”

“His crimes were nothing to do with me, my lord, I assure you.”

James wished he’d thought to buy a newspaper and find out if anything had been mentioned about the burned papers. 

Daniel leaned forward. “Your name—well, the shop’s name, came up frequently when we were going through his lordship’s desk. If you had any information that could be useful to us, I believe his lordship, his current lordship, is offering a reward.”

Nestore seemed to perk up at the mention of a reward, but he said, “I sold him wine and spirits, nothing more.”

“Of course, but if you could tell us how that came about, there may be something that would suggest something else to his lordship, and then you could collect the reward.”

“You’re not going to prove him innocent if that’s what you’re wanting. Have you seen the papers? That other nutter’s condemning him left and right. You’re lucky he offed himself.” Nestore noticed James’s gold pocket watch, which he had just removed from his waistcoat and was pretending to consult, and added, “Sorry for your loss.”

“As he says, there is the possibility of a reward for information.” James snapped the watch closed. He’d always thought it made a very nice sound when it closed, showing quality, which in Nestore’s eyes would mean wealth, and Nestore seemed to consider it another sign of his visitor’s ability to pay a worthwhile reward. 

“I had nothing to do with all of his plans. His lordship came into my shop one day and asked if we bottled our own wines, which we do. War and all made it hard to get certain vintages.”

James wondered how much actual wine went into the bottles but nodded as if he believed the story. “Do you know how he found you?”

“Didn’t think to ask. Maybe I should have; I might have gotten some more of his class of client. So he asked about bottling the wines, and then if we would make him up a special batch with the labels he provided. I didn’t see any reason not to oblige him.”

“What sort of labels were they?”

“They looked like regular wine labels.”

“Known vintages?” Maybe there was some clue in them, a code perhaps.

“Yes, they looked like they’d been copied from other bottles. So I made him up a batch and pasted the labels on.”

“Even if the labels didn’t match what was in the bottles?”

“He was buying it for himself, not to deceive. I didn’t see that it mattered.” Or at least he could say he didn’t know they were meant to deceive, which was probably just as good to his mind.

“And how often did this happen?”

“Every few months. He’d bring the labels fresh from the printers and smelling like sour milk and tell me what color wine and bottle he wanted, and I’d get it made for him.”

“Color wine and bottle, but not vintage?”

“We’re not as elegant as what you’re used to, my lord. We don’t have the selection you’re accustomed to.”

“Of course. And every few months—did that mean every two months, six months, once a season?”

“Every two or three months, I’d say.”

“And how many bottles did he order?”

“As many as he had labels for. Some months it was three, some six, some eight. It varied.”

That was more than James had anticipated. So he was giving them to more than the traitor lords that were known to the government. “When was the last time he came?”

“A week before he died, I think. More or less.”

“You don’t have any of the labels, do you?”

“The last batch he brought. He always said I was only supposed to give the orders to him, no servants or relatives. In my business, that’s not unusual. Prevents pilfering. When I heard he died, I halted the order.”

James wondered which business that applied to.  Nestore seemed the sort to have several concerns of varying legality going on at once. “Do you still have them?”

“I’ll get them.” Nestore went to the back of the shop. James stared straight ahead so he wouldn’t be tempted to turn and ask Daniel’s opinion. Nestore returned quickly with the stack of labels. He held them up so they could be seen but didn’t hand them over.

“We will have to tell the investigators about this, and they probably will come, but you should have time to—tidy up the shop and make it look nice for them.”

“You’re certain you can’t say you found them in a drawer?”

“This is important evidence”—and James certainly wasn’t protecting a dishonest merchant and probable smuggler over Daniel—”but if you tell them what you told us, they will probably see that you had no idea what was really happening, particularly if you emphasize that you believed the wine was being given as presents or for personal consumption.”

“And there is the reward,” Daniel said quietly.

Mr. Nestore’s hearing improved at once. “Yes, the reward. When do you think they’ll be coming to speak with me?”

“I think you’ll have a day or two to tidy up.”

“A day or two. Better than nothing, I suppose. The dust, you know.”

“Of course.” And whatever was hidden in the cellar. James pulled out his wallet and counted out a fair number of coins. He’d have paid any amount to keep Daniel safe, although he made certain Daniel had the labels before he handed the coins over.

 

Back in the carriage, Daniel handed over the labels. James flipped through them. All were for the same vintage. He tried to study the details, but he didn’t see anything that looked like a clue. “These look like regular wine labels.”

Daniel held one up to the light. “This one is a little thin around the edge there. They look like they were soaked off of a bottle, not freshly printed.”

“But Nestore, if that’s even his name, said they came freshly printed.”

Daniel shrugged. “It doesn’t make any sense, but then very little of what your father did does.” He held another one up to the light, and James could see what he meant about thin patches. “Of course, if these were soaked off of bottles...”

“That would explain Father’s mystery bottles. If he took the labels and added the code to them, but then why put them on Nestore’s bottles?”

“Perhaps he didn’t know how to reattach them and didn’t want to trust any of the staff with that job. We would have told the investigators at once if we’d have been given a task like that, to save our own skins, I’m afraid.”

James grinned. “Pity you didn’t know about it. It might have saved a good bit of trouble.”

Daniel smiled back. Then he looked back at the labels. “Maybe the bottles from Nestore looked different, different enough that he wouldn’t confuse them.”

“That could be. If we could just crack the code.”

“First we should try to find it. Perhaps there are some actual bottles of this in the cellar, the ones he’d give to Lord Gatwell and the others to cover the exchange of information. I would think those would be the original vintage, or the recipients might notice something odd and comment on it, especially now. We could compare them.”

James nodded. “That’s an idea. Connie said they tried one or two of the bottles and didn’t care for them. She’d have mentioned Allister’s reaction if he’d drunk some of whatever that man bottled. It would have been memorable.” He tucked the labels into his pocket and hoped Daniel would take the hint and stop talking about them.

Daniel slid his hand along the seat until it brushed James’s fingers. “I suppose this means we’re going back to the house.”

“I suppose it does.” James sobered as he remembered what was waiting for them. “Maybe Connie’s had a chance to sort things out there.”

He could tell from Daniel’s expression he’d also forgotten about Thomas while they’d been preoccupied with Nestore. “There is that.”

James slid his hand over a little further and hooked his smallest finger into Daniel’s. “And I was just beginning to enjoy myself at the Clarendon.” He glanced at Daniel out of the corner of his eye. “But we’re registered for three more days. We could always go back. Unless you’re in a hurry to leave for Brighton.”

“Brighton has become less appealing in recent days.”

James could feel himself grinning like a fool, but Daniel didn’t seem to mind, and that was all that really mattered.

 

When they returned to the house, Daniel went straight to the wine cellar and found a bottle of the claret in question. James went to find Connie in the sitting room. As he approached, Mrs. Harrigut was coming out. She smiled at him but didn’t say anything. Connie was seated on the settee with the remains of tea and cake in front of her. “Did you find anything?”

“We may have.” While he waited for Daniel, he gave her a brief report of what Nestore had said. When Daniel returned with the bottle, they all pored over it with a magnifying lens, but they couldn’t find any differences of note. Nothing filled in on the lettering, nothing marked, nothing at all.

James was leaning against Daniel’s shoulder, trying to find a pattern in the thin areas of paper, although how his father would have had the skill to manage to hide something like that was a question still to be answered, while Connie stared at the bottle as if it would start speaking and tell her something, when Peter opened the door. “Mr. Sedmon, my lord.”

James pulled away from Daniel as the solicitor came in. He couldn’t tell if Sedmon was pretending not to have seen or if he’d been quick enough. “Good afternoon, my lord. I came to see how Mr. Rivers was doing.”

“Happy to be back where I belong, sir. And thank you again for all your assistance.”

James couldn’t help smiling when Daniel said he was where he belonged. Was it too much to hope that sitting beside him was part of it?

“Think nothing of it, Mr. Rivers. Part of my job, really. I also came to see if there were any developments. The note I received was rather cryptic.”

James realized he couldn’t remember what he’d written in the note to Sedmon. It had been about their plans to investigate Nestore, that much was certain, but he’d been leaning against Daniel when he wrote it, in bed, with his writing desk propped against his legs and Daniel holding the inkwell for him, which had been something of a distraction. “We went to visit the mysterious wine merchant.”

“I gathered that much. Was he helpful?”

“I think so.” James began the tale of the morning’s adventures again, in more detail as Sedmon kept asking questions when he glossed over something. Daniel slipped away and returned with tea and scones and more raspberry tart for Connie. He produced the labels at the appropriate moment. James spread them out on the table. “He didn’t appear to know anything else. Father would bring the labels to him and tell him to paste them on the bottles. Apparently, they were freshly printed and smelled like sour milk, and he had to be careful not to smear the ink.”

“Sour milk, you say? You didn’t mention that before.” Connie seemed very interested in that bit. “Daniel, do you have an iron nearby? The sort of thing for pressing clothing.”

“Of course.” Daniel hurried out of the room and returned almost at once with the object in question and a towel.

“You made it to the kitchen and back that fast?” James asked.

Daniel went to the fire and selected a few coals to put inside. “His lordship kept this in his dressing room. I always thought it was odd, as we do most of the laundry that’s not sent out in a room off the kitchens, as you say, and he was not the sort to go through mounds of cravats, retying them, or really take much interest in his appearance at all.” Daniel licked the tip of his finger and tested the iron. “You wish me to iron the label?”

Connie nodded.

Daniel glanced at James, who shrugged. Connie seemed to think it was worth a try, and she wouldn’t if she didn’t have some reason.

Daniel spread the towel out on the end table then arranged the label on it and began ironing. As the heat passed over the paper, dark-brown marks began to appear and form into random letters.

“Invisible ink?” James asked. “It seems like something out of a novel.”

“That’s probably why I know about it. I must have read it somewhere. Milk. When it’s painted on paper and allowed to dry, it can’t be seen until you apply heat. Now this looks like some kind of a code.”

“Knowing Father, it can’t be very difficult. Let me see.” James took the label and scanned the jumble of letters. “A simple substitution, I would think.”

Daniel leaned over his shoulder. “That at the bottom is eight letters. Could it be ‘Thaddeus’?”

“You think he signed the notes?”

“The middle two characters do repeat. And the first word of the message begins with that same letter and is four letters long.”

“Oh lord. Bring me some paper.”

Daniel obliged and James wrote out the characters in question. “If that is ‘Thaddeus,’ then it starts ‘D,’ ‘E,’ ‘A,’ something. He not only signed them, he addressed them to the recipients.”

Sedmon sighed. “And I thought Lord Burfield was a fool. How did they manage a conspiracy that went undetected for four years? Give me the lot, and I’ll bring it to Mr. Williams as soon as I’ve figured out the best way to present it to him. May as well let him do his own ironing, Mr. Rivers.” 

Daniel handed over the stack of labels.

“So this is over?” James asked.

“I sincerely hope so. This should be enough to convince Mr. Williams that you are on their side at least. Will the pair of you be returning to the Clarendon?”

James glanced at Daniel. “I think it’s best.” 

“The Clarendon?” Connie asked.

“Avoiding the press,” Sedmon said as he stacked the labels together.

“The hordes outside, you mean? I counted four cats, I think, and that boy who’s always waiting to bring notes around.”

Sedmon nodded. “The cats are most persistent, I find. Good afternoon, my lady, my lord, Mr. Rivers.” 

Connie stared as Sedmon left the room. “Has he developed a sense of humor after all these years?”

“I think he always had it, just didn’t like to show it around Father.” James stood. “Well, we’re off to the Clarendon, Connie. Feel free to stay until you’ve finished your cake.”

“Wouldn’t you like to hear the results of your other problem?”

James was almost dreading that more than the Crown’s answer. “All right.”

“Mrs. Harrigut and I made up a list of suggestions for you to consider. Obviously, you and Mr. Rivers will be making the final decisions, but these were what we considered prudent.” She handed over the list she’d made. Daniel came to read over his shoulder. 

James started to relax as he read the list, which contained every name on the staff in one way or another. “So you don’t think there’s a problem?”

“Polly said everyone had already figured it out, and they were simply waiting for the pair of you to sort yourselves out, which took long enough, I must say. And Thomas couldn’t construct a tactful sentence if his life depended upon it. He really did mean what he said in the most literal sense.”

James glanced at Daniel as he finished the list. Daniel nodded. Apparently, it met with his approval as well. “I don’t know how to thank you, Connie.”

“I seem to remember being promised novels.”

“As many as you can read.”

Connie grinned, and James suddenly remembered the holidays he’d spent with Daniel at the pond. Connie had spent all of them curled up in the window seat reading novels. She grinned even wider at his expression. “So you do know what you’ve just promised. You’ll need someone strong to deliver them. It might be a suitable punishment for Thomas. I’d best get home before Allister misses me. I’m sure he’ll want to know all about Nestore. I’m glad you’re safe, Daniel. Enjoy your holiday.” 

When Connie had left, James picked up the staff list and looked at it again. He remembered Thomas coming to apologize to him, how worried he’d been. Daniel came to lean over his shoulder. James nestled back against Daniel’s chest. “Do you think this will work?”

“I’ve always thought Lady Connie had very good intuition, and she did ask for Polly specifically, and Polly is a good, sensible girl. Yes, I think it might.”

“Then let’s not leave them in suspense. Would you assemble the staff, and we can let them know their fates?”

But when they left the sitting room, they found the staff had assembled itself. Everyone had found tasks that required their presence in the front hall. Even Mrs. Patterson had decided she was needed to sort out the fruit bowl on the table by the staircase. James pitched his voice to be heard by everyone and tried to sound casual as he said, “I suppose you’re all wondering about the staffing problems at my townhouse.”

Everyone shuffled uncomfortably. It was Mrs. Harrigut who said, “We don’t wish to rush your decisions.”

“Quite kind of you, but I have discussed it with Mr. Rivers and sincerely hope you will agree to accept an offer of employment as my housekeeper.”

Mrs. Harrigut smiled. “Gladly, my lord.”

“And Mrs. Patterson, I hope you will consider staying as cook.”

Mrs. Patterson looked as if she wanted to say something pert but changed her mind.

“I promise I’ll be eating more once everything is settled.” James could tell by her grin that she had wanted to say something along those lines. “And Mr. Rivers will be staying on as butler. However, I will be depending on him more as there are more properties to look after, so an under-butler seems in order. Mr. Rivers felt that Peter might be up to the task.”

Thomas clapped Peter on the back as the footman nodded.

“Thomas, that means you would be promoted to first footman, although I would try to learn a bit more tact.”

Tom looked shocked at the news that he wasn’t being tossed out on his ear. “I’ll get Polly to help me, my lord.”

“And speaking of Polly, I was going to offer you the position as parlor maid, while Bessie and Nora would go on as upstairs maids. That means we will need a couple more footmen. I believe, Mrs. Harrigut, you had some candidates?”

“My nephew Nicholas and his very dear friend.”

“Then if you wouldn’t mind writing. And Peter, I believe you have a sister who might be interested in the position of downstairs maid?”

“Just old enough to go into service, my lord. It would be a great weight off of mother’s mind to have her somewhere with family. The vicar’s wife will give her an excellent reference, I’m sure.”

“And Bessie?”

“My sister’s already in service, my lord, but she doesn’t like her place at all. The master’s all hands, if you understand.”

“Then if the pair of you would write as well.”

Thomas spoke up. “Weren’t thinking of a hall boy, were you?”

“Tact,” Polly hissed.

“Sorry, my lord. Just it’s my littlest brother, same as Peter, just ready to go into service. Be nice if his big brother were there to keep an eye on him. Doesn’t have any references, but...”

“Schoolmaster,” Peter hissed.

“Schoolmaster’d tell you he’s a good, clever boy,” Thomas said without missing a beat. “And he don’t take after me at all when it comes to speaking when he shouldn’t.”

“Then it seems you have a letter to write as well. Leave them on my desk, and I’ll frank them when I return, as they are being sent on my behalf.”

“Going back to the Clarendon then?” Thomas said then remembered himself and added, “Don’t want the press hounding you.”

James made a mental note not to trust Thomas with any important guests, at least not the easily offended ones. “Exactly. We’ll be back in three days, but you can reach us there if you need to. Come along, Mr. Rivers.”

“I’ll get you a hackney cab, my lord,” Thomas offered and ran for the door. 

James smiled. At least Thomas was trying to make up for his gaffes.

 

 


Chapter 13

><

 

DANIEL AND JAMES WERE JUST ENJOYING their last dinner in their room at the Clarendon when there was a knock on the door. Daniel hurried to answer it. “Mr. Sedmon, my lord.”

It sounded strange to hear something other than “James” from Daniel’s lips, but James knew he would have to learn to keep the two parts of their life separate. Although now that he knew his staff could be trusted, such mistakes were less of a worry. Maybe he would stop entertaining altogether and retire to the country and not have to worry about it at all. “Show him through. Would you like some coffee?”

“A fleeting visit, but I thought you’d want to know at once; you need have no more worries about prosecution.”

“You’re certain?” James asked. It seemed too good to be true.

Daniel sank down in the chair beside him and grabbed his hand.

“I gave Mr. Williams a full account of the evidence you found and pointed out that, as differing quantities of the spirits were purchased, it seemed to suggest that there were co-conspirators who did not attend all of Lord Lynster’s little parties. Mr. Williams is now chomping at the bit to go after them.”

“And that convinced him we weren’t involved?” Somehow James couldn’t see Mr. Williams giving up so easily. 

“Not immediately. However, when I pointed out that I would be recommending a defense which emphasized your cooperation and the pivotal role you both played in finding the meaning of Tributary and the possibility of more conspirators, which could only be proved by detailing every step you took to find the hidden writing, he realized you were not involved.”

“You’re certain?”

“Considering he also realized that your defense would include a detailed description of what we know of the bottles and the code and that information would most likely appear in every newspaper in the country, thereby tipping off the conspirators and causing every one of them with any intelligence whatsoever to destroy any bottles they received from the previous Lord Lynster, yes, I am confident that he is done with the pair of you. He’s working on figuring out who else the bottles were addressed to. Your father only used given names, but it does narrow things down considerably. Particularly as Mr. Rivers was able to provide guest lists for all of the events in question.”

“Then it really is over.” James leaned back and squeezed Daniel’s hand. 

“Lord Burfield will be going to trial, so it will be in the press for quite a while, and that might be unpleasant for you, but otherwise, yes, it is over as far as you are concerned. You might want to consider spending some time in the country away from the press and the gossips. Lady Gatwell might like to follow the same advice.” Sedmon stood. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call on me, although I would prefer if it involved some nice legal contracts or a land dispute, not prison, and definitely not treason.”

“I’ll try to oblige. Thank you, Sedmon, for everything.”

“Always a pleasure, my lord, Mr. Rivers. I’ll show myself out.”

As soon as Sedmon was gone, James relaxed and leaned against Daniel. “What do you think of retiring to Lynfield Hall for a few months? Or is the appeal of Brighton still calling?”

Daniel wrapped his arm around James’s shoulder. “I think the Millford Hotel, Brighton has gotten along quite well without me this long. It will survive. While the Lynster family seems to still need me.”

“Want you, definitely.”

Daniel smiled. “Besides, I can’t leave you without a valet.”

“Thinking of changing careers? But I would have thought that was a demotion.”

“As we are promoting Peter to under-butler and hiring new footmen, I should be able to continue as butler and fill in as your valet until you find someone suitable. The accommodations seem most convenient.”

James thought of the small room off of his own that Andrews had occupied many nights. “They do indeed. I ought to warn you, I’ve been known to pass up many fine stallions in my search for a unicorn.”

“Then we’ll have to word the advertisement very carefully. It may be a long while before I find copy you approve of. The footman position should be easier to fill, I would hope. Particularly as Mrs. Harrigut’s nephew has already arrived in town.”

“That does simplify things, but pick anyone you like, as many as you like, and quickly, so you can begin your new position as soon as possible.”

Daniel leaned over and brushed his lips against James’s ear. “That is certainly motivation to be quick about it. Perhaps I should practice my new duties again.”

James grinned. “I was hoping you’d let me practice being a valet, in case I need something to fall back on.”

“I think I could give you a few lessons in undressing a gentleman. Shall we retire to the bedroom?”

James was already fumbling with waistcoat buttons, so he didn’t argue as Daniel steered him towards the bedroom, pressing kisses to his neck as they went.
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Chapter 1

><

 

LAURENCE NELSON, LORD HEATHBOROUGH, picked up the morning newspaper and almost dropped it into his eggs when he saw the headline. Lord Burfield Confesses, Details Traitor Lords’ Assassination Scheme: A Desperate Plan to Force the Government to Deal with Reformers. He had always known his father would destroy the family, but he’d always assumed it would be through his gambling, drinking, or womanizing. It had never entered his mind that it would come about by his betrayal of the king. Laurence skimmed the article, which didn’t say much. Father had apparently been arrested and then thought it was a good idea to ramble on to some reporter, telling them all about the plan that he and his friends had hatched to assassinate the king, which they seemed to think would force the government to come down hard on the reformers they were planning to implicate. It had been thwarted, of course. None of them had had the brains to carry out a secret assignation at a brothel, let alone an assassination, but Father was the only one in custody—Lord Martford was on the run, and Lord Lynster had shot himself—and apparently wanted the world to know how clever they thought they were. Laurence dropped the paper on the floor by his chair and returned to his eggs. At least he had never counted on the title or the estate. Now there would be the calls. The gossips could be turned away, but there would be others... Best to eat while he could. 

It turned out to be less time than he’d thought. No sooner had he buttered his toast than his butler, Wilkes, entered the breakfast room. “Mr. Gaines, my lord.”

“Mr. Gaines, what an unexpected pleasure.” Technically it was the truth; he hadn’t expected the Exchequer’s own secretary to arrive at his breakfast table, but he’d known the man would show up sometime as soon as he saw the headline. “Was there another project your employer wanted to bring to my attention?” Laurence had always thought it prudent to invest in projects the Crown wanted to see funded. He’d always thought it would be useful when Father said or did something idiotic; he simply hadn’t realized the idiotic would extend to attempted assassination.

“Not today. I think you know why I’ve come.”

“To discuss my father.” There was no purpose pretending it was anything else.

“I knew you would understand. It makes it so much easier to get straight to the point. We know you were not part of his scheme; your loyalty is not in question.”

“That’s very kind of you to say.” He’d known investing in the Crown’s pet projects would stand him in good stead; it seemed he was about to reap all of the benefits in one swoop.

“But I’m sure you will understand that we would be more comfortable if there was some proof of it.”

“I would be quite happy to share my books or to invest in something his highness feels is worthwhile.”

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple. Your father has been talking to the press, and that has made them curious. It would be easier all around if, when they come asking why we haven’t arrested or at least questioned you, we had something tangible to show that you are not part of the problem.”

“I see.” He did see. He hadn’t realized how lucky he was that he had thrown money at any projects the king found important. “What sort of proof?”

“I’m afraid that will depend entirely upon what sort of questions they ask. I’m sorry I can’t offer more of an explanation.”

“I do understand. Thank you for the warning at least. I’ll consult with my solicitor and see what he says.”

“That would be prudent. I’ll let my employers know that you were very understanding.”

How could he be anything else when his father was openly bragging about having been part of a treasonous conspiracy? “Thank you. Would you like to stay to breakfast?” He knew the answer to that question but felt it was prudent to offer.

Mr. Gaines ignored the offer. “Of course, if there was some small investment in certain shares...well, certain facts might not make it to the light of day.”

“Shares?” Laurence asked, hoping he was worried for nothing and it was just some canal or bridge that the Crown needed help funding.

“A little project of my own. I’d be inclined to be forgetful and let a few things in my possession slip into the fire.”

So he’d been right—blackmail. The question was did Gaines have something real, or was he simply taking the opportunity presented by someone related to a known traitor? Laurence knew there was nothing in his business dealings that could have even the suggestion of impropriety. He was careful in his more private affairs, ridiculously so, unless Mr. Gaines had happened upon something from school... He kept his face carefully neutral as he said, “If you have some business proposition for me, I’d be happy to look at the proposal. I certainly wouldn’t want you losing any important papers in the fire.” He waited for Mr. Gaines’s reaction.

“I see. I will let you know if the proposal goes through.”

So he didn’t have anything concrete. That was a relief. The last thing Laurence needed was a bout of blackmail. Well, the last thing he needed was for a blackmailer to go to the authorities and find himself convicted of sodomy, but blackmail would still be inconvenient. He pretended not to have noticed Mr. Gaines’s disappointment. He still needed the man to help him navigate the troubles Father was about to bring down on his head. “I look forward to seeing it. Would you like some coffee at least?”

“No, thank you. I should let them know how satisfactorily this business has been concluded. Good day.”

Laurence watched the secretary follow Wilkes out of the breakfast room, then attacked his eggs. He had to get to Penroy’s office and find out exactly where he stood in all this mess. Pity he couldn’t help with the threat of blackmail, but Laurence was careful. Too careful, his friends at university had thought. But they hadn’t known about the one incident; fortunately for him, the servant had also been caught stealing, and he’d been the one to catch him, so the blackmail had been put down to revenge. 

And there had been the incident with Hartley. That was when he had become so cautious. Ever since the night Stanford Hartley had burst in on him at the brothel just outside of Oxford, perpetually short of money Hartley, laughing and saying he’d seen Laurence going up the stairs and why didn’t they share the fun? And then Hartley had seen who he was with, the young lad who was slim and handsome and far too masculine to be anything but what he was, and he’d just stared, his face frozen in a look halfway between the jovial air of the hallway and the shock and revulsion he was trying to hide, not sure what to say. Laurence hadn’t thought Hartley had meant for it to happen; he’d merely been hoping to get a free night with a warm body the same way he tried for free ale at the pub when he was low on funds, just not the sort of body Laurence was with. And Laurence had thought he was being so cautious, going to a place outside of town. And then Laurence had lived with the fear of reprisal.

Two years—two years he’d worried, and just when he’d started to think he was safe, it had happened. The letter from Hartley asking for money. He’d hidden it well, saying he needed it to marry and would Heathborough be a chum as he’d been that night, but it had been clear, and on the heels of the servant at college who had threatened as well, it had been simplest to offer him five thousand pounds. He’d had Penroy invest it in the funds for them without explaining why, where the interest would be enough to give him and the fiancée a nice cushion. To his credit, Hartley never troubled him again, but the memory of that incident was enough to make Laurence shudder and double-check every threat twice to be certain there was nothing behind it. He knew he would not be so lucky a third time.

 

Lucien Penroy had been the family solicitor for as long as Laurence could remember, but Laurence had not seriously entertained the thought that he could be part of the conspiracy until he entered the office and found it almost deserted. Penroy was not at his usual desk in the back office but sitting at one of the smaller desks the clerks used when they were helping him with research. He looked up when the door opened.

“Lord Heathborough, hello. Please forgive the rather informal setting today. I told my clerks to stay home this morning. I didn’t think it was right to—well, to be blunt, to saddle them with your father’s stupidity until I saw how the Crown was going to treat me. And how are they treating you?”

“As a useful investor who is not above suspicion.”

“Under the circumstances, I would say that is the best you can hope for. I take it that was what you were here to discuss.”

“In part.” Since Penroy seemed ready to discuss it, he’d start there. “What is my position, legally speaking?”

“Unfortunately, you will inherit some of your father’s problems, or more properly, you won’t be able to inherit anything useful from him. But the damage should not extend beyond inheritance, provided they don’t find a way to drag you into the actual conspiracy.”

“What about Nelson and Company Investments?” As long as he could keep the business he’d built up, he would be all right. He was certain he would be all right.

Mr. Penroy sighed. “Let me explain about attainder. It will not be directed against you, but against your father. You will not be able to inherit because there will be nothing to inherit. Your father will have been stripped of his title, lands, possession, and his ability to inherit more. You are, unfortunately, collateral damage.”

“So my goods and my company will be all right.”

“They should be. The only wrinkle I could find—where did you get the money to start Nelson and Company?”

“My mother’s marriage portion. It was held in trust for her, and when she died, it went to me.”

“Then there should be no problem. Had your father gifted you the money, I would be confident that you were still all right as it was given long before this mess. My concern was if he could be considered an investor.”

Laurence felt tension he hadn’t realized was there leave his shoulders. He would be all right. That was a weight off of his mind. He’d been telling himself he would be, but he hadn’t believed it, not completely. “And Mr. Gaines indicated that they would want some kind of proof that I wasn’t involved.”

“It is very difficult to prove a negative.”

“But you’ll try.”

“Well, that was the matter I wanted to discuss with you. I was planning on paying a call to your home this afternoon if you hadn’t come. I think it would be best for appearance’s sake if you were to hire a different barrister from your father, just in case one is required. I would suggest Addison and Powell as they are very reputable and also have a group of solicitors named Glasson & Co. with whom they work regularly. As I said, I’m distancing myself from my clerks and students until I’m certain my association with your father won’t taint their careers; I think it best we do the same.”

Laurence had a hard time envisioning someone other than Penroy handling his business contracts, but then he did most of the work himself, so it wouldn’t be a terrible disruption in his business. “They’re as good as Barton & Sons?” He didn’t think Mr. Penroy would recommend someone noticeably worse to him than to his father, but he felt compelled to ask.

“Confidentially, they are a bit better than Barton & Sons. When I saw how your father was responding to the accusations...” Mr. Penroy bit his lip. “Honestly, I decided it would be best to recommend the better firm to you as there was little chance of getting your father off on the charges.”

Laurence would never have thought Mr. Penroy was capable of any sort of deception. He warmed to the solicitor at once. “Thank you. However, I’d like for you to continue as my solicitor.”

Mr. Penroy shook his head. “I think I will be retiring soon. And you would be better off with someone both younger and not associated with your father. Glasson & Co. has several good men. You might try one called Mr. Clarkson. I thought he seemed promising when he clerked for me several years ago. I think he might be just what you need.”

Clerked for Penroy several years ago. Laurence had visions of a slightly less grey version of Penroy. But he didn’t want to offend Penroy or hurt his feelings when he was trying to look out for Laurence’s interests, and he could always say the man had been too busy to take on a client with a thriving business like his. “Thank you. I’ll look into it.”

 

Robert Clarkson read the will one final time, but he didn’t see anything that could be misinterpreted or read in any way but what Mr. Perkins had wanted. He slipped the page into the file and put it into the stack to pass on to Mr. Glasson, who would personally bring it over to Mr. Perkins for signatures. That was the last one, the last will sitting on his desk. He’d finished them all, and now all he had to do was avoid getting assigned anything new until he’d managed to locate one of the partners and explain that he wanted to try his hand at something else, something more in line with what he’d studied. He’d tried asking before, but both times he’d had other estates open, and everyone had agreed it was best not to mix the types of documents he was working on. Glasson & Co. handled large numbers of contracts; really, estates were just something they did on the side, a courtesy to longtime clients, and one that always seemed to land on Robert’s desk. If he hadn’t known better, he would have thought the partners were trying to prevent him from ever having a practice of his own by handing him all the clients who wouldn’t be around to give him a reference in a few months, but that was ridiculous. To begin with, it would imply that Glasson & Co. were less than honest in their dealings with him, and then that keeping him in the firm was worth the effort of deceiving him to begin with. It was far more logical to think that it was some sort of habit that everyone had gotten into and which could hopefully be broken by having a few words with someone in authority. 

Robert picked up the file of completed papers and glanced into the hallway outside of the clerks’ office. It was empty, so he had a good chance of making it to Mr. Glasson’s office with the folder before anyone could stop him and hand over a new set of wills. He slipped out and started for Mr. Glasson’s office.

But he’d barely made it out the door when Mr. Denton came out of his office and spotted Robert. “Mr. Clarkson, just the person I wanted to see. Mr. Biller needs his will updated, so you will be going to his office to deal with the matter.”

Robert sighed. He was thoroughly sick of wills. He’d known when he decided to study the law that wills would be a part of it, but he had not wanted that to be the sum total of what he did. And he always got stuck with the squabbles, the illegitimate children raised as part of the family and excluded, or the secret son left everything, or the multitudes of marriages to be sorted out, or the old fool who tried to control everyone with the contents of the document. Never the nice simple passing on of a family business or a basic entail. Mr. Biller had been married three times and didn’t know where half of his children were and wasn’t convinced of the parentage of most of the others. “You’re certain you wouldn’t rather Mr. Andrews handled it? He does know the family.”

Mr. Denton smiled at him. “But you’re so good at wills, Mr. Clarkson. I think that will more than make up for the lack of familiarity, especially considering the division of property he is considering. And it seems you were present when he was discussing the previous will, which he now says he wishes to reinstate. You seem to have assumed he wished to revoke it.”

“Well, after he tore it up, threw it in the chamber pot, and set it on fire, yes, I did rather have that impression. Of course, I didn’t stay to see when or how he put out the fire.”

“You know as well as anyone that people can be a bit odd when it comes to wills. And you are very good at them, and at difficult clients.”

Every time he wrote a will, Robert was tempted to make some awful mistake so they would stop saying he was good at them and reward his attention to detail with more work. He was also very good at business contracts, and he preferred those, and at deeds, but no one ever sent those his way. But he knew he really couldn’t make some mistake, not intentionally. It would be the heirs who would suffer if he did, and it wasn’t their fault that he wasn’t happy with his lot in life. Maybe he could stumble across a very unfair will and make a mistake that would make it more just... But he knew that wouldn’t happen. He pinched himself hard on the hip to stop himself from saying something that would most likely lead to his dismissal then went to get the file from Mr. Denton’s office.

Before he could, Mr. Paulding came in from the front room. “I’m afraid you’ll have to reassign that. Clarkson’s been requested by Mr. Glasson.”

Mr. Denton stared at Mr. Paulding. “Really?” 

Robert couldn’t tell if that was merely something to say or an expression of disbelief. He wouldn’t be surprised if it were the latter.

Mr. Paulding shrugged.

“Very well. Mr. Andrews,” Mr. Denton called into the clerks’ office. When Andrews appeared in the doorway, he handed over the file. “As Mr. Clarkson has been requested, this is yours.”

Andrews did not look pleased when he opened the file. He’d done the business contracts for all of Mr. Biller’s companies and probably thought the will was beneath him. Robert tried not to grin as he followed Mr. Paulding out.

“Your client will be the son of Lord Burfield. I take it you are familiar with him?”

“Lord Burfield?” Robert hoped that was what was expected as he had no idea what sort of reaction one was supposed to have to being told your newest client was the son of a traitor. “I’ve been reading the newspapers.”

“The son has decided to take new legal representation as his father is using Penroy and Harris. Apparently, he has some business matters that need to be attended to. Lord Heathborough, if you don’t know your titled persons.”

Robert had heard of Lord Heathborough. The man was known as a shrewd investor and had backed many new firms before they were large enough to attract the more known investors. He was tempted to ask “Why me?” but that sounded ungrateful, even though he didn’t mean it that way. At least he didn’t think he did. There was bound to be trouble with the father being a traitor and all, but it was bound to be interesting as well. And if it was the son, it was highly unlikely he wanted his will made up, which was a good thing.

 

Glasson & Co. had the ground floor of a spacious building on the outskirts of the City. It was just the sort of place Laurence had assumed it would be, slightly flashier than Penroy’s office, but with the same bustle of young clerks rushing around the main office. One of them greeted him as he entered and asked his business then ran to get Mr. Glasson as soon as they heard his title. Mr. Glasson came at once and gave Laurence a hearty thump on the back as if they’d been old chums at school. “Very pleased you’ve decided to avail yourself of our services, my lord. How may I be of service?” Before Laurence could answer, he went on, “But perhaps this is best discussed in the privacy of my office. Shall we?”

Laurence followed Mr. Glasson to the large, private office in back. He’d known Glasson’s type before in school. Everyone’s friend, everyone’s companion, and certain to let you know it when he needed a favor, usually a large and inconvenient one. In a way, he could see how someone like Glasson could do well in negotiations or even in court if he could make the jury feel they were his friends as well. But he’d still been unbelievably glad to have been able to respond to Mr. Glasson’s suggestion that, “While I don’t take many new clients on, I’d certainly be willing to make an exception for you,” with the assertion that a Mr. Robert Clarkson had been recommended, although he’d added, “But I hope I’ll be able to consult with you should any of my affairs prove to be beyond his capabilities,” as a concession to Glasson’s ego, and he had the feeling that Glasson’s ego needed many concessions.

The office was also what he expected, ostentatious with antiques everywhere, a desk that clearly hadn’t seen much use, and a decanter of what he was certain was expensive brandy that had. Glasson was already moving towards the decanter when the door opened again and a second man walked in.

“Mr. Clarkson, that was quick.” Glasson didn’t seem to know what do to with himself. He must have thought he’d have a bit more time to convince Laurence he’d be the better choice. Mr. Clarkson was considerably younger than Laurence had expected, roughly his own age. He was dressed in a conservative suit, neat and clean but clearly not of the same careful tailoring as Glasson’s, or his own, for that matter. His one concession to frivolity was a neckcloth tied in an elaborate mathematical knot worthy of a Brook’s Club dandy. Laurence began to wonder if Mr. Clarkson had become a fop since Mr. Penroy had supervised him, but the only way he could politely decide he didn’t want the man now was to ask for Glasson, and he had no intention of doing that. As useful as the man’s comradery could be, he had no desire to face it on a daily basis, or to be obliged to do whatever favors he might make a condition of his assistance.

“Lord Heathborough, may I present Mr. Robert Clarkson. Mr. Clarkson normally works with our estate clients.”

So he couldn’t be too terribly frivolous if he was working with people who were planning how they would divide up their assets when they died or what their heirs would do when they were gone. And it could explain why he needed a bit of frivolity somewhere, even if only in his neckcloth.

“But he is, of course, fully capable of dealing with any business matters you may have, as are all of our solicitors.”

So were they all generalists, Laurence wondered, or did he expect them to take whatever he gave them regardless of experience and training?

“Our firm may not be the oldest in London, but it does boast some of her finest legal minds, with a long history of excellence both in legal documentation and before the courts. We have been involved in such great matters as...”

Laurence let his mind wander as Glasson droned on about past successes, many of which seemed to have come before he could have been old enough to walk, let alone practice law. Laurence glanced back at Mr. Clarkson, but he hadn’t moved. Surely he was preferable to Glasson. And Mr. Penroy wouldn’t have suggested him if he weren’t qualified. Laurence glanced back at Mr. Clarkson again, wondering what he thought of Glasson’s speech, but he couldn’t tell. Mr. Clarkson didn’t say a word as Mr. Glasson rambled on, merely stood by the door smiling pleasantly. 

Laurence felt his eyes drawn more and more often to the solicitor. He was a handsome fellow, slim and compact, his hair a trifle short for fashion and combed back but sticking up on the sides like he’d run his fingers through it. His long, thin fingers, which right now were tapping against his leg. Mr. Glasson said something about Mr. Clarkson having been lucky enough to work on some of the most complex estates in their firm, and Mr. Clarkson’s fingers stopped moving. As Mr. Glasson went on about how well Mr. Clarkson worked with some of their difficult clients, Mr. Clarkson seemed to pinch himself hard on the hip. It had to hurt, but his face didn’t change; he just kept the same pleasantly bland expression on his face. Laurence was starting to wonder if he was paying attention. But then the rambling stopped and Mr. Clarkson stood and extended his hand. “I’m very pleased to be working with you.”

Laurence realized he’d been ignoring Mr. Glasson himself. “I’m sure we’ll work well together. Mr. Penroy gives very good advice.”

“Mr. Lucien Penroy? Is that who recommended our firm?” Mr. Glasson asked.

Laurence didn’t want to talk to Glasson. He ought to get to know the man he’d be working with—that was the reason. Nothing more than that. “He recommended Mr. Clarkson.” He turned his attention back to Mr. Clarkson. “I believe you clerked for him?”

“I did, when I was first starting out. He recommended me to the old partner here, Mr. Harris. He had worked with Mr. Penroy before joining this firm.”

“Rest his soul,” Mr. Glasson added.

That explained it then. Laurence hadn’t thought Glasson seemed like Penroy’s type. The old partner must have been a more balanced fellow. “Indeed. Then Mr. Clarkson, you won’t mind meeting me at my place of business tomorrow to see how things are situated?”

“Any time that would be convenient for you.”

“Nine o’clock then.” He wanted to get started as soon as possible, in case Penroy was wrong about the fellow and he’d need to find someone else, not because he wanted to see him again sooner rather than later. “My card.”

Mr. Clarkson accepted the card and glanced at the address. “I’ll see you then.”

Mr. Glasson broke into their conversation, clearly wanting to be part of the business at hand. “Very good, Mr. Clarkson. Go and see if there is anything you should sort out with Mr. Denton before you go.”

“Yes, sir.” Mr. Clarkson left the room as silently as he’d entered.

 

Robert looked down at the card Lord Heathborough had given him as he walked back to his desk. Lord Heathborough was exactly the sort of client he’d been hoping for, and exactly the sort he wasn’t likely to find writing wills and settling estates. Someone with business contacts, contracts, financial matters. Even if he didn’t want to continue to use Robert’s services, he moved in the sort of circles that would, and if Robert could just manage to impress him enough to get a recommendation, or perhaps an introduction to someone who did need him, he’d be on his way to his own practice.

It didn’t hurt that Lord Heathborough had the most amazing eyes.

There was, of course, the complication of his father spouting off in the press about the assassination plot he’d been a part of, but there had been no hint that Lord Heathborough was involved in any way, and from the way the old fool was talking, he would have bragged about it if his son had done anything interesting. And it shouldn’t matter to him anyway. If Lord Heathborough did end up being involved, it would be quite obvious that Robert hadn’t started working for him until after the conspiracy had been uncovered. 

Of course, it would be better if he wasn’t involved, and not only because of those eyes.

The good mood brought on by thinking about those eyes was short lived. Robert had no sooner sat down at his desk than Mr. Waller appeared, wanting to discuss the Kipler estate as he would be taking it over. Every question he asked could have been answered by a careful reading of the file notes—the names of the known heirs were certainly not a secret—but Robert dutifully explained what would be needed. Then there was Mr. Andrews, who had several questions on the Biller estate, all of which required research that ought to have been part of accepting the case, and he cut off Robert’s attempt to say he had a new case of his own to work on by saying, “I know you’re busy, but you’re so good at this sort of thing,” as if the proper reward for being good at something was more work. Robert found himself pinching his thigh hard to avoid saying exactly what he thought of that. He was saved from having to find a way to tell Mr. Andrews he quite literally did not have time to research anything at the moment by Mr. Glasson coming over to his desk and shooing everyone else away. 

That was something of a respite, only Mr. Glasson wanted to impress upon him the importance of Lord Heathborough as a client, despite the recent scandals, which were apparently to be kept as far from the company as possible, while any new business brought in by Lord Heathborough was to be shared around. In other words, Robert got all the downsides and Denton and Paulding shared the good, with crumbs left for him, no doubt. It ended with a long lecture on upholding the decorum of the firm, as if he were one of the wild fools who ran off whoring and drinking between cases, like Denton and Paulding, come to think of it, and Mr. Glasson’s certainty that Robert wouldn’t leave the office for his new assignment without leaving behind detailed instructions for those forced to take up his abandoned cases, including the Biller estate. In other words, no matter who would get credit for the final work, he’d better have everything finished as far as he could.

 

 


Chapter 2

><

 

WHEN MR. CLARKSON LEFT THE ROOM, Laurence didn’t see much point in staying any longer himself. Because he’d gotten what he came for; it had nothing to do with the room seeming less interesting without the younger solicitor there. As soon as the door closed behind Mr. Clarkson, Laurence asked Mr. Glasson about fees, and the discussion quickly moved to money, a subject that Mr. Glasson seemed to have surprisingly little interest in. He did offer to take on any work Lord Heathborough had personally if Mr. Clarkson proved unsatisfactory on three occasions, which told Laurence the man was motivated more by title than money and almost led him to offer less than he’d originally planned, until he realized Glasson might end up shorting Mr. Clarkson if he did. In the end, he agreed to whatever Glasson asked for if only to get away without having to politely turn down his offers of assistance for a moment longer than necessary, then all but ran for his carriage.

Laurence was still thinking about Mr. Clarkson when the carriage stopped outside of his townhouse. If his mind had been on the journey instead of Mr. Clarkson, he might have noticed that there was a very familiar carriage already there and signaled the driver to continue on to some unknown location until it passed. The Donovan carriage. Father had been pushing for a marriage between him and Miss Melanie Donovan for months now, ever since they had met by chance when some of her novels ended up in one of his parcels from Mr. Lackington’s bookshop and he’d been obliged to return them to her. Her father had inherited a prosperous shipping company, not that he had any involvement in it now beyond adding the profits to his bank accounts, and it seemed the son of a marquis was a good trade for the money. A very conventional sort of arranged marriage, and Laurence had been resigning himself to it for some time now, slowly getting up the will to propose to her. He’d have to provide an heir, after all. He’d once asked Penroy who would inherit if there were some tragedy which took both him and his father off, and Penroy had answered that he would have to research the question if Laurence was truly interested as his father had been the only son in a family of sisters and his grandfather’s two brothers had both died without leaving any male heirs. It had been enough to tell him that not producing an heir was not really an option for him. But with the title all but gone, he was free of that obligation. At least there was one thing for him to be grateful for in this whole mess.

And that had to be why the carriage was there. Mr. Donovan was coming to tell him to leave his daughter alone in the most polite way possible. And Mr. Donovan would no doubt be relieved when Laurence told him he understood his position completely and would make certain that it was clear he was merely friendly with Miss Donovan, freeing her to look for another suitor. Yes, it was a good thing he hadn’t realized who was calling on him. Best to get this all straightened out and settled. Then Miss Donovan could go chasing some other title and he could return to contemplating Mr. Clarkson. As a solicitor, of course, nothing more.

Laurence tapped the knocker against the door and waited for Wilkes to open it. He was surprised when it was Mrs. Maguire, not Wilkes, standing in the entryway. “Good afternoon, my lord. I hope the meeting with Mr. Glasson was successful?” She held out her hands for his hat and overcoat.

“Yes, I think I’ve found a suitable solicitor. Is Mr. Donovan waiting for me in the study?”

Mrs. Maguire glared at the sitting room door. “Miss Donovan is waiting in the sitting room, alone.” Mrs. Maguire gave him a look that he could tell was meant to convey something, but he had no idea what she wanted him to understand. “That was not at your insistence?”

“I had no idea she was coming, I assure you.”

“Little minx. You’re lucky Katie had the sense to come and get me then. I’ll act as chaperon.”

Laurence paused. “You mean you think she came alone to put me in a compromising position?”

“Why else?”

“But they can’t want the marriage to go through now. Father’s a traitor, and the title is probably lost. What benefit is there for them?”

“I’ve no idea, my lord, but that girl had the look of one with a plan in mind. I’ll stay with you and send Katie for the tea things.”

Laurence had no idea what Miss Donovan’s plan could be, but if Mrs. Maguire thought she had one, he was quite certain she did. 

 

If he’d had any doubts on Mrs. Maguire’s interpretation of the circumstances, they were put to rest by the look Miss Donovan gave Mrs. Maguire when she sat down in the chair beside the fire and showed no intention of leaving them alone. Miss Donovan had arranged herself on the couch and had moved the other chairs out of the way, clearly hoping he would see the other half of the couch as the only place to sit. He hoped he would not have been so foolish even without Mrs. Maguire’s warning, but as it was he knew to collect one of the armchairs from by the wall and drag it into place across from Miss Donovan. “To what do I owe the honor of this visit?”

Miss Donovan glanced at Mrs. Maguire again, but Laurence pretended not to notice, and Mrs. Maguire merely settled further back into her chair. When Miss Donovan saw there was no getting rid of the housekeeper, she turned back to Laurence with her most dazzling smile. “Father said it might not be wise to visit you after—well, let’s not speak of that. But I said you needed to know that we supported you through this trying time, and he agreed.”

That was odd. It almost sounded as if they still wanted him to propose to her. “That’s very kind of you, but I completely understand if you would rather I stay away from you and your family, at least until this unpleasantness has blown over.”

“But we don’t think you should have to alter your arrangements simply because your father...made some intemperate decisions.”

That was one way to put it, he supposed. But what in the world did they want? Or didn’t they realize that the title was as good as lost already?

Laurence saw the door open a hair. Mrs. Maguire flicked her fingers as if to swat away a fly, and the door slid quietly shut. Katie and the tea. Apparently, Mrs. Maguire didn’t think tea was a good idea now, for which he was very grateful. He wasn’t certain what snares Miss Donovan was laying for him, but he was now certain they were there, and he wasn’t sure how long he could avoid what he couldn’t see. “Please tell your father I am very grateful for your family’s kindness, and if I come across any way which he can be of assistance, I will be sure to call on him.”

Miss Donovan stared at the arm of the chair, clearly trying to find a way to prolong the conversation, but Laurence had left her few options. She seemed to be considering all of them before she finally looked up. “I hope you will continue to call on us during this trying time.”

“Again, thank your father for his understanding.” He was not about to make anything that could be seen as a promise.

Miss Donovan smiled again and started for the door. Mrs. Maguire followed at once to show her out.

Mrs. Maguire was back in a few moments with the abandoned tea. “She’s gone.”

“What was that all about? If I didn’t know better, I’d think she still wants me to propose.”

“That was the impression I had. Is she that desperate to marry?”

“She never seemed to consider her family particularly difficult, but then perhaps she never wanted to scare me off.” He picked up a scone. “She’ll have plenty of choices once I stop attending her at the balls. She shouldn’t have any trouble finding another title, not with her father’s money and her abilities.”

Mrs. Maguire smiled at that. “At least you have enough sense to see that that’s what they are. Did you need anything else?”

“No, but thank you for the rescue.”

Mrs. Maguire smiled again and left him to his thoughts, which seemed to be centered on Mr. Clarkson, although why a solicitor should be so interesting he had no idea.

 

As Robert hadn’t even been officially given the Biller estate before it was passed off to Mr. Anderson, he’d had to read up on it before he could do anything useful, along with the other cases he hadn’t wanted. Between endless pages of notes, he reminded himself that Lord Heathborough’s recommendation could get him out, away from the little desk and endless line of tasks that weren’t of his choosing, and into his own office, with the ability to choose his own clients and perhaps even clerks of his own to help. That was enough to keep him at his research until all of the files had been moved to the finished stack, ready to be redistributed. By the time he was able to leave the office, it was dark outside, and he walked briskly towards home, not wanting to be stopped, even though he was in a better part of town. When he had his own office, it would be nearer to home, that was for certain.

At least he thought that would be nice until he opened the door to the townhouse and heard his father’s voice from the study. “You’re late. Mrs. Brent had to hold dinner.”

“Sorry, Father.” What would Lord Heathborough think of his new solicitor if he knew he lived with his father? It had seemed a simple expediency at first. Mother had died, and he was the one sorting through the legal mess left behind, and then he was just starting his career. It was a roof over his head in a respectable neighborhood while he tried to get his practice started. But the practice was seeming more and more like some distant illusion, and every year he missed getting it made it seem farther away, not closer. His father’s jabs and barbs hurt more, and everything seemed more and more out of his control. Even the simple comment on his arrival was said in a way that made making Mrs. Brent hold dinner one of the worst crimes he could commit.

“Well, we’ll have it now. Ring for her.”

Robert obeyed and followed his father to the dining room. Why Father hadn’t eaten without him was something he wouldn’t have dared ask, although he would have been happy with a sandwich in the kitchen. “I have a new client, so I wanted to be certain all my prior work was finished.”

“Very conscientious about work at least.”

“He’s an earl.” Robert hoped that would impress his father a little, but he wasn’t about to say that he was related to one of the traitor lords. That would have the opposite effect.

“Well, maybe you’ll start getting some proper clients then.”

“I’m hopeful. He has connections in business.” There was no answer, so he asked, “And how was your day, Father?” It was clear Father wasn’t going to soften his views on Robert being late, so it was best to show an interest in something else if he wanted a peaceful dinner.

 

{--*--}

 

The next morning Robert was up early so he could spend what he knew was a ridiculous amount of time deciding on his waistcoat, but it was merely practical, he told himself. Lord Heathborough had many contacts in the world of business and investing. Even if he lost the title, he would still be someone with influence, someone who could recommend him to other businessmen for reviewing contracts, someone who could help him get out of Glasson’s firm with the endless line of wills and probate and fixing other people’s messes and into his own practice. That was the only reason he wanted to be certain he looked the part. It had nothing to do with Lord Heathborough’s eyes, or the way his long fingers had looked folded over the head of his walking stick, gentle and quick. Nothing at all to do with that. And when he was dealing with wills and such, he couldn’t afford to be too frivolous with his waistcoats. He ought to take advantage of a situation that allowed a bit more color while he could. The blue waistcoat was not as professional as some of the others, but Miss Evans at the bakery said it matched his eyes. It would do.

As he walked to Lord Heathborough’s office, Robert wasn’t certain if he spent more time consulting his watch so he wouldn’t be late or Lord Heathborough’s card so he wouldn’t get lost. In between, he wondered what Lord Heathborough’s office would be like. Large or small? Filled with clerks or only a secretary? He’d been neat in his appearance. Would that translate into a tidy office or desk cluttered with papers? He knew Lord Heathborough invested only his own money, not for clients of any kind. At most, he might informally help some friends. A secretary only then, to handle correspondence and all the boring bits of research gathering needed. And that would mean a small office unless he wasn’t frugal with his money and thought his title needed something larger. Robert hoped the secretary would be someone he could work with, someone who wouldn’t resent the new person. And good-looking would be nice, give him something to think about as he worked. No, no he’d rather have someone homely, less competition for him. He knew he was no great beauty, and a good-looking secretary would show the contrast too sharply.

And that was exactly where he could not let his mind go. He was taking this position to prove himself to Lord Heathborough and hope for a good recommendation and contacts for more work, not to slake his lust. Even if he were certain Lord Heathborough shared his interests in that area, even if it weren’t impossible that Lord Heathborough would be interested in a mere solicitor who was neither classically handsome—or handsome at all—nor brawny in the way a man who liked a bit of rough would admire, even if there were no impediment at all, it would be a terrible idea to become involved with Lord Heathborough. It was a sign of how badly he needed to avoid that line of thought that it didn’t even occur to him that it would be foolish to take up with the son of a man about to be tried for treason until all of the other reasons had been exhausted, and honestly proven ineffective.

 

Laurence got himself to the office early the next morning. Merely to see that the door was unlocked, he told himself. It would not do to have Mr. Clarkson standing on the pavement waiting for him on his first day of employment. It had meant waking ridiculously early, although he told himself that was because he had had a restless night and there was no point lying abed if all he was going to do was think about Mr. Clarkson’s hands—skills, as a solicitor, with contracts. 

The distraction had lasted all the way to dressing himself. He had to meet with Larkin today, and he had the feeling the man was trying to pull something over on him, but what was the question. He had thought to wear something somber and expensive and intimidate the man, but the new pair of buckskin breeches had been hanging on the door of the wardrobe. Weston had outdone themselves with them, tight yet with enough give to allow easy movement, the pale color showing off every— That was not something to think about either. Although perhaps he could throw off Larkin by acting the dilettante then springing his questions on the man, and that would be helped by the casualness of the buckskin, with his favorite blue coat and a well-knotted cravat. The last had proven as hard as ever, and he wasn’t certain his sixth attempt at a mathematical had been entirely successful, but hopefully Mr. Clarkson would... Hopefully, it would be enough to disconcert Mr. Larkin. 

 

When Robert arrived at the address on the card, it was to find a surprisingly large space had been rented. Perhaps he’d been wrong, and Lord Heathborough did do more than invest on his own behalf. Or employed a whole staff to do the necessary research into his investments. He went up to the door and found it unlocked, so he let himself in. To say Robert was disappointed in the office would be an understatement. It was sparse to the point of being bare, with no stacks of paperwork, only a few sets of drawers to hold files of old contracts for reference, barely anything to tell him about the man or the business. No staff, not even a secretary to greet him. No reason for such a large office, or even an office away from his home at all, unless it was to impress someone. He had hoped Lord Heathborough was a serious businessman despite his title, now he was seeing proof that the man was nothing more than a dilettante and the position would be little better than drafting wills or filing probate papers.

A dilettante with connections, he reminded himself. If he did well here, unlike with his ailing clients and feuding heirs, Lord Heathborough might very well recommend him to some of his connections. And that could very well be enough to set him up in his own practice and get him away from the wills and endless drudgery of Glasson’s.

Holding that thought in the front of his mind made it much easier to smile when Lord Heathborough came out of the larger private office, wearing a well-cut blue coat, buckskin breeches that in other circumstances Robert would have considered perfectly fitted, and what appeared to be an attempt at a barrel knot that had gone terribly wrong somewhere, and greeted him. “Right on time, which is good today. Before you start on what I was going to give you, I’d like you to have a look at this contract. The other party is coming in early, in an hour in fact, and I want to know why the sudden change in plans. His explanation sounds strange to me. I think there’s something in here he doesn’t want me to notice. I’ve identified a couple of things, but I’d like someone with a legal mind to look it over.”

“Of course.” Robert wasn’t sure he could catch everything, and certainly there wouldn’t be time to research issues. He wondered how to tell Lord Heathborough that without sounding condescending or like he was shirking.

“I’m not going to let him push me into agreeing to anything today.”

So he didn’t have to feel obligated to find every point in an hour. That was a relief.

“But I want to spot what he doesn’t want me to and point it out. Hopefully, I can tell from his reaction if it’s mere posturing or if he is trying to cheat me.”

Robert was beginning to revise his opinion of Lord Heathborough’s dilettante status. If he was one, he was a very skilled one.

“You can use any of the desks in here. And if you wouldn’t mind showing Mr. Larkin in when he comes. It might throw him off if I don’t personally see him in.”

“Of course. I’ll bring my notes to you in forty-five minutes then?” That would be enough time for him to at least read the contract and note what he thought warranted further study, and Lord Heathborough enough time to read what he brought.

“Perfect. I’ll get the other things I wanted you to look at together.” Lord Heathborough disappeared back into the private office.

 

The contract was fairly straightforward, but there were several passages that seemed to bear further research. If he’d had more time, Robert would have looked into a few legal matters and precedents, but as time was what he did not have, he marked them with a small dash then wrote more detailed notes on a separate sheet. If Lord Heathborough was using this to throw Mr. Larkin off balance, it was best if Mr. Larkin didn’t know who had noticed the discrepancies. As Robert worked, he further revised his views on Lord Heathborough. Most of the areas he was questioning were subtle, nuances of phrase rather than clear attempts to be obscure or dishonest. If Lord Heathborough with, as far as Robert knew, no legal background was spotting such things, even by instinct alone, he was far more skilled at contracts than Robert would have thought from the office. 

When he’d finished reading the contract, he gathered up the notes and brought everything into the office Lord Heathborough had disappeared into. It was more elaborately furnished than the outer one, with a large, imposing desk and shelves of books arranged by color, not subject, but aside from the papers on the desk, there were no more signs of work being done there than in the outer office.

“Forty-three minutes, exactly. I’m impressed.” Lord Heathborough picked up the stack of papers. “If you’d like to look these over, I’ll take that.”

They traded stacks of paper, and Lord Heathborough immediately began to read through the notes Robert had made. Robert slipped out of the office and returned to his desk.

Robert spent the fifteen minutes before Mr. Larkin was scheduled to appear, and the ten minutes Mr. Larkin saw fit to keep Lord Heathborough waiting, sorting through the papers he’d been given. Lord Heathborough seemed to invest in all manner of companies, from tea to coal to spices to shipping. If he hoped to get an idea of Lord Heathborough’s personality, it wouldn’t be from the companies he invested in, unless he was scattered and unpredictable.

He was thrown even more off balance when Mr. Larkin finally deigned to show himself and Robert led him into the private office. Lord Heathborough was sprawled out at the desk, staring at a book without reading it. He had the air of someone who might not have imbibed enough the night before to be ill, but was certainly a bit worse for his night. He looked up as the door opened. 

“Larkin. Good to see you. Thought it was today.” As if he hadn’t even noticed that Mr. Larkin had left him waiting ten minutes. As Robert closed the door, he wondered if the neckcloth had been poorly tied on purpose. Lord Heathborough would certainly be an interesting puzzle. He settled in at the desk he’d chosen and pulled the first of the contracts towards him.

 

The stack of papers proved to be exactly the sort of law Robert enjoyed. Digging his teeth into a nice meaty contract, no hysterical relatives to placate, just a simple business transaction. Well, in this case not so simple, but clean anyway, straightforward. He didn’t even notice when Mr. Larkin left as he read through the clauses, writing explanations of those that were couched in legal terminology to be certain Lord Heathborough intended to agree to them, and marking places where the contract was favorable to Lord Heathborough as it stood but could be made more secure. He was so deeply engrossed in a particular clause dealing with royalties—there was something odd in the phrasing that made him think there was something lurking there ready to spring up and harm Lord Heathborough—that he didn’t even notice when Lord Heathborough walked past until he asked, “Not going to have something to eat?”

Robert looked up. “I suppose I’ll keep working.”

“Come on, give your eyes a rest and join me at the pub. I’d like to hear what you’ve found so far.”

It was hard to imagine Lord Heathborough going down to the pub for a bite to eat, but Robert supposed it was logical. There was no cook here, and he certainly wouldn’t cook for himself. “If you’d prefer.”

 

The pub was, in fact, a pub, just the sort of place Robert would have gone on his own. Lord Heathborough seemed to know it well. He went right to the counter to order his food and suggested Robert might like either the roast beef or the chops and mash. As Lord Heathborough ordered the roast beef, Robert did the same then followed him to a table near the fire.

 Lord Heathborough grinned at him. “Not what you expected?”

“It’s hard to imagine a marquis’s son at a pub, or a man as rich as the one who owns Nelson and Company Investments.”

“And yet here we are.” Lord Heathborough grinned again and rested his right ankle on his left knee. “Seems it’s been a day of shocks for you. You looked surprised when you saw the office as well.”

“It’s not what I expected, I suppose.” He tried to think of something to comment on that wouldn’t be rude. “You don’t have any staff.”

“No, but then I don’t really do much beyond investing my own money. When I need someone to copy things or write letters, I hire a clerk for a few days. There’s always someone at the university willing to work for a few days’ pay, or a surprising number connected to the theater, playwrights and such, who are happy for a few days’ work at good pay.”

Their food arrived at that moment, and both waited for it to be arranged in front of them. Robert waited until Lord Heathborough had started on his then sliced into his beef. It was good but nothing out of the ordinary way for pub food, no undiscovered gem. Just a good piece of well-cooked meat.

“Not what you expected?” Lord Heathborough was smiling when he asked.

“Not from lunch with a lord, no, but very good.”

“Then perhaps I should take you to the Clarendon sometime. That might be what you’d expect. Of course, there’s not much point to going there without going to the theater as well. And by the time there’s something worth seeing playing, I’ll most likely be plain Mr. Laurence Nelson. Will that bother you?”

Robert couldn’t tell if the second question was a serious one or not. “Speaking as plain Mr. Robert Clarkson, I can tell you many of us common folk are quite nice once you get to know us.”

“Touché. But it was a serious question. Would you prefer to return to Mr. Glasson’s after these contracts are done, and have me request someone else next time? It can’t be easy to work for someone whose father routinely reveals details of his plot to kill the king in the public press.”

Robert made certain he had a good sized bit of meat in his mouth by the time the question was finished to give him a chance to think about the answer. When he’d swallowed, he said, “This is the sort of law that interests me, so if you’re pleased with my work, then I’m happy to stay. It certainly can’t be easy for you with your father rambling on like that.”

Lord Heathborough took a large bite of his beef and couldn’t answer. As Robert recognized that trick, he paused for a breath then changed the subject. “How did the negotiation with Mr. Larkin go?”

Lord Heathborough swallowed quickly. “Interesting. I think between the two of us we found all of the major problems in the contract, but I couldn’t tell if it was deliberate deception or posturing. I’m certainly not agreeing to anything until I determine that. But let’s take a rest from business while we eat, or my business at least. What about you? Do you enjoy working in Mr. Glasson’s firm?”

Robert shrugged. “It’s a temporary expedience, same as for the others. When I have enough steady clients of my own, then I can go out on my own.”

“And he’s aware of that?”

“Certainly. That’s what we’re all doing. For the time being, we assist him with cases and learn from him.” 

Robert could tell from Lord Heathborough’s expression that he understood the latter did not happen nearly so often as the former.

“And clients know that they will be getting Mr. Glasson’s expertise if they should need it.”

Lord Heathborough kept his attention on slicing into his potato as he asked, “How is your stable of clients doing?”

“Not as well as I’d hoped. I get assigned a large number of wills, so the repeat business is not quite that of the other areas of the firm.”

“I would have thought those would be changed regularly.”

Robert didn’t want to complain, so he tried for humor. “They are, right up until the client—moves on, shall we say?”

Lord Heathborough raised an eyebrow. “If you like.”

“It does sound better than ‘drops dead’ or something along those lines.”

That made Lord Heathborough smile. “Accurate, though.”

“And devastating for repeat business.” Robert was rewarded with a chuckle.

“Then it wouldn’t be out of place for me to ask you how qualified your firm’s barristers are? I haven’t done anything to need the services of one,” Lord Heathborough added quickly, “but with my father’s outbursts, there’s always the worry in the back of my mind.”

Robert considered the question. “Mr. Powell is good in a bluff, hearty sort of way. He makes jokes and pulls the jury onto his side. Mr. Addison is the strategist. He knows the laws backwards and forwards and can sway a judge to interpret them his way. If you did run into any sort of trouble, I would ask for both of them to be on your team, then get Mr. Addison aside and ask him whose stratagem would work best on whichever judge you are assigned, then insist to Mr. Powell that the case be handled that way. It would run to more expense, but then you’d have the benefit of Mr. Powell’s name and Mr. Addison’s research no matter what and the style that best suits the court of the day.”

“Seems you’re a bit of a strategist yourself.” Lord Heathborough seemed to mean it as a compliment, and Robert felt his ears begin to burn.

“In a small way, I suppose.”

“Why did you choose to be a solicitor and not a barrister?”

As Lord Heathborough seemed genuinely interested, Robert thought he deserved a proper answer. “I hate to argue. Funny for someone who practices the law, isn’t it? And I would be terrified every time I stood up in court.”

Lord Heathborough nodded as if that were a perfectly natural reaction. “Then why the law?”

“The puzzle of it. I love picking complex language apart and figuring out how it all fits together, how it applies to the situation.”

“Not much of that in estates, I would think.”

“Not until the heirs start fighting, at least.”

“And you don’t like fighting.”

“Exactly.”

Lord Heathborough went back to his beef. “Well, as I prefer to do my own negotiating, I think I can promise no verbal fisticuffs, at least in this assignment.”

Robert grinned. “And physical ones are a possibility?”

“Only if we don’t get along.”

Robert wasn’t certain how to answer that, so he smiled and asked, “What sort of negotiations are you entering into?”

The rest of the meal passed in a pleasant discussion of Lord Heathborough’s immediate plans. Robert made note of any companies mentioned so he could look into them and impress Lord Heathborough with his preparedness and knowledge, strictly for the recommendations he was hoping to acquire. He needed to be very clear on that, with himself at least.

 

Lunch finished comfortably, and when they returned to the office, Robert threw himself into the work so he could impress Lord Heathborough with his speed and attention to detail. To facilitate the recommendations, that was all. Not to impress him for any other reason, and certainly not to distract himself from thinking about that firm mouth, the way the corners of his eyes crinkled when he was amused, and those buckskin breeches clinging to his legs and other parts, none of which had needed any padding whatsoever. And it didn’t hurt that the work remained interesting. Lord Heathborough seemed to invest in anything he thought would make money, with a particular fondness for projects that the Crown found useful. Canals and railroads seemed to be of particular interest. It made sense in a way; if he’d known his father was going to do something foolish, being invested in things the Crown would approve of couldn’t hurt. 

When Robert had finished making notes on the last of the contracts he’d been given, he gathered them up and brought them back to Lord Heathborough. 

Lord Heathborough was seated at the desk—no chance of seeing the buckskin breeches again, which was a good thing, he told himself—bent over a file of what seemed to be research on a wool mill. He looked up when he heard the door. “Did you have a question?”

“No, these were done. I wondered if there was anything else for me to do.”

Lord Heathborough seemed taken aback. “That was quick.”

It had been a full afternoon. “I assure you, I’ve been quite through.”

“I’m sure you were. I merely thought it would take longer.” He looked over his desk as if he were looking for something else. 

Robert waited quietly for a few moments then he realized the truth. There was no more work. Mr. Glasson had implied that there would be several days’ worth of work, but apparently not. Or perhaps he had also thought it would take longer. Robert knew he often seemed to work faster than the others, but that was only because he became so wrapped up in what he was doing he didn’t bother to gossip or chat and joke while he was at it. He’d often thought it put him at a disadvantage, meaning he’d do more work in a day than the others but get credit for only a day’s worth, but perhaps now it had cost him more. “If there isn’t time to start something new, perhaps I could read up on some of your business contacts? It might make it easier for me to understand some of the companies’ negotiating practices.” He was grasping at straws there, and he knew it. He didn’t want the job to be over, and he didn’t have the energy to pretend it was for any other reason than that, aside from lunch, he’d barely spoken to Lord Heathborough, barely gotten to hear his calm voice, watch his mouth move as it formed words and...

“There aren’t any. I mean not here. I don’t have any other research here. Just old stuff, to make it look proper.”

“Oh.” So there wasn’t anything else for him here. He’d be back to estates and angry heirs in the morning. He wondered if it would be appropriate to suggest a recommendation to some of Lord Heathborough’s contacts after so short an acquaintance.

“It’s at my home, actually. All of the research for current investments is at my home. That’s where the research you would need is. At my home. I do most of my work there. I keep the office for meeting clients. I don’t want them to feel they’ve been invited into my home.”

That explained the lack of files. Although why the admission that the office was nothing more than a front would disconcert Lord Heathborough so much was a new riddle. It wasn’t at all uncommon for businessmen to do such things, usually to hide the fact that they didn’t have a staff, but still no cause for nerves. “I’m quite happy to work wherever is convenient for you.”

Lord Heathborough reached into the pocket of his coat and withdrew a card. “Then here is my address. Do you live far? I could give you cab fare.”

It was a surprisingly considerate thought. “No, I’m near enough. I can manage,” he said before he’d even looked at the card. When he glanced at it, he saw that he was indeed near enough to make getting there no hardship. Not that it would have stopped him if it had.

“Then, as there’s nothing else today, you may as well make an early day of it. Until tomorrow then.”

At least Father would be glad to see him home early. “Thank you, my lord. Until tomorrow.” At his home. If there was any place where he would learn about Lord Heathborough, it was there. Robert allowed himself a small smile as he pulled on his overcoat and gathered up his hat and gloves.

 

Laurence waited until he heard the outer door close then collected up the contents of the file he’d been reading and went to retrieve his hat and coat. As he locked up the office, he wondered what he had just done. Why in the world had he invited Mr. Clarkson to the house? He never allowed any business acquaintance there. Certainly he did his own work there, but that was his work. That was the entire purpose of the office—to allow him to have a place where people with business could go without having them come to the house. And yet he’d invited Mr. Clarkson there without a second’s thought. Not that he had any work for him. Mr. Clarkson had quietly and steadily made his way through everything that had been put before him, catching the same concerns Laurence had had over several issues, spotting several things that could be interpreted in a less favorable yet equally valid way from the obvious, with suggestions to shore up his position in both cases. It was certainly the most thorough job anyone had done for him. He rather regretted not having any more work for him. So instead he invited him to work at the house. 

If he were honest with himself, he knew exactly why he’d done it. A fine pair of blue eyes. Dark, almost black in the dim light of the office, then bright like sapphires when he passed the window. Laurence would have given himself a sound slap for that if the coachman wouldn’t have thought he was a fool or mad. Poetry about a solicitor. The man probably had no interest at all in gentlemen anyway. It did no good to fantasize about people you were likely to see again. No, far better to stick to discreet gentlemen’s clubs and keep everything quiet and professional, both with paramours and solicitors. Even when one had the most intriguing eyes. And a fine trim waist. And long, thin fingers that had almost danced across the surface of the desk as he’d been thinking. What would hands like that do along a back as they were lying in bed? Definitely not what he ought to be thinking about, unless it was good for him to get all these thoughts out of his system before Mr. Clarkson came by in the morning.

 

 


Chapter 3

><

 

ROBERT WOKE THREE TIMES IN THE NIGHT worrying about getting lost on the way to Lord Heathborough’s house or some other tragedy that would cause him to be late, and twice with dreams about the sort of trouble he could get into there, although in the dream passionately kissing Lord Heathborough and then sinking to the drawing room rug while shedding their clothing did not seem like trouble at all to his sleep-fogged mind but a very good idea. There wasn’t much he could do about the second sort other than keep a firm control over the portions of his anatomy that seemed to rebel whenever he thought about Lord Heathborough, but the first group was easy enough to mitigate. He dressed carefully again, choosing his second-favorite waistcoat and a Gordon knot for his cravat, then slipped down the backstairs, just in case Father was already awake and waiting in the breakfast room, told Mrs. Brent he was leaving early to be certain he was on time and not to worry about his breakfast, and was on his way well before he needed to leave. 

The route to Lord Heathborough’s took him past Miss Evans’s bakery, and as he didn’t want to embarrass himself in front of Lord Heathborough with a growling stomach, stopping seemed logical. Besides, Miss Evans was the best baker in town and didn’t make him feel he had to apologize for everything he said like Father.

When Robert entered the shop, he was the only customer and Miss Evans was filling the trays with rolls and scones. “You’re here early. Is there some plague hitting the upper echelons of the business world, or merely a run of fatal family feuds?”

“Neither. I have a new client I’m working for. Lord Heathborough.”

“The traitor lord’s son?” Miss Evans didn’t sound disapproving, more ready for a good gossip. “What’s he like?”

“Handsome,” Robert said without thinking then quickly went on, “Quite intelligent, an excellent businessman, good head for contracts.”

“Which means he agrees with you.”

He ignored that comment. “I think this will be the opportunity I’ve been waiting for.”

“I hope it is.” Miss Evans smiled and started packing up some currant buns. “Why don’t you bring a few of these to his lordship. Maybe it will be a good opportunity for me as well.”

Robert wasn’t quite certain how to present Lord Heathborough with something as simple as a package of currant buns, but then Lord Heathborough had brought him to a perfectly normal pub. Perhaps he would enjoy the pastry, or even considerate a novelty.

“Besides, gentlemen always appreciate when one worries about their bellies. You would not believe the number of marriage proposals I get here daily.” Robert tried glaring at her, but she just grinned. “You shouldn’t have said ‘handsome’ first. Third or fourth perhaps, but first? Really, you should know better.” She handed over the package of buns before he could object, and then he was distracted by pulling out his wallet. “Don’t bother with that. If you’re going to be tempting influential people with my baking, the least I can do is offer you a bit free.”

Robert was going to protest, but Miss Evans cut him off. 

“If you insist, you can pay for the one you’re going to eat on the way there.”

“You should have taken up the law. You argue better than anyone I know.”

“Would that I could, my dear, although I wouldn’t want to even if I could. Far too many difficult people to deal with. Investing like your Lord Heathborough, perhaps, but not the law.”

“He’s not my Lord Heathborough,” Robert protested, although the phrase sounded quite nice from his lips.

Miss Evans sniffed disbelievingly and handed over his purchases. “Let me know how he likes them. You could say you brought them in gratitude for hiring you, or that you saw the poor, dear girl slaving away to sell them in her shop and couldn’t bear to pass without offering your assistance.”

Robert stuck his tongue out at her and left before she could tease him with something truly embarrassing, like calling Lord Heathborough his again.

 

Robert found Lord Heathborough’s house easily and was there almost half an hour early. He considered walking around the block until it was time then told himself not to be an idiot and went up to the door and knocked. 

The door was opened by a very proper butler, exactly the sort that made Robert uncomfortable even when he’d been summoned. “Sir?”

“Mr. Clarkson to see Lord Heathborough?” His nerves turned the statement into a question.

“Of course, sir. You are expected. Please come in.” The butler stood aside and bowed slightly.

Robert wondered what he was supposed to do next as the butler hadn’t offered to show him anywhere or even tell Lord Heathborough he’d arrived, but before he could decide whether or not to ask, Lord Heathborough was in the hallway, and almost before the door closed, as if he’d been waiting in one of the anterooms. He was dressed in dark trousers, not the buckskin breeches, Robert was sorry to see, and another well-fitting coat, this one bottle green, with a neckcloth that had been tied in—well, Robert wasn’t entirely certain what the intention had been, but whatever it had been, it had failed in a most spectacular manner. Perhaps the neckcloth the day before had not been an affectation after all. Robert realized he was staring and spoke quickly to cover it. “I hope I am not too late?”

“Right on time. Come, I’ll show you to the office.”

If Robert hadn’t known better, he’d have thought Lord Heathborough was nervous as he led the way up to the second-floor office. Perhaps some business matter had occurred after Robert had left the evening before. Or a personal matter more likely, which it would be rude to inquire about. Robert wanted to do something to restore the comradery they had experienced at the pub. He glanced at the package in his hand. “I stopped at my friend’s bakery on the way here. Evens Pastries in the City. She makes the best currant buns I’ve ever had. When she heard I was working for you, she told me to bring you some.”

Lord Heathborough turned in surprise. “That was kind of her.”

“She’s a very kind person.”

Lord Heathborough nodded. “Perhaps we could share them while we work. I was a bit distracted at breakfast.”

Robert wondered if Lord Burfield had said something ridiculous to a reporter again. He’d been in such a hurry he hadn’t purchased a newspaper, but it would explain why Lord Heathborough seemed nervous. He would have to start purchasing a newspaper on his way to work, to see if there was anything Lord Heathborough might need assistance with. And he’d have to tell Miss Evans that the gift had seemed to make Lord Heathborough happier, which had to be a good thing, and would give them a chance to share another meal together, which was almost as nice a thought, but one he shouldn’t dwell on. “That’s a capital idea.” He tried for the cheery sound of a school chum rather than the tones that his mind wanted to respond in, all of which had shades of his Lord Heathborough in them. Miss Evans should never have said that. It was slipping into his brain at the worst times.

Lord Heathborough saved him by opening a door just off the second-floor landing. “Here we are. Sorry for the climb, but this is where I was able to knock out a few walls.” With that odd statement, he led the way in.

The office at the townhouse was what Robert had expected of a prosperous businessman, taking up most of the second floor with shelves of books and desks piled with papers and drawers filled with files. Lord Heathborough looked around in a slightly lost way, as if he hadn’t quite planned out what to do once they were there. “What should you start on?”

It was best for him to be useful at once, Robert decided. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to see any other contracts you’ve had with Mr. Larkin. Maybe I can get a sense of how he looks at things from them.”

“This is the first one I’ve considered with him, but I do have a file on him which may give you some insight.” He crossed to a large locked cabinet and opened it, revealing stacks of neatly bound papers. He found the one he wanted almost at once and brought it to Robert. “This should be of some help. You can use whichever desk is least cluttered.”

Robert wasn’t sure how that was determined, but he left the package of buns on the table by the fire and brought one with him to the desk that seemed to have the most comfortable chair and began reading the file. It was very thorough, and whoever had prepared it had done a great deal of research on the companies Mr. Larkin had bought into on previous occasions and also how he got out of them. 

 

As Mr. Clarkson settled into one of the desks with the file of research, Laurence finally started to relax. He’d been up since dawn, worrying about he wasn’t certain what. That Mr. Clarkson would like the office? Would think him a good employer? Would send his regrets? Would leave when he saw there was no work for him? At least he’d found something for him to do. Perhaps it would keep him busy until Laurence could find something else. And it had been kind of him to bring the currant buns. A kind thought, and they smelled good as Laurence selected one and brought it back to his desk, although it most likely had nothing to do with him. Mr. Clarkson was most likely trying to help his friend. Laurence hadn’t missed the warm way he spoke of her. Perhaps there was some interest there. That was a disturbing thought, one that made the currant buns less appealing. But he should have known better. He took a large bite to remind himself that Mr. Clarkson was certainly allowed to be friends with a lady at a bakery, even entertain ideas that way. He was not Laurence’s Mr. Clarkson.

Laurence glanced over at Mr. Clarkson’s desk. He rather preferred having Mr. Clarkson in this office rather than the one in the City. Here, his own desk was at the far end of the room, but at least it was the same room. Here he could look up and watch Mr. Clarkson’s fingers drum along the desk, the way he bit at his lip when he was thinking, the way he nibbled on bits of the pastry then took a large bite when he’d decided on something. 

And he’d have to remember he couldn’t stare, at least not all morning. He’d have to be careful—a few moments of staring at a time, and only when Mr. Clarkson was unlikely to notice. When he became engrossed in some legal riddle, perhaps. Until then, he had work of his own to do. Laurence pulled the stack of letters towards himself and started reading the financial reports most of the companies he invested in sent him on a regular basis.

He’d just gotten through a rather convoluted preamble that said nothing whatsoever when he felt Mr. Clarkson watching him and trying not to be obvious. Perhaps he wouldn’t have to worry about staring himself so much. He pretended not to notice until he realized Mr. Clarkson was nervous, wondering if he should say something, no doubt. At last he took pity on the man. “Have I put my shirt on inside out or misbuttoned it or something of that nature?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean...”

“No, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable either. I don’t have a valet at the moment. My old fellow, Fenton, came into an inheritance and left service completely for a quiet life in the country, and I certainly couldn’t blame him. The new fellow was barely competent, and I finally let him go, only to discover there was at least one person in the world less able to dress me. Unfortunately, that person happens to be me. And having your father plot to kill the king makes it almost impossible to find good help. At least the rest of my staff is staying with me, although I suppose a recommendation from the son of the man who threatened to kill the king isn’t particularly helpful either.”

Mr. Clarkson smiled. “It’s the cravat, then. I’m not quite certain what you were trying to achieve, but I don’t think that was the result you’d hoped for.”

So that had been a mistake. He’d been trying for something dashing, something that might make Mr. Clarkson notice him, just not quite in that way. He pulled the cravat from his neck. “Blasted thing.”

“Here, let me fix for you.” Mr. Clarkson got to his feet.

“You don’t need to play valet. It’s not part of your position.”

“And who do you think dresses me in the morning? Do you think I can afford a valet on what Mr. Glasson pays me?”

Laurence had never really considered Mr. Clarkson’s financial situation, not seriously. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend.”

But Mr. Clarkson laughed. “And you didn’t. Now let me sort you out here.” Mr. Clarkson picked up the discarded cravat and smoothed the linen. “It’s lost its starch, so it will have to be something soft.” He pleated the fabric then reached around Laurence’s head to put the cravat in place. “How about a mail coach knot?”

Laurence barely heard the question. Mr. Clarkson was standing less than a handsbreadth away from him, holding the ends of the cravat. He had never felt this aware of Fenton when he’d tied his cravat. Never noticed the way the light hit his hair as he bent over the knot, the way his lips puckered and stretched as he spoke, the way he could smell the barest hint of sandalwood shaving soap.

Question. Mr. Clarkson had asked a question. What had it been? “Whatever you think is best.” That was a safe answer. Mr. Clarkson could be trusted. 

Mr. Clarkson turned up Laurence’s collar, his fingertips brushing the edge of Laurence’s chin as he did so, then he drew the cravat under Laurence’s collar and held the ends against his chest, checking the length. Laurence held very still so he wouldn’t be tempted to lean forward and press against Mr. Clarkson’s fingers to see what they felt like actually touching his chest, even if it would be through three layers of fabric. And then Mr. Clarkson was making the knot, his focus all on the cravat, not noticing when his fingers brushed along Laurence’s neck or against his chin. But Laurence noticed. Every brush of fingers along fabric, and even more every brush of fingers along skin. As brief as those moments were, they seemed to burn into his flesh.

And then the contact was broken and Mr. Clarkson stepped back. “There we are, all done. And quite respectable if I do say so myself.”

Laurence was quite certain the cravat was perfect, but he stepped over to the mirror to admire it. “Quite the best I’ve had.”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t go that far, but it does make you look quite dashing.”

Laurence was saved from answering by Mrs. Maguire coming in with the tea tray. “I thought you might a like a bit to drink considering how early you were both up and about. Oh, currant buns. Did you bring those, Mr. Clarkson? That was quite thoughtful.”

“They’re very good,” Laurence said before Mr. Clarkson could answer. “You ought to try one.” He glanced over at Mr. Clarkson. He seemed pleased, but why, Laurence couldn’t tell.

“Thank you, my lord, Mr. Clarkson.” Mrs. Maguire took one of the pastries and tasted it. “Very good. You’ll have to tell me where you get these, Mr. Clarkson. But I’m sure you have lots of work. I’ll get out of your way.” She hurried out of the room before they could respond.

 

Once the matter of the cravat had been solved, the morning passed quite companionably. Laurence found a letter from one of the men he was negotiating with asking for a few changes to the contract. Normally he would have dealt with the matter on his own, but it seemed the perfect excuse to keep Mr. Clarkson in the office, so he found the original contract and all of his notes and research and left them for Mr. Clarkson to read while he considered the changes. He hoped the project would take them into the next day at least, although, with Mr. Clarkson’s steady concentration on his work, the best chance of that might be to stall himself.

Unfortunately, the only means of delaying his own work Laurence could come up with was trying to think of ways to delay it, and that was not proving particularly productive. It was a relief when Wilkes came into the room to announce the dining room was prepared whenever they were ready for their midday meal. At least over the meal, he could speak to Mr. Clarkson, perhaps find some bit of information that would help him figure out a way to make the man want to stay. If nothing else, they could linger over their food and it would pass time. Perhaps enough time that he could drag the contract work out for another day or come up with something else they could work on when it was finished. And there was always the hope of the afternoon post.

All the way to the dining room, Laurence wondered if he should have arranged something special with Mrs. Maguire. Mr. Clarkson had been surprised by the lunch at the Stag’s Horn. Should he have planned for something more elaborate in his own house? But Mrs. Maguire always laid a good table. Perhaps this was better. He didn’t want to make Mr. Clarkson feel uncomfortable either. And Mr. Clarkson had been kind enough to bring the currant buns. Perhaps this would be something he’d prefer.

The table had been set with two places, one at the head and one to the right. Wilkes brought the meal as soon as they were seated, chicken with cream sauce and root vegetables. So Mrs. Maguire hadn’t arranged for a multi-course meal. That wasn’t unusual as he thought it foolish when he was on his own, but with Mr. Clarkson to entertain, he’d rather hoped for five or six courses at least, and a soup and a sweet. Laurence watched Mr. Clarkson as he took his first mouthfuls. He seemed to find it to his liking, and he didn’t seem disappointed in the setting, so that was good. Now all he had to do was find some conversation. “I hope you didn’t find working in my home too disconcerting.”

“Not at all. You have an excellent office space here. Better than most of the offices I’ve worked in.” He took a bite of bread and chewed for a moment then said, “In fact, I was looking at the royalty clause in the...”

That had been the wrong tactic to use. If they spent the whole of the meal speaking of contracts and deals, he’d never learn anything about Mr. Clarkson, and he very much wanted to learn about Mr. Clarkson. “Were you always so studious?” he interrupted without realizing it would be rude.

“What?”

At least Mr. Clarkson didn’t seem offended. “Were you always so studious? Did you spend all of your meals at school with your nose buried in some law book?”

Mr. Clarkson smiled. “I suppose I rather did, but then I had to cram as much study as I could into the time I had before I ran out of funds.”

Laurence wasn’t certain how to answer that. Running out of funds had certainly not been a concern in his university days. “I suppose it explains your work ethic now.”

Mr. Clarkson shrugged. “I suppose. I’m hoping for my own clients, so I need to take advantage of any opportunity I can.”

“And I suppose I am such an opportunity.”

Mr. Clarkson had his mouth full of chicken, so he merely shrugged.

Well, if he was merely an opportunity for Mr. Clarkson to fulfill his goals, he should try to help him in any way he could. After all, this had not been meant as a permanent arrangement. And if Mr. Clarkson had his own practice, there was no reason he couldn’t hire him when Father’s trial was over and he didn’t need to worry about the services of a barrister as well as a solicitor. He was trying to think of anyone he’d dealt with who could use a good solicitor and wouldn’t be in direct competition with him for Mr. Clarkson’s services.

Mr. Clarkson must have noticed his silence since he asked, “So what did you do at university? Spend all your time in the library?”

“What?” The question barely registered.

“You say I’m studious, but the heir to the Burfield estate spending most of his time researching investments is not quite what I expected either. Did you pass all of your misspent youth in the university library?”

“I wasn’t quite that eccentric. I was the son of Lord Burfield—everyone expected me to spend time with the other sons of lords. If I walked into a group of plain misters, everyone went silent. Although I was eccentric enough that I actually attended lectures, and all three meals at the pub included food every single day.”

“Food at meals, well, that was eccentric. For that crowd. Although if you ate all your meals at the pub, you missed out on one of the great joys of my university days then.”

“And what was that?” He was desperate for any drop of information from Mr. Clarkson. Perhaps he had played at sports, or gone to a certain pub, or was mad about boating.

“Cheese on toast.”

“What?” Laurence laughed then stopped abruptly when he realized Mr. Clarkson might be offended.

“I take it you have never had the pleasure of toasting a nice bit of bread and cheese over the fire until it’s just properly singed and eating it before you burn your fingers.”

At least he didn’t seem to have offended him. “It is a pleasure I have never had. And if you saw the crowd I was with, you would agree it’s probably for the best.”

“And why is that?”

“Food at meals, remember? Most of them would have set themselves on fire if they got that close to an open flame, or breathed on it and burned the place down.”

Mr. Clarkson laughed. “I’m rather glad you didn’t then, but why on earth did you run with them?”

“It was that or be alone. And everyone expected it. How else was I supposed to make connections? It served me well in the end—many of my business contacts are from that crowd, or the hangers-on who wanted to be.”

“I’d bet they’re the more useful ones.”

“They have the better companies, yes. Although Mr. Larkin was in the former crowd.”

“Well, better late than never. I shall teach you to make cheese on toast. Be prepared tomorrow for the finest meal you’ve ever eaten.”

Mr. Clarkson looked so pleased by the idea, Laurence would have done anything to make him that happy again. “All right. What shall I bring?”

“Leave it all to me.”

“Then I will defer to your expertise.” It had just dawned on Laurence that Mr. Clarkson had all but promised to return the next day. That made the whole conversation a success as far as he was concerned, and he attacked his food with fresh enthusiasm. 

 

Robert spent the afternoon buried in the contract language. It kept his mind off of what a fool he’d made of himself over the meal. It worked until the last details had been ironed out and Lord Heathborough had said there wasn’t any point to starting on anything new until the morning. Then there was nothing to occupy his mind and keep from going over the conversation again and again as he put on his coat and walked home.

Lord Heathborough had seemed willing to speak to him, and university days had seemed safe enough, and then somehow he had managed to make a complete fool of himself. What had he done? Had he really offered to teach the Earl of Heathborough to make something as ridiculous as cheese on toast? And Lord Heathborough had actually agreed to it, and rather enthusiastically it seemed. Robert shook his head. Well, he may have made himself look a fool, but he’d look a bigger fool if Lord Heathborough was expecting cheese on toast and he didn’t bring anything. A discreet bag could be tucked under the desk if Lord Heathborough hadn’t been serious. And he could always do with a good pair of toasting forks. He turned his steps towards Shepherd’s Market as he considered what sort of cheese would be best. 

 

After Mr. Clarkson had left for the day, Laurence paced around the office trying to decide what to make of the conversation with him. Had he been teasing, or was he really interested in Laurence’s past? In his youth? And was it anything like Laurence’s interest in him? Or had he heard one of the rumors either about the mess with the servant or from Hartley? More importantly, how could he figure it out?

“My lord, is there something bothering you?”

“No, Mrs. Maguire. I mean yes. I mean....”

“Yes, but it’s none of my business. I quite understand. I merely came to tell you that dinner will be ready shortly.”

He was going to let Mrs. Maguire leave, but she was a sympathetic ear. “I suppose it does concern you indirectly.” It seemed like such a foolish thing to be worried about, but he didn’t want Mr. Clarkson embarrassed either way. “Mr. Clarkson offered to teach me to make cheese on toast tomorrow.”

“Well, that sounds like quite an amusing activity. Will you be needing anything from the kitchen, so I can be certain it’s ready?”

“No. I mean, well, he said he’d provide everything, but I have no idea if he was joking or serious, so I don’t know what to say to do about the midday meal tomorrow.” If he got it all out in one burst, perhaps it would be easier.

“That’s nothing to be concerned about, my lord. I’ll prepare something that’s easy to portion out. Perhaps a ham or a nice roast. If you wish to have some, it will be there. If not, there’s always someone among the footmen wanting a second or third helping. It’s nothing at all to worry yourself about.”

She seemed so certain his fears were for nothing that he couldn’t help but agree. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Mrs. Maguire.”

“That’s good to hear, my lord. Now I’ll go and see to the dinner for tonight. And if you wouldn’t mind my asking, could you get the name of Mr. Clarkson’s bakery? It is always good to know where to send for things if we have unexpected guests.”

Another excuse to talk to Mr. Clarkson. “No trouble at all, Mrs. Maguire.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

 

 


Chapter 4

><

 

THE NEXT MORNING, LAURENCE was up early again. Worrying over what Mr. Clarkson thought was putting him in danger of becoming an early riser. He was so distracted by thoughts of Mr. Clarkson sharing something from his own university days that he barely noticed what Mrs. Maguire had prepared for breakfast, and not one story in the newspaper penetrated his brain. He went down to the front hall with the excuse that he was looking to see if the morning post had arrived, although he didn’t think Wilkes believed him. He was even more certain Wilkes didn’t believe him the third, fourth, or fifth time he went. 

By the sixth time, he was so accustomed to finding Wilkes in the anteroom off of the entryway, attending to whatever it was he did in there while waiting for the door, that he almost turned back upstairs automatically without seeing that both Mr. Clarkson and the post were in the front hall, and then his only reaction was to stand there gaping at them. Well, gaping at Mr. Clarkson—the post was its normal, dull self. Mr. Clarkson, on the other hand, was wearing another cheery waistcoat, this one a puce that brought out the color of his lips, which was not something Laurence ought to be thinking about, and a suit very like the one he’d worn the day before. Laurence had half-hoped Mr. Clarkson would arrive in buckskin breeches similar to his from Westin’s, but he’d known that had been nothing more than a hope come up with at strange hours of the night; he wasn’t even sure Mr. Clarkson would own such an article of clothing, and he was quite certain Mr. Clarkson would consider it too informal to wear to the office, even if the office was in a private residence.

“The post, my lord.” Wilkes held out the stack of letters in question.

“Hmmm?”

“The post. You were looking for it.”

“Yes, yes, I was, wasn’t I?” He took the letters Wilkes was holding out to him. Did Wilkes really think he had been that eager for his letters, or was he trying to tell him not to stand there staring like a fool? At least Mr. Clarkson had just gotten his gloves and hat off and was starting to remove his overcoat. Laurence couldn’t have been staring at him for too long if that was how far he’d progressed. He looked down at the letters quickly, hoping he looked like he’d been expecting something important. The second letter in the bunch was from Mr. Penroy, which was as good an excuse as any to have been waiting for the post, even though he’d had no idea Penroy would be sending him something. He slipped the other letters into his pocket and looked up at Mr. Clarkson, who was handing his coat over to Wilkes and straightening his sleeves. “Ready to go up?”

“If you are, my lord.” Mr. Clarkson picked up the bag he’d brought with him and waited for Laurence to start up the stairs. 

When they got to the office, Laurence felt he was in familiar territory. He went to his desk and spread out the mail then moved the folders he’d found the night before to the edge of the desk. At least his restlessness had led him to find some work for Mr. Clarkson. It wasn’t exactly a pressing matter—he’d more or less decided against the deal covered by the folders—but it was something he could give Mr. Clarkson to work on. And if Laurence was very lucky, he’d find something in the post that would require Mr. Clarkson’s full and extended attention. The letter from Penroy was certainly a possibility. And as he sorted the rest out, he spotted one from Mr. Larkin. Perhaps that would contain some new clauses for him to look through.

“What would you like me to start on?”

Laurence hadn’t realized that Mr. Clarkson had approached the desk and was now standing a mere arm’s length away, almost close enough to smell his shaving soap. Not what he ought to be thinking about. “The folders on the desk there are some contracts for a mine.” He didn’t want Mr. Clarkson to expend unnecessary thought on something he was already decided against, so he added, “I’m tending away from it, but I wanted to see if you saw any legal matters I should be aware of.”

“Certainly.” Mr. Clarkson took the papers.

“Of course, there might be something interesting in the post. If there is, I’ll let you know.”

“Thank you.”

He was rambling. He shouldn’t ramble. Of course he would let Mr. Clarkson know if there was something that requiring his assistance in the post. Laurence turned his attention to the stacks of letters in front of him. If Penroy had something important to say, he’d have sent a messenger or come himself, not trusted the post, so Mr. Larkin’s letter seemed to have the most potential for legal matters. Or perhaps one of the ones he was quite certain were business proposals. He took his paper knife and started on Mr. Larkin’s.

 

The letter from Mr. Larkin proved less than helpful in Laurence’s current predicament. Mr. Larkin asked for more time to consider how he would like to respond to Laurence’s proposed changes. He could still hand the letter over to Mr. Clarkson to read for tone and subtext, but it wasn’t going to take him more than an hour, and that only if he were distracted during the task. 

The other business letters were just as unhelpful. Three proposals that were thinly veiled blackmail attempts, fortunately from people who would have had no way of knowing the crimes he could actually have been blackmailed for. He was never more grateful for the discretion of the employees of Madame Rosamond’s discreet brothel than he was now, and there was no way he was going near any place of that nature until this entire business was behind him. Which was a pity as Father couldn’t seem to stop talking and Mr. Clarkson was making a trip to such a place seem like the only way to maintain an intelligent frame of mind around him. Not that any of the lads at Rosamond’s would have substituted for Mr. Clarkson. George was closest, although he was taller and his eyes were not as handsome, nor his hands, and his conversation was not in the same league at all. No, he could not have visited George and pretended it was Mr. Clarkson in his bed, not even with the candles left unlit. 

Mr. Clarkson closed the first file and opened the second, which reminded Laurence that that was precisely the wrong sort of thing to be imagining when they were in the same room together. He grabbed up Penroy’s letter and broke the seal. If anything would calm his heated blood, it was a letter from Penroy.

 

“Lord Heathborough,

 

It has come to my attention through nonconfidential sources that the Crown is preparing to begin the process of claiming what now belongs to it early next month. I was not sure if your contacts would provide you this information, so I thought a friendly note would not be out of place. I hope I do not disturb you with this. I merely wished to keep you informed as a courtesy to a former client. I hope all is well with you.

 

Your servant,

Lucien Penroy Esq.”

 

Laurence stared at Penroy’s note. Things would be coming to a head soon. They would begin seizing property. Burfield Manor in Sussex. That was what he meant. The Crown would begin seizing the property in Sussex soon. It was nice of Penroy to let him know, but he had already accepted that he would lose the house along with the title. Strange Penroy was so wily about it. It seemed the sort of thing he could just say directly. Unless there was something he couldn’t say directly, in case the message was intercepted. But why would that matter? Everyone knew Penroy had sometimes helped him with legal matters.

Mr. Clarkson noticed his silence. “Did Mr. Penroy have something you needed me to look over?”

“No, he was just letting me know that the house in Sussex will be gone soon.”

“I’m sorry. You must have had some happy times there.”

“Fewer than you’d think. I suppose I’ve always known Father would find a way to lose it.”

“I bet you didn’t anticipate this.”

Laurence laughed. “No, this was definitely not one of my original thoughts.” He folded the letter and put it in the stack of things to be filed. “I suppose I’ll have to arrange to get my things back from them.” 

“Will they let you?”

Laurence paused. That was why Penroy had sent it. Not to let him know it was happening but to give him the chance to go down and take what was his. He looked up. Mr. Clarkson was watching him with a small smile. “I wondered why Penroy was so obscure about it. He’s telling me to go down there and get what’s mine. I hope it won’t make Mr. Gaines suspicious.” It was nice to have an ally in the house, someone he could make plans with. Some men had a valet they could trust like that, but such things had never seemed quite right with Johnson, and now there was no one.

“I don’t see why it would if you only take what’s yours. I’m guessing most of the truly valuable stuff belongs to the estate.”

“It does. There’s only a few things my mother left for me. The part of her marriage settlement that was in trust came to me.” Laurence sighed. “And I suppose I should see that the staff and tenants have everything they need for the moment, in case the Crown doesn’t send someone to manage it. Father won’t think to.” And it would be nice to bring a few things from his youth back to the house. Pity he couldn’t ask Penroy about it, but he’d been so careful in his letter, he must not think it safe for Laurence to confide too much in him, at least until everything with Father was sorted out.

“There’s your reason for going. No one could fault you for wanting to take care of your family’s tenants.”

It sounded so sensible when Mr. Clarkson said it, so much like the obviously right thing to do. And it would be nice to have someone with him, someone who could advise him on what he was legally allowed to do there, and someone whom he could talk to. Mr. Clarkson was very easy to talk to. “Would you fancy a trip to Sussex?”

“To Sussex, my lord?”

Laurence couldn’t read Mr. Clarkson’s expression. He’d been so pleased with the idea, he’d simply blurted out the offer without thinking. It hadn’t occurred to him that Mr. Clarkson might have other plans. “I realize travel wasn’t part of the original agreement....”

“Oh no, I mean it’s fine. I’ll need to make a few arrangements, but we aren’t leaving this moment, are we?”

So he wasn’t opposed to the idea. That was promising. “It will take me a few days to be ready as well. Shall we leave on Friday?”

Mr. Clarkson nodded with what seemed like true enthusiasm. “Friday it is. I should probably start reading up on attainder and how it relates to trusts. You don’t have a copy of your mother’s, do you?”

Laurence felt tension he hadn’t realized was there leave his shoulders. Mr. Clarkson would come with him to Sussex. He seemed to want to come with him to Sussex. “I don’t think so, but Penroy would have it. I could write to him and ask for a copy.”

“I think it would be safer if I drop by there and ask for it in person. There shouldn’t be any problem with you asking for a copy, but why advertise the fact?”

Mr. Clarkson was definitely the person to go with him. He was so sensible about everything. “If you think it’s best.” He caught Mr. Clarkson glance towards the door. He didn’t want the solicitor to leave just yet, and the relief at having an ally in this made him risk adding, “But we needn’t rush off this moment for that either. I noticed a mysterious satchel under your desk.”

Mr. Clarkson looked rather sheepish as he said, “Well, I did promise to teach you to make cheese on toast, did I not? Now seems as good a time as any.” Mr. Clarkson pulled out the satchel and got to his feet.

Laurence rose as well. This was going better than he’d hoped. “Where shall we try it?”

“The common room fire is always the best, when everyone’s either gone to bed like good little boys or out at the pub like the brats they really are, but I think the fire here will do. If you don’t mind pulling back the rug in case of accidents.”

As Laurence was quite certain he would be the one making any mess there was, he quickly agreed to whatever precautions Mr. Clarkson felt were necessary. It took Mr. Clarkson mere moments to have everything arranged to his liking and the satchel unpacked. He slid a loaf of bread across to Laurence. “If you wouldn’t mind slicing that, about this thick.” He held his fingers slightly more than a quarter of an inch apart to demonstrate.

Slicing bread was something Laurence could do, and he set himself to the task with enthusiasm. He didn’t want Mr. Clarkson to think he was completely helpless. He heard a small laugh and glanced up. “What?”

“Sorry, my lord, I didn’t think you would bring the same focus you have in business to something as simple as slicing bread.”

“Oh.” Laurence hoped he hadn’t started blushing. That had been too much care.

Mr. Clarkson laughed again. “I wasn’t complaining. You slice bread very nicely. My poor cheese will look quite disheveled beside it.”

Laurence realized Mr. Clarkson had sliced the block of cheddar he’d brought and arranged a set of long toasting forks between them while he’d been focused on the bread.

“Select your weapon, and we shall advance upon your bread first.” Mr. Clarkson gestured to the toasting forks between them.

Laurence had no idea how to select a toasting fork, so he grabbed the one nearest to him. Hopefully it wasn’t a terrible choice. Surely Mr. Clarkson wouldn’t have brought any terrible choices.

It must have been an acceptable choice since Mr. Clarkson grabbed the fork nearest him and impaled a slice of bread on it. Laurence copied him with another slice as Mr. Clarkson leaned towards the fire and raked a few coals closer to the front. “Now the key is to watch that you don’t burn it. Just keep moving it, and watch the color.”

But Laurence couldn’t keep his attention on the color of his toast when there was the distraction of Mr. Clarkson’s slim fingers working his own fork, turning the rod of the handle expertly to get his toast just as wanted it, pulling back from the flames when he was done. “Are you fond of charcoal?”

Laurence turned his attention back to his bread to discover it had not quite reached the charcoal stage, not entirely at least, but the edges had a definitely singed look. “It’s not a total loss.” He drew it back towards himself and carefully knocked the toast off of the fork without burning his fingers.

Mr. Clarkson looked at the burnt bit of bread. “You’ve never toasted bread before?”

“I do have servants, you know.”

Mr. Clarkson chuckled. “At university as well?”

“You will recall I did not have this particular pleasure at university.”

“True, that was the point of the exercise, wasn’t it? Well here, I’ll show you how to do the cheese.” Mr. Clarkson speared a piece of cheese on the end of the fork and handed it to Laurence then slid around behind him and leaned over to take his hand and guide the fork towards the heat from the coals. As Mr. Clarkson guided Laurence’s hand, he leaned over him and hooked his chin over Laurence’s shoulder. “Now we need to get it close enough to the heat so it will get nice and warm, but we don’t want it to happen too quickly or you’ll lose control.”

Laurence swallowed. There was a definite risk of him losing control, but it had nothing at all to do with the bit of cheddar on the end of the fork. He wondered what would happen if he turned his head just the littlest bit and pressed a kiss to the corner of Mr. Clarkson’s mouth, then perhaps nibbled on Mr. Clarkson’s heavenly lower lip. Nothing good, he was certain.

“Now you need to turn it when it starts to get soft, so it doesn’t drip or fall off completely.” Mr. Clarkson slid his fingers along the fragile skin of Laurence’s wrist as he turned his hand, making sure Laurence didn’t allow the melting cheese to slide off of the fork. Mr. Clarkson’s hands were exactly what Laurence had expected: smooth as befitted a man of letters, warm, surprisingly strong, perhaps from all the writing he must do, and sure as they guided him through the motions of toasting cheese over the coals. Laurence could barely remember what they were meant to be doing as his focus shifted completely to the little furrow in Mr. Clarkson’s brow as he concentrated on the fire, the way he sucked in on his lip as he was doing something requiring attention.

“That should do it,” Mr. Clarkson explained as he pulled back from the fire. “Now where is the toast?”

“Right here.” Laurence pulled his mind back to the matter of food, which seemed completely unimportant at the moment, and produced the singed toast for Mr. Clarkson to smear cheese on.

“Now try that and tell me it’s not the best thing you’ve ever eaten.”

Laurence took the offered toast and bit into it, prepared to say it was the best thing ever and would Mr. Clarkson please help him make another even if it was vile. He was quite relieved to discover that it lived up to the promises, or would have if some idiot hadn’t reduced a fair bit of the bread to charcoal.

Mr. Clarkson grinned as soon as he saw Laurence smile then set to work toasting his own meal. “Seems you did miss out on a few things at university then.”

“And I’ll rely on you to show them to me,” Laurence said without thinking.

Fortunately, Mr. Clarkson only chuckled and turned his focus to his own food. “If you wait a moment, I’ll help you make another.”

Laurence knew he should refuse, should not say anything that would have Mr. Clarkson pressed against his back. But if he did, Mr. Clarkson might think he hadn’t enjoyed the lesson or the food and might be hurt or offended. He certainly couldn’t have any of those situations. “I await your convenience.” Formal enough that he didn’t sound like his blood was pounding in places it shouldn’t be, and hopefully formal enough under the circumstances to sound like he was joking. 

 

{--*--}

 

As Robert stretched out in bed that night, he was reminded how utterly foolish the whole idea of teaching Lord Heathborough to make cheese on toast had been. In order to properly show him what to do, he’d had to guide Lord Heathborough’s hand, and that had meant sitting behind him, his knee pressed up against the firm muscles of Lord Heathborough’s bottom, wishing it were something else pressing there. Thankfully he’d managed to keep his leg between that portion of his anatomy and Lord Heathborough, or there would have been no hiding what he’d been thinking about as he leaned against the strong back. As Lord Heathborough was slightly taller than he was, he’d been required to lean over his broad shoulder to close his hand over Lord Heathborough’s, guiding him towards the fire. And of course, lying in bed, that led to thoughts of their hands clasped over other iron-hard rods, guiding them in a very different sort of motion.

Robert groaned. He wasn’t going to get any sleep like this. He slid his hand under his nightshirt and gripped his cock, pretending he was plunging into Lord Heathborough’s firm arse. He tugged, remembering how it had felt to have his head resting near Lord Heathborough’s, wondering how it would have felt if Lord Heathborough had turned his head slightly to the side, his lips parted, his eyes dark with lust, allowing Robert to lean over and kiss him.

It wasn’t enough. He rolled over and fumbled in the drawer for the small bottle of oil he kept hidden in the back hoping no one else knew it existed. He added a little to his fingers then dropped one hand back to working his cock, imagining it was Lord Heathborough’s strong hand on it, a hand he could imagine very clearly after the disaster of toasting cheese. He reached his other hand behind himself, sliding along his arse until he could slip one finger inside, then another. When three were sliding in and out of him, he went back to imagining Lord Heathborough’s hand on his cock, and Lord Heathborough’s cock sliding in and out of him. What would Lord Heathborough say, he wondered, as they ground against each other? Perhaps he would stay silent except for small noises of pleasure dragged from his lips. Perhaps he would kiss Robert’s shoulder, nip at it, bite at it as he came, filling him up and wringing moans from him. Robert bit down on his lip to keep silent as he felt his warm spend pour over his hand. At least he’d be able to sleep after that; facing Lord Heathborough in the morning might be another matter.

 

But the next morning proved to be easier than Robert would have imagined. Lord Heathborough was already in his office when Robert arrived, with the woman Robert assumed was the housekeeper standing in front of his desk with a stack of lists. Lord Heathborough glanced up when he heard the door. “You said Friday was acceptable to you, right?”

“Friday, my lord?” It took a moment for his mind to catch up to the conversation. “To leave for Sussex? Yes, that’s quite acceptable.”

“Is there anything you’ll require? Mrs. Maguire will tell them to have a room ready, and you’ll ride down with me, but if there’s anything in town you need to sort out...”

“No, no, merely let my father know how long I’ll be away.” Family—he should have said let his family know. Or his household. That was even better.

But Lord Heathborough didn’t seem to notice, or if he had, he didn’t seem to think it odd. “I would tell him a week; that should be sufficient. If I need longer, I can send you back on your own when the week is up.”

“I’m sure I can be at your disposal for as long as you need me.” He was quite glad Lord Heathborough was still looking at the papers the housekeeper had given him and couldn’t see the way he blushed when he said that.

“Excellent, but do keep the offer in mind. I’ve left some of the Burfield Manor papers on your desk. Let me know if there’s anything else you think would be useful for you to see before we get there.”

“Yes, my lord.” Robert was ridiculously glad to be able to sit at his desk and bury himself in legal papers. And there were almost enough papers to literally bury himself in. Lord Heathborough must have spent half the night digging them up. Not what he should have thought about considering how he’d spent half the night. He opened the first folder and began to read the details of the previous Lord Burfield’s entail.

 

The previous Lord Burfield’s entail kept Robert busy until it was time to eat. He was very tempted to say he would simply work through, thereby avoiding anything uncomfortable, but that was putting off the inevitable, and if he did not want to spend the rest of his time with Lord Heathborough avoiding the midday meal, he’d best get it over with.

Lord Heathborough made no mention of taking luncheon in the office, for which Robert was grateful. He followed his employer down to the dining room and sat to his right as he had before. Lord Heathborough seemed very interested in adjusting his napkin and silverware. Robert fiddled with his as he waited. He tried to think of something to break the silence and was preparing himself to comment on the weather when the door opened and Mr. Wilkes came in with the meal.

Lord Heathborough cheered up at once when he saw it. “Cottage pie.”

“Yes, it is,” Robert said, slightly confused. Certainly, they had cottage pie at home often enough, but it was not a meal he expected at Lord Heathborough’s table—perhaps at his servants’ table to use up the leftover meat from his lordship’s dinner. 

Lord Heathborough was still grinning. “When I’d come home during the school holidays, I used to sneak down to the kitchen to see our old cook, Mrs. Tyler, and she used to hold over some of the meat from Father’s dinner to make cottage pie for me the next day. It always tasted so much better down in the kitchen than up in the dining room where I had to sit up straight and answer Father as he wanted. I wonder how Mrs. Maguire knew.”

Robert relaxed as he tucked into his meal. The awkward part was over then. A bit about Lord Heathborough’s past was a good trade for the bit of his university days, and he wouldn’t have to bring up the toasted cheese incident again. Although he now had a picture in his mind of a rather lonely boy with no proper friends at school who didn’t care for being at home either if his best memories were of sneaking down to eat with the servants.

Lord Heathborough broke into his thoughts. “I suppose it isn’t what you expected at an earl’s table.”

“I’m beginning to think I shouldn’t expect anything when it comes to you. Or perhaps I mean should expect anything. You’re certainly surprising, anyway.”

“I hope that’s a good thing.”

“I like surprises.” Robert actually didn’t normally, but with Lord Heathborough, they were proving to be most enlightening. Although they also seemed to lead to surprises of his own, both with what popped out of his mouth and where his blood decided to run, which was most definitely not in the direction of his brain and probably accounted for his tendency to shock himself. If he wanted to avoid cornering himself as he had over the toasted cheese, he’d best change the subject quickly. “If you don’t need me this afternoon, I thought I might see if Mr. Penroy is at his office. I think it would be best for me to have all the pieces of the various estates in one place when I’m looking them over.”

“If you think it would be helpful, certainly. The afternoon post should be here soon, if you wouldn’t mind waiting until it’s arrived in case there’s anything I need you to look at.”

“Of course.” Now that the conversation was firmly back on business matters, Robert felt more secure, and the rest of the meal was spent discussing what needed to be finished before they left and how much they should tell people like Mr. Larkin about their plans, which they both agreed was nothing beyond they would be out of town, and let him wonder what they were about.

 

Once the awkwardness of the situation was behind them, Robert found he was quite excited about the notion of seeing Lord Heathborough’s ancestral home, even if it was likely his father would lose the title before he could inherit any of it. It was still a chance to see where Lord Heathborough had grown up and where he felt he had roots. After an afternoon spent going over the papers he’d gotten from Mr. Penroy and dinner with Father, where he was criticized for having spent the afternoon at home and locked away in the study with his papers, he went to his room and began to prepare for the trip with the same thoroughness he gave legal documents. 

He decided Mr. Penroy was probably the one acquaintance of his who knew the most about attainder and its effects, so rather than visit him, he wrote a note to be sent to his office in the morning saying he’d like to treat him to dinner as thanks for recommending him for the position with Lord Heathborough and finding the papers he’d requested so quickly, not mentioning that the papers had been those dealing with Lady Burfield’s trust. 

Mr. Penroy had understood the true purpose at once and come to the dinner prepared to discuss all sorts of matters pertaining to inheritance and attainder and property, theoretically at least, although he did suggest specific areas for Robert to read up on, which Robert took quite seriously. Robert also studied the copies of Lady Burfield’s estate papers, showing what had been hers to leave from the trust her marriage portion had been placed in. It seemed Lord Heathborough had received a tidy sum of money, which he had used to start investing, and a small amount of movable property that had been left at the manor house as he hadn’t thought to need it in town. That was what Mr. Penroy had been suggesting they collect. 

Lord Heathborough seemed equally focused on the upcoming trip, spending most of his time going over estate records and tenant lists, making notes about repairs that should have been completed, and more lists of people who could be trusted to let him know if something went wrong. The only legal document he asked Robert to complete was to arrange a line of credit to be extended to a solicitor in the nearby village in case emergency funds were needed once the estate passed out of Lord Burfield’s hands.

Robert told himself that all of the research explained his inability to sleep. Surely it was all the new facts jumbled in his mind trying to sort themselves out that was causing him to toss and turn in his bed. Never mind that he had held far more facts in his head about wills and trusts for different people and different estates at the same time. If he did that, then he would have to admit it was thoughts of sleeping under the same roof as Lord Heathborough that were keeping him awake. Never mind that he had dreamed twice that he had been put in the room next to Lord Heathborough (never mind how ridiculous that was—surely he would be given a guest room at best, a place in the servants’ quarters most likely) and woken by his lordship slipping through a connecting door wearing nothing but a nightshirt that was too short to be quite decent, hesitating in the doorway until Robert rolled to his side and flicked aside the sheets on the ridiculously large bed he’d dreamed for himself. Both times he managed to wake himself before anything more than Lord Heathborough crossing the room occurred. Both times he was disappointed to wake, and both times he managed to remind himself that it was best to end there if he intended to look Lord Heathborough in the eye the next morning.

Unfortunately, the third time he had the dream was Thursday night, as he was trying to rest before the long carriage ride to Sussex. And he did not manage to wake himself as Lord Heathborough crossed the room. No, he remained asleep until Lord Heathborough’s large hand was on his cock, a hand he could dream all too well, sliding up and down as it had on the shaft of the toasting fork, although now with a bit of a flick at the head of his cock, just enough to drive him mad. Robert woke when he tried to reciprocate and his dreaming mind got confused by the number of hands and cocks, decidedly too few for what he’d been thinking, and startled him awake to find only his own hand on his own slick and leaking cock. He gave a few hard tugs then rolled over and tried to fall back to sleep. 

 

 


Chapter 5

><

 

IT DID NOT OCCUR TO LAURENCE until Friday morning that traveling to Sussex with Mr. Clarkson involved traveling to Sussex with Mr. Clarkson. In a carriage, unless he wanted to go the whole distance on horseback. He was quite grateful he’d ordered the larger travel coach prepared. His first thought had been for comfort, but if he had to spend the entire journey trying to avoid pressing his legs against Mr. Clarkson’s, or worse yet, without enough room to avoid pressing his legs against Mr. Clarkson’s, it would be unthinkable torture. It was sometimes hard enough sitting in the same room as him, watching him bent over papers, his careful focus and attention to detail as he made notes and looked up Laurence had no idea what. There was no way he could survive a carriage ride in anything smaller than a stagecoach, and even then...

Well, the ride would only take a few hours. They were leaving early in the morning. He’d tell Hoyle they weren’t stopping before they arrived. He’d pretend to sleep. That was good. He’d pretend to sleep through the ride, and perhaps he could ignore Mr. Clarkson until they arrived.

At least the preparations for travel went smoothly. The cases were loaded up while he ate breakfast, and Hoyle was waiting just around the corner to be summoned when he was ready, with Mr. Clarkson’s address already at hand ready to leave to collect him. All Laurence had to do was climb in.

As they drove across town, Laurence wondered if he’d be able to see the inside of Mr. Clarkson’s home. He was rather curious to see where he lived, but would it be rude to ask? Probably. Especially since Mr. Clarkson had tried to insist that he come to Laurence’s house in the morning rather than put them to the trouble of collecting him. Still, he could hope. 

But when the carriage stopped outside of the address he’d been given, he found Mr. Clarkson standing on the front step with his travel case beside him, ready to leave. At least he got to see the outside. A neat little house in a less than fashionable but still respectable part of town. 

Laurence was distracted by the carriage wobbling a bit as Hoyle got down to collect Mr. Clarkson’s things and open the door for him. Mr. Clarkson brought his document case into the carriage with him. Clearly, he was planning to get a bit of work done while they traveled. Laurence was glad he’d brought his estate reports to read. They would stop him from staring at Mr. Clarkson the whole time. Perhaps Mr. Clarkson could read them while he pretended to sleep. He realized he hadn’t spoken yet. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, my lord. I hope you didn’t have to go too far out of your way to get me.”

He had absolutely no idea if they had or not, although it couldn’t have been too terribly far as they were still in London. “No trouble at all.” He knew he ought to say something else, but he kept finding himself distracted by Mr. Clarkson’s knees, which were twisted to the side as if he were trying to keep them out of the way. 

He still hadn’t come up with anything when he felt Hoyle climb back up into the box and the slight jolt as the horses were urged forward. He was going to make some no doubt banal comment on the weather when Mr. Clarkson yawned. Laurence said the first thing that came to mind. “We are leaving a bit early, aren’t we?”

Mr. Clarkson smiled. “Not really, I’m sure, not for the length of the journey. I merely had a rather interrupted evening.”

“Coming up with things you didn’t want to forget? I do it all the time.” He didn’t pack his own bags, so he was quite certain it wasn’t the same thing at all, but he wanted Mr. Clarkson to feel that it was acceptable. “This carriage is quite good for sleeping, and it does make the time go faster.” Now he was rambling, he was sure of it. But a sleeping Mr. Clarkson wouldn’t notice if their knees brushed or if he spent a little too much time looking at his hands, or his lips or... well, at least he wouldn’t be able to stare into his eyes to see the color change with the light if he were asleep.

“You don’t mind? Then perhaps I will. Thank you, my lord.” Mr. Clarkson tucked his travel bag to the side so he was resting his head on it as a pillow and curled up in the corner of the seat, drawing his knees up so his legs were partially resting on the seat out of the way without actually putting his shoes on the cushions. “If you need me for anything...”

“There isn’t anything that can’t wait until we get to Burfield Manor.” 

Mr. Clarkson nodded sleepily and closed his eyes.

Laurence remembered the travel blanket Mrs. Maguire had insisted he bring and was reminded that it was always best to listen to her. He draped it over Mr. Clarkson, being careful not to actually touch the man.

“Thank you,” Mr. Clarkson murmured drowsily as he nestled down and drifted to sleep.

Laurence stared out of the window until they were outside of London. Then it seemed safe enough to look at Mr. Clarkson. He looked very peaceful as he lay there, young and trusting and vulnerable in the way people did when they slept. It made things easier. He would have liked to converse with Mr. Clarkson. Perhaps he might even have brought himself to tell Mr. Clarkson how nervous he was about what they would find at Burfield Manor, and how unsure he was about what, if anything, he would be allowed to do, but there would be time for that when they arrived. Besides, while he didn’t think Mr. Clarkson would run to Mr. Glasson with tales of anything he did at Burfield Manor, it was best to keep things close to his chest, to be safe. 

No, this was best. Mr. Clarkson wouldn’t be able to see any little expression of desire that might pass across his face if he remembered where his thoughts had been over the past few nights, and they would both be well rested when they arrived at Burfield Manor. He would allow himself to risk one more good look at Mr. Clarkson, then he would try to sleep himself—otherwise, Mr. Clarkson might somehow feel his staring and wake. 

Laurence let his eyes wander over Mr. Clarkson’s face, now relaxed in repose. He noticed there was a slight frown on the corners of his mouth, one he only allowed to escape when he was at rest. And now that he was looking, a slight furrow marred his brow as well. Laurence wondered what sort of troubles worried his solicitor. It was probably none of his concern, he realized and settled down to rest. Although if there were some way to help... No, Mr. Clarkson would not want Laurence to interfere in his private life. If there was something Laurence had done to trouble him, something like this trip perhaps, he would have said something. Laurence closed his eyes and hoped to find sleep.

 

Robert woke up somewhere outside of Crawley. He hadn’t intended to fall asleep at all, but when Lord Heathborough had suggested it, it had seemed like such a good way to avoid any awkward discussion of why he was sleepy, and then the warm blanket and the motion of the carriage had made sleep seem like the best thing he could do.

Apparently, Lord Heathborough had come to the same conclusion. He was sprawled out on the opposite seat, his head thrown back at an uncomfortable angle, his mouth open and a small line of saliva drying on the corner of his mouth. Robert smiled and pulled a stack of papers out of his document case at random. Lord Heathborough would hate knowing he’d been seen in such an undignified position, even if there was something endearing about seeing the man at his—if not worst, at least less than usual immaculate self. It was a side Robert doubted anyone else had seen and one that would no doubt find its way into the next round of uncomfortable dreams. But he’d worry about that when he had to. For now, the details of the second to the last Lord Burfield—that would be Lord Heathborough’s grandfather, he thought—were more than enough to keep him both occupied and away from uncomfortable thoughts at least while the subject of them was seated across from him, and if that wasn’t enough, he had three monographs on attainder to go through, which would either be a distraction or help him to sleep again.

 

Lord Heathborough woke up just outside of a good-sized village, which told Robert that this was a journey he was used to making and used to sleeping through. He kept his eyes firmly on the papers in front of him even though he’d stopped reading them two towns before, until he caught the motion of Lord Heathborough’s hand as he surreptitiously wiped at his mouth. When Robert was fairly certain Lord Heathborough would feel his dignity had been restored, he asked, “How much further?” more to say something acknowledging his travel companion was awake than because he wanted to know.

Lord Heathborough peered out of the window. “Twenty minutes at most. I’m afraid I’ve been a very dull companion.”

“Not at all. I slept until Petworth.” He named a town they’d passed through less than half-an-hour ago to hide the fact that he had in fact been watching Lord Heathborough sleep. “Then I’ve been going over some of these papers Mr. Penroy suggested.”

“Did he give you papers on the estate?” Lord Heathborough looked ready to ask if he could see them.

“No, no, I took him for dinner to thank him for the reference, and I may have casually asked about attainder as it related to treason, and he may have happened to casually suggest some light reading on the subject.”

“And being a very thorough sort of person, you took his suggestions to heart. Is there anything I should know about?”

Robert shrugged. “Only if you’re interested in the finer points of the law. The Crown will seize your father’s property and title, but your own business should be safe. You won’t be able to inherit from anyone who would come through your father either, but I’m not sure that matters in your case.”

Lord Heathborough shook his head. “Grandfather’s long gone, and there aren’t any uncles.”

“Then I doubt I could tell you anything you don’t know. There are a few articles on the Crown’s ability to seize property, but I haven’t found anything terribly useful there, unless you were planning on trying to stop them, which honestly I don’t advise in this case.”

“Good thing I wasn’t planning on it then.”

Lord Heathborough didn’t seem too put out by the idea, so Robert let the subject drop. “I take it you’ve been through this village often?”

“On my way home from school for the holidays mostly. I used to think it would be so grand to sneak down here, and then I found out no one cared if I did so long as I brought a footman along.”

Robert laughed. “And then it lost all its charm.”

“Well, I couldn’t do anything terribly exciting with one of them along ready to tell Father everything I did, now could I?”

“What sorts of terrible things were you planning?”

The rest of the trip through the village passed companionably enough. Robert was fairly certain he couldn’t get himself into trouble laughing about boyish pranks. Although he did notice that none of the misdeeds Lord Heathborough had intended to accomplish had anything to do with the local daughters, but he couldn’t tell if it was wishful thinking on his part or Lord Heathborough’s ingrained sense of honor preventing him from taking advantage of the locals under his family’s protection.

The stories stopped as they emerged onto a wide drive that curved up from the main road. “Almost there,” Lord Heathborough said unnecessarily. “You’ll be able to see the house once we get out of the trees.”

Robert stared out of the window, trying not to look too eager for his first glimpse of Lord Heathborough’s childhood home. A certain amount of curiosity was to be expected, but as he had no connection to the house, it wouldn’t do to be overly interested. The house proved to be something of a surprise. He’d been expecting something old and stately. What he found was something that had been built within the last hundred years, a boxy sort of place with small windows across the front and columns holding up a small portico at the top of what seemed a ridiculous number of front steps.

“The original home burned down in grandfather’s day,” Lord Heathborough explained. “The official story is the butler had an accident with a candlestick; the one everyone whispers is that grandfather had the accident with a candlestick, a bottle of bad gin, and a less-than-virtuous woman from the village. In either case, it clearly started in the bed curtains.”

Robert glanced at Lord Heathborough to look for a hint of how to answer that. Lord Heathborough seemed amused, so a smile seemed appropriate. Perhaps that story explained the lack of village girls in his youthful troublemaking. “I’ll be very careful of any bed curtains I encounter.”

“Thank you, although now that I think of it, it won’t be my worry for long, will it?” He didn’t seem bothered by the idea.

Robert was saved from answering by the carriage stopping in front of the gate. Then the ensuing bustle meant he was able to concentrate on putting away his papers and preparing to get out of the carriage instead of answering.

 

Robert’s first look inside Burfield Manor was not what he’d expected either. He’d always thought it would be fun to grow up in an ancestral home, all the hiding places, the ghost stories, the places to play out fantasies of knights or kings or wizards. But no ghost would have dared haunt Burfield Manor, and no spell would bother to fly down the hallways. It was a large, high-ceilinged, marble-floored box of a place with plenty of light but no warmth at all. 

“All the chill of a true medieval castle with none of the romantic possibilities,” Lord Heathborough said, breaking into his reverie.

“An unusual place to grow up.”

“That’s a polite way of putting it. Hello, Morris.”

Robert turned to see the butler who came from the servants’ staircase. He was old enough to be pensioned off somewhere and looked run off his feet at the moment. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to greet you, my lord. I was seeing to the butcher, and I’m afraid we’re a bit short-handed for a visit.”

“Is there a problem with the butcher’s bill?”

“Not anymore, my lord.”

Lord Heathborough nodded. “Well, if there is, you have my address in town, correct? Send word there, and I’ll have it looked into. That goes for any troubles with merchants.”

“Thank you, my lord. With his lordship in prison, it is difficult to know what to do.”

“I’m sure it is. But why were you dealing with the butcher and not Mrs. Edwards?”

“She’s getting the dinner ready. Mrs. Tyler quit when she got another position at the inn. She’s engaged to the innkeeper, you see.”

“I quite understand. If you’re shorthanded, have you hired enough people from town to help?”

“With his lordship unable to respond to requests...”

“I see. As I am the one making this trip, I think I should be the one to cover the costs. This is Mr. Clarkson, my new solicitor. Direct whatever costs you think fair to him, and he will see they’re paid.”

“Pleased to meet you, sir.”

Robert had no idea how to deal with a proper butler, but he was far enough behind Lord Heathborough that he didn’t think simply nodding his head would seem rude. “As am I.”

“Now will there be any problems with dinner? Mr. Clarkson has been showing me the joys of toasted cheese. I don’t think either of us would object to having that over the drawing room fire.”

“We are not in such straights yet my lord, but I will let Mrs. Edwards know that it is an option.”

“Thank you, Morris. I think the garden-facing rooms would be the easiest to put us in?” He glanced back at Robert. “They’re near each other, so less running around for them.”

A room near Lord Heathborough’s. That was the sort of thing that his fantasies were made up of, but in practice, it could be quite a different matter. But it would be churlish to say so simply because he couldn’t keep his anatomy under control. “Whatever you think is best.”

“Then that’s settled. Is there someone to see to the luggage?”

“I’ll get the footmen. If you’d like to go into the study, the fire is already lit, and I’ll bring you a drinks tray as soon as I’ve got the footmen started.”

“That will suit us fine. But please bring a few choices of drinks. Father had some truly vile things in the cellar. I’ve never known why.”

“I’ve learned to avoid anything that was a gift unless I want to drive away the guests. I’ll return in a moment.” Mr. Morris bowed and went back to the servant’s staircase.

Lord Heathborough started down the hall. “He’s been with the family longer than I have, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“I thought there was a bit of familiarity there.”

“You disapprove?”

“Not at all.”

Lord Heathborough seemed pleased by that as he led the way to the study, but why he would be concerned about Robert’s opinion of his staff, Robert had no idea. Perhaps he was merely pleased to be back at the manor house. Even if it was a gloomy old pile, it was still his family home. That had to be it, Robert decided as he followed Lord Heathborough through the semi-dark corridors. Anything else was surely all in his mind.

 

{--*--}

 

Laurence thought the first evening at Burfield Manor had gone fairly well. Better than he’d feared, anyway. There had only been time for a brief tour before it was time to dress for dinner, which he’d suggested, under the circumstances, should be limited to washing up after the journey, not proper changing as he had no valet and there was no reason for them to be formal. He didn’t mention that he wasn’t certain Mr. Clarkson had brought anything to change into, but Mr. Clarkson had readily agreed that formality between them seemed a bit silly.

Dinner had been better than Morris’s fears had made it sound: leek soup, quail from the estate, a nice bit of roast, and an apple tart for the sweet. The quail had made Robert wonder why there was a problem with the butcher, but then it was always possible that Father had been overhunting again before his arrest. If that was the case, it wasn’t his problem. He’d nearly panicked at the thought of brandy and cigars in the study, until Mr. Clarkson had suggested he might like to go over some papers before they began in earnest in the morning. Laurence had been so relieved to have the excuse to avoid the drawing room that he’d quickly said he was tired and ready for bed before he remembered he’d spent most of the day asleep in the carriage. Whatever Mr. Clarkson thought, he kept it to himself. 

The only trouble with that victory was that now Laurence was stuck in the blue garden room, next door to Mr. Clarkson, able to hear Mr. Clarkson moving around and wonder what he was doing. As it was late, it was likely he was preparing for bed. Undressing, putting on his nightshirt if he’d brought one. Would he have brought one? Of course he would have. Why wouldn’t he? And he was probably just reading anyway, looking at the papers with that intensity that Laurence liked to imagine focused on him, on his skin, on his...

Putting Mr. Clarkson in the room next to his had been the only sensible thing to do. If he’d been staying longer, he might have arranged to have his old suite opened up and Mr. Clarkson installed in one of the nicer guest rooms, but for a short visit, particularly one where the house was woefully understaffed, and as he was here to close things up, the garden-facing rooms had been the only logical option as they were next door to each other and close to the servants’ staircase. And the view of the garden would be nicer for Mr. Clarkson than the empty drive or some of the more imposing forest views. At least they didn’t have a connecting door. That would have been too tempting to consider when he was wondering about Mr. Clarkson and nightshirts. 

Morris tapped on the door and came in. “I saw you did not bring a valet with you, my lord.”

“No, Fenton’s replacement was barely competent so I had to let him go, and finding someone willing to take a position as valet to the son of a traitor lord is proving impossible.”

“It is a difficult circumstance, I’m afraid. One which they cannot be faulted for.”

“No, not with Father doing his best to bring us all crashing down with him.”

“As you say. I came to see if you needed any assistance.” Morris didn’t wait for an answer but promptly began helping Laurence with his coat.

While he was undressed, expertly for a change, Laurence asked, “Is there anything on the estate that should get my particular attention?”

“Not with the current state of affairs, my lord.”

“And by that you mean?”

“Three cottages in need of repairs, but I do not think you should put your personal money into them. They are either Lord Burfield’s responsibility or the Crown’s.”

“But you thought you’d mention them.”

“I did not know if there was a way to persuade the Crown to take an interest in them.”

“I’ll ask Mr. Clarkson his opinion. Perhaps there is some way to get an overseer from among the tenants. Is Walton still here?” Walton had been groundskeeper when Laurence had last been there.

“Yes, my lord, and he would be an excellent choice.”

“I’ll take the matter up with Mr. Clarkson. Is there anything else he should look into? Or anything I can do to be of help?”

“I will check with Mrs. Edwards. She hears more of the gossip than I do.” Morris held out Laurence’s nightshirt. “Is there anything else you require?”

Laurence had forgotten how much faster it was to undress with assistance, although perhaps that was because chatting with Morris meant he couldn’t imagine it was Mr. Clarkson undoing the buttons and sliding the shirt over his head. “No, I’ll read a bit and go to bed. Would you check on Mr. Clarkson and see if he requires anything?”

“I already have. It seems he’s used to doing for himself.”

“Yes, I suppose he would be. Thank you. Do let me know if there is anything I can do. And I think Mr. Clarkson and I will use the study as an office.” It was already open and aired, so there shouldn’t be too much trouble for the servants. “And we will be going through the house. There are a few items that are mine, not the estate’s, which I intend to collect. Things Mother left me.”

“Very good, my lord. I will inform the staff.”

Laurence had a sudden vision of an army of servants running around with dust cloths and furniture polish ahead of them. “Tell them not to worry about opening up any of the rooms. It’s merely an inventory; we don’t intend to use anything beyond the study and the dining room and perhaps the morning room.”

“Very good, my lord. I will see you in the morning.”

When Morris was gone, Laurence sat in the chair by the banked fire and tried to concentrate on his book, but all he could seem to do was listen for sounds from the next room, trying to imagine what Mr. Clarkson was doing now. He’d most likely already undressed and was in bed, becoming accustomed to his temporary surroundings. Laurence wondered what he’d made of Burfield Manor. Would he be sorry he would not be working for the owner of it? Did he see it as impressive, or was he perceptive enough to notice how oppressive it could be, particularly for someone with secrets?

“You won’t get any answers staring at a blank wall,” he told himself, even if most of the answers he wanted were probably asleep on the other side of it. He dragged himself over to the bed and crawled in, lying very still under the covers—to invite sleep, he told himself, not because he was still straining to hear anything that was happening beyond the wall. Not that there would be anything. Mr. Clarkson would be in bed as well, under the blankets, in his nightshirt. Unless he was the sort who didn’t wear a nightshirt. Then it would be his smooth skin against the sheets, warm and welcoming and... Laurence slid his hand under his nightshirt and wrapped it around his cock, giving it one long stroke, imagining it was Mr. Clarkson’s hand. Perhaps he found the idea of Laurence in the next room arousing as well. Perhaps he was straining for any sound coming through the walls. And he would hear Laurence dreaming of him and...

And that thought was enough to make Laurence pull his hand away. What if Mr. Clarkson could hear what went on through the walls? It wouldn’t do for him to hear those sounds, most definitely not. And even the chance that he had heard them would make it nearly impossible for Laurence to speak to him in the morning without worrying that he had. Laurence rolled away from the wall that separated the two rooms and concentrated very hard on falling asleep.

 

Laurence had managed some sort of sleep in the night. At least he woke up when Morris came in to light the fire and help him dress. That had to mean he’d slept. He stood obediently while Morris helped him into his clothes, all the while imagining Mr. Clarkson next door to him doing the same himself. To distract himself while Morris tied his cravat (such a relief not to have to struggle with it himself, although anyone else’s hands seemed to make him think of Mr. Clarkson almost stroking his cheek as he worked the knots) he asked, “Was there anything I should be aware of for the day?”

“Mrs. Edwards has gotten the bills together as you requested. There were only two tenant matters which we felt deserved your personal attention before the estate reverts back to the Crown. Do you have permission to act on his lordship’s behalf?”

“I’ll have to ask Mr. Clarkson.”

“Then there may be three matters. We have summoned the tenants in question. Mrs. Edwards will brief you before they arrive if that is convenient.” Morris gave the cravat a final tug. “There you are, my lord. Do you require anything else?”

“No, I’ll be down for breakfast soon. Mr. Clarkson?”

“Said he’s muddling through on his own.” Morris bowed and left the room. 

Laurence wished he had any talent for dressing someone at all. Then he could go next door and ask Mr. Clarkson if he’d like some assistance. But assistance from Laurence would mean Mr. Clarkson would go downstairs looking like he’d dressed in a darkened room with one arm behind his back. No, Laurence had no talents at all, even in his own house.

His own house. That was something. Mr. Clarkson wouldn’t know his way around the house. He hadn’t even been there twenty-four hours. And Laurence couldn’t have Mr. Clarkson roaming around, lost and hungry, trying to find the breakfast room. No, the only proper thing for a good host to do was to watch out for his guest. Certainly, he could have instructed a servant to be certain Mr. Clarkson made it to breakfast, but it would be so much nicer to escort Mr. Clarkson there himself. Laurence stayed by the door and listened for the sound of Mr. Clarkson leaving his room.

It didn’t take very long. He’d barely been waiting ten minutes when he heard the scrape of a door opening. Laurence made himself count to ten, although it was the fastest he’d ever counted, then spent a bit longer debating how to open the door, loud enough to attract Mr. Clarkson’s attention or softly in case it wasn’t Mr. Clarkson? When he realized he was debating the opening of a door while Mr. Clarkson was getting away and quite possibly finding a servant to show him to the breakfast room, Laurence flung the door open with more force than was strictly necessary and hurried into the hallway. “Good morning, Mr. Clarkson.”

Mr. Clarkson was halfway to the stairs, but he turned at Laurence’s greeting. “Good morning, my lord.”

“Would you like me to show you the way to the breakfast room?” That had been wrong. It made it sound like he thought Mr. Clarkson couldn’t find it on his own.

“If it’s not too much trouble.”

“As that’s where I’m going, I can safely say it isn’t.” A joke, that was good.

Mr. Clarkson grinned. That was even better. “Then I defer to your expertise.”

 

Breakfast was a cheerful meal, with the sun coming through the large dining room windows and several kinds of eggs spread out on the sideboard, which Laurence took to mean Mrs. Edwards’s chickens were laying well. Mr. Clarkson was quiet before he’d had his first cup of tea, which he took with a spoon and a half of sugar and no milk, Laurence noticed. After the first cup, Mr. Clarkson was a bit more talkative, asking about the room, whether it had changed since his childhood. Laurence forgot to answer twice, but Mr. Clarkson didn’t seem to mind. Perhaps he put it down to being tired after their journey. Mr. Clarkson did not give his cravat any odd looks, which was good as he was quite certain Morris knew how to tie a proper Gordon knot. On the whole, it seemed a very promising start to the day.

As Mr. Clarkson was scraping up the last of his second helping of poached eggs, Morris came into the room to check the contents of the trays, and Laurence knew it was a sign that he’d like them to be gone. He glanced at Mr. Clarkson, but the solicitor didn’t seem inclined to get a third helping of anything, so he asked, “How shall we begin this morning?”

“I have the list of what’s yours. It seems to be divided by rooms, so it seems simplest to follow it through the house, and you can decide what you’re taking. And that will give the staff time to figure out what they need us to look into while we’re here as I don’t think you’ll be coming back. At least not as lord of the manor.”

It was a sensible plan, which was good since Laurence had the feeling he would agree to whatever Mr. Clarkson suggested. “Then if you’ve finished...”

“I couldn’t eat another bite, but it was delicious.” The last was directed at Morris.

Morris smiled at Mr. Clarkson and inclined his head in acknowledgment.

“Then we might as well start.” Laurence was merely getting the day started, not feeling a little pang of jealousy that Morris was smiling at Mr. Clarkson. That was completely ridiculous.

Mr. Clarkson gathered up the stack of papers that had been sitting by him and swallowed the last of his tea. “Then lead the way. Apparently, we’re starting in the morning room.”

 

Laurence led the way through the house, stopping in the rooms in the order Mr. Clarkson had them listed. Mr. Clarkson read off what his research had shown Laurence could take, and Laurence located the pieces in question. There were very few surprises. He’d already known most of what his mother had brought to the marriage, so he didn’t exactly need the tour, but he didn’t mention that. It may have made Mr. Clarkson feel superfluous, and while he wasn’t needed to tell Laurence what was his, watching him pore over his lists made the whole exercise far more entertaining. After all, it was probably his only chance to see Mr. Clarkson in the family home, seeing how he looked standing in the rooms Laurence had known since he was a boy. It made the morning a bit more interesting.

By the time they’d reached the library, Laurence was beginning to think there wasn’t anything worth taking. His mother had brought money to her marriage, but not much in the way of movable property of note. He’d marked two chairs to be delivered simply because he didn’t want the Crown to take everything of his, a bit of silver that he thought he ought to take as it was an heirloom, and a truly dreadful dining set that was to be sold. Mr. Clarkson refrained from commenting, although he did seem relieved that the dining set would not be brought back with them. There wasn’t much in the library he could take, which was unfortunate as the little-used room was one where he had spent the majority of his youth. 

While Mr. Clarkson looked over what was on the list, Laurence wandered around, greeting old friends. There was the set of Greek mythology he’d read the summer his cousins had stayed, running through the halls and yelling down the stairs. And the desk where he had researched the first companies he’d invested in just before leaving for university. He paused by the painting of a lady on a swing being attended by soldiers in their bright-red coats. For a whole week as a twelve-year-old he had considered joining the army, then he’d read something on it and realized most of it was nothing at all like the painting. Still, they had been his secret friends during several long school holidays, even when he was too old for such nonsense as secret imagined friends. Laurence stroked the edge of the frame. Pity it hadn’t come with Mother.

“Is that one of yours?” He hadn’t heard Mr. Clarkson come up behind him until the solicitor spoke.

“This? No, just one I remember. I’ve always liked it.”

Mr. Clarkson came closer. “It’s a nice piece. I don’t recognize the artist’s name, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t somebody. French, early 1700s I’d say.”

“I liked the sheep. I used to think how grand it would be to be playing there with the soldiers. They seemed so much more fun than everyone around here. They had a tree swing and everything.” It sounded silly and trite after Mr. Clarkson’s analysis, but it was true.

Mr. Clarkson smiled. “They do seem to have better weather than we do here. But I’d think you’d have had room for a tree swing. I grew up in London, so no room for a tree.”

“The tenants’ children had tree swings, but not me. Too undignified.” Laurence stepped back from the wall and went to look at the bookshelves.

“Are you going to take it?”

Laurence sighed. “I can’t. It belongs to the estate.”

“But you’d like to?”

Laurence shrugged. Of course he’d like to have it, but it wasn’t worth annoying the Crown over.

He heard Mr. Clarkson start flipping through the papers in front of him. “Any idea what this Pastoral at Noon is? It’s listed as being in the hall.”

“That’s that rather dreadful picture of a hillside with some scrawny cows. I could take that; it was Mother’s.” Not that he’d want it. His grandfather had known the artist. Laurence had always thought the cows looked sickly and underfed.

“So we swap the pictures. The lists here seem to have been made up by where things are hanging, not anything terribly recognizable. Hang that one in here, and we’ll agree it’s the one that belongs to the house. The Crown won’t care as this one doesn’t seem particularly valuable, and really they only want to make an example of your father. Besides, I rather like that blond fellow by the rosebush. I’d hate to see him end up in the back of some cupboard.”

Laurence paused. It seemed like such a simple thing, and really why would the Crown care? But it would give Mr. Clarkson a hold on him, something he could blackmail him over or... 

No, Mr. Clarkson wasn’t like that. Mr. Clarkson was merely being kind. He was not someone who would use a secret like this against him, and certainly not someone who would manipulate him into doing something he could then use to extort money. When had he become so obsessed with extortion anyway? “I was always fond of the dark-haired fellow next to him.” He swallowed. Mr. Clarkson seemed so kind, so understanding, and his hand brushing along Laurence’s jaw when he adjusted his cravat... “When I was a little older, I wondered about those two. About what it would be like to go and talk to them, and ask them...” He hesitated. Just how understanding was Mr. Clarkson? “Ask them what it was like to be them,” he finished lamely.

Mr. Clarkson leaned in to examine the pair more closely. “Well, they certainly seem very interested in the lady’s ankle, don’t they? Pity their hands are behind the leaves. I’d like to know what they were doing back there.”

“I tried recreating the angles, but it was hard to do.”

“By yourself? That would be tricky.”

Laurence was going to suggest an experiment, but Mr. Clarkson was still staring at the picture, and he lost his nerve. While he was fairly certain the men were holding hands, it would have been too tempting to suggest their hands were somewhere else, somewhere lower and decidedly less easy to explain if Mr. Clarkson was not quite as sympathetic as he’d thought. “Do you really think we’d get away with taking it?”

“Why not? There’s a perfectly good substitute. It’s not really even stealing from the Crown as I suspect the painting in the hall is more valuable. Why else would that be one of the first things visitors see and this one be tucked in the back of the library where curious boys can study it?”

Laurence smiled. It sounded quite simple when Mr. Clarkson said it.

“Truly, I don’t mean to suggest something that makes you uncomfortable. I merely thought that... Well, it seemed to be the one thing we’ve looked at that held happy memories for you.”

“It does. It’s just, if the Crown finds out...”

“Why would they? Do you think your staff is so disloyal they would run to them over a painting? I realize many of them have left, but they do have to be concerned about where they will eat next.”

Laurence nodded. “No, it’s not that.”

“Well, I am sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest anything that was against your principles.”

Mr. Clarkson looked truly sorry, and perhaps a bit embarrassed. And all over a picture. “It’s not that.” Laurence looked at the painting again. Mr. Clarkson was probably right—who would notice? And it had been kind of him to notice Laurence’s interest. “If you think it can be done without leaving me open to, well, to blackmail, then yes, I’d like to take it.”

“Blackmail?” Mr. Clarkson seemed to find the very idea absurd. “I’m sure it can. Leave it to me.”

“Then thank you.” There, he’d done it. Agreed to Mr. Clarkson’s scheme. Although surely Mr. Clarkson would be as invested in seeing it kept secret as he was now.

 

 


Chapter 6

><

 

ONCE THE TOUR OF THE HOUSE had been completed, Lord Heathborough went to hear the tenant complaints Mrs. Edwards had found and Robert went to see about the painting. He was a terrible solicitor, he told himself. Here he was supposed to be protecting Lord Heathborough from the Crown, and instead he was suggesting he steal from them. Not really steal, more deceive, but still...

But Lord Heathborough had seemed so interested in that particular picture. Robert was certain it was something that had been meaningful to him. Of course, it was probably nothing more than a lonely little boy seeing a couple of men who were in a place with more light and air than anywhere in this old pile and who looked like they might have time for him. It had nothing at all to do with the first thoughts that had run through Robert’s mind. The painter had quite obviously meant for the two men to be holding hands behind the bush, but he had also left enough ambiguity that they could very well have been rubbing each other off. The implication, naturally, was that the sight of the lady’s ankle was what had required that show of friendly assistance, but if he were ever behind a bush with Lord Heathborough, with Lord Heathborough’s cock... 

And he was going to stop that train of thought at once. It had simply been a young man wanting to be somewhere friendlier than his gloomy, not-particularly-old home, and fantasizing would not make that change. And Robert had promised to assist in absconding with the painting, so he needed to concentrate on how he was going to get that accomplished. The simplest method seemed to be to pack up the painting himself and replace it with the one in the front hall without telling anyone. The only question was if anyone would notice the difference enough to remark on it. They still had a good bit of time before they were leaving. Perhaps he could simply make the switch now and see if anyone commented on it to Lord Heathborough. It certainly seemed the easiest method. He’d just get the painting from the front hall as that was the one that was supposed to be missing and hope no one realized the one in the library had changed. It was somewhat hidden in the back; perhaps no one really looked closely at it.

When Robert got to the front hall, he found Morris in the entryway. That would complicate the switch, but it would give him the chance to make certain Lord Heathborough’s fears were groundless. He altered his steps so he would casually pass by Morris. “You’ve been with the family a long while, I assume.”

“Yes, sir. Longest of any servant here.”

“Then perhaps you can help me. Do you know which items her ladyship brought with her into the marriage? Lord Heathborough is entitled to take what he inherited directly from his mother, and I want to be certain he at least has the chance to take what is his.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t think any of us were really told. There were simply a lot of new things brought in after the wedding and put in the rooms with everything else. I think there’s a dining table somewhere that she brought. Had been in her family for two generations, I believe. Hardly an heirloom, but still. And I know there is some silver that we always refer to as ‘her ladyship’s silver.’ Beyond that, I’m afraid I won’t be much help.”

So no one would know what was meant to go where. And as long as the men the Crown sent didn’t ask too many questions—and there was no reason they should, not for the little things they were taking—Lord Heathborough would be fine. “Oh well, I have a list, but I wanted to be certain.”

“Yes, I’m sure his lordship will want everything in the proper order. He’s always been very cautious. Ever since school, he’s been very careful not to do anything to cause comment.”

He’d probably best wait until Morris left the entryway before moving the picture. He didn’t want to draw attention to the fact that he had. And then he would move a few things in the room with the dining table and comment on how he wanted to keep the rooms looking balanced once the objects were removed, which would explain anything that wasn’t where it ought to be, but wouldn’t draw attention to the fact that he had switched the painting, particularly as they would be expecting the more prominently placed painting in the entryway to be gone. Belatedly he realized Morris was still talking. “But not before school?” he asked lightly to say something.

“No, not like he is now. After the incident, well, he got more cautious.”

Now that was interesting. “Incident?”

“I probably shouldn’t... But seeing as you are his solicitor.”

Robert smiled encouragingly, secretly glad he hadn’t entrusted the butler with any secrets. He could just imagine him saying, “Seeing as you’re with the Crown.”

“I don’t know the details, but there was some trouble with a servant at the university caught stealing from the students, and the man tried to get his lordship to recant his testimony by suggesting he had information on his lordship’s own indiscretions. Not that his lordship would have any indiscretions worth mentioning.”

“Of course he wouldn’t.” But it did explain why he didn’t want there to be anything that could be used against him. Robert felt rather bad for suggesting even the small deception.

“If you’ll excuse me, sir, I should see how dinner is coming along.”

“Of course; I didn’t mean to detain you.”

Robert waited until the butler was out of the way then went to retrieve the painting. He should have kept his mouth shut and let Lord Heathborough do as he saw fit, not suggested this at all. It had been rather selfish of him. He had been truthful when he’d said the painting had been the one thing Lord Heathborough seemed to remember fondly, but the reason he’d noticed it had been purely selfish. The two soldiers in the painting may have given the illusion that they were looking at the lady’s ankle, but if one looked closely, one could imagine they had eyes only for each other. While the young Lord Heathborough probably did think the tree swing was the best part of the whole afternoon, or perhaps the bright uniforms or even the playful sheep, Robert had allowed himself to imagine that it had been the two soldiers staring at each other that had attracted him, had made him think that perhaps there would one day be a handsome soldier looking at him. Or, if he was completely honest with himself, a rather pale and scrawny solicitor looking at him like that. 

Robert laughed at himself. At least he knew the difference between fantasy and reality, something he would have to keep uppermost in his mind if he was to continue sleeping next door to Lord Heathborough. He carried the replacement painting to the library and wondered how to go about getting some paper to wrap the other picture in for the journey to London.

 

{--*--}

 

The rest of the visit to Burfield Manor passed in a companionable blur of paying bills and checking just how much authority Laurence actually had. Mr. Clarkson managed to arrange for him to sell a beloved horse to one of the grooms for a very reasonable price, with a bit of a subsidy from Laurence in the form of a bonus payment to the groom for services rendered. The Crown should be satisfied to find the money there, and hopefully, whoever was sent to take possession of the house would like horses himself and understand. They’d managed to get all of the bills paid up, and Laurence had gifted the servants who had remained with substantial bonuses to thank them for the good care they’d received on their impromptu visit. If the amount happened to be exactly what each was due in back wages, everyone involved would insist it had been merest coincidence and Laurence had simply thought five-twelfths of their usual salary to be an appropriate amount. It was by far the nicest trip Laurence had ever taken to Burfield Manor, and he was almost sorry it would be the last. 

In the carriage on the way to London, Mr. Clarkson had his papers out again, reading, although Laurence wasn’t certain what as he hadn’t given the solicitor any new contract work once they’d begun worrying about the house, and he hoped Burfield Manor was now settled and ready to be surrendered. Then he had a terrible thought. What if Mr. Clarkson had papers for another client? What if he was planning on returning to Glasson’s office soon and taking up some fascinating new client who would require all of his time and attention? But he’d said his clients were all estates. One couldn’t very well plan for someone dying suddenly, or having a falling out, or less likely, a reconciliation with their heirs, and Mr. Clarkson hadn’t received any letters while they’d been gone. So what on earth could he be looking at?

Laurence leaned over to try to get a look at the papers without being obvious. He wasn’t able to read anything, but with the angle he could see that Mr. Clarkson wasn’t turning the pages and, as what he was looking at was header of the sort found on the first page of a report, he most likely hadn’t turned a page in a long while. Laurence bunched his hands up under the blanket the same way he had when he’d been nervous as a boy and said, “I don’t think you saw much on the journey here. Would you like me to tell you about the towns we pass through?”

Mr. Clarkson looked up. “You wouldn’t mind?”

“Not if you don’t mind hearing about them. That hill over there is where I used to imagine my two soldiers waiting for each other.” That had been the wrong thing to start with. He paused to try and gauge Mr. Clarkson’s reaction.

“It does look rather like the picture, without the sunny atmosphere, of course, or the sheep. And I think it’s a bit more sheltered than their bush.”

Laurence relaxed. He wasn’t quite certain what to make of that answer—surely Mr. Clarkson hadn’t meant what he was imagining it to be—but it had been friendly, so it hadn’t been a disaster, although he would have to be more careful in what landmarks he chose to tell him about.

 

{--*--}

 

The morning after he returned from Sussex, Laurence woke late and worried Mr. Clarkson would be waiting for him downstairs, only to remember they’d returned to London late the night before, so he had told Mr. Clarkson not to come to the office. There didn’t seem to be any reason to bother with a proper knot to his cravat or even choosing between trousers or breeches, which was probably a good thing as he’d become used to having Morris to help with dressing. When he’d settled for his grey suit because it was in the front of the closet and a simple waterfall knot because he could manage it, he went to breakfast, only to find that the room seemed lonely compared to Burfield Manor, which would have been ridiculous if he didn’t already know the cause. While he would never have said the dining room at Burfield Manor felt homely, it had when he’d been able to look up and see Mr. Clarkson at the other side of the table with his lists spread out in front of him, absently nibbling on toast and sipping tea. They hadn’t spoken much at breakfast, but knowing that he could look up and say something to Mr. Clarkson or ask his opinion or just look at him had made the room feel cheerier. 

Laurence told himself to stop being maudlin and attacked his eggs. He was in his own house, and while it might have been a comfort to have someone at the old tomb of a place in Sussex, in his own home, he should be perfectly happy with how things were, and if he wasn’t, he should change them until he was. Besides, there was work to be done. He’d overslept, so the post would already be waiting for him, and there were the things he’d brought back with him; he’d have to tell Wilkes and Mrs. Maguire what he wanted done with them. Laurence swallowed the last of his tea and made for the office.

The morning post was on his desk as Laurence had expected, and he began to sort it. As he started to open letters, his mind drifted back to Mr. Clarkson. He was used to having his friend at the desk across the office where he could ask about the post, or share something that struck him as humorous, or just know someone else was there if needed. Laurence wished again that he hadn’t told Mr. Clarkson to take the day off after they returned from Sussex, even though the carriage hadn’t stopped at Mr. Clarkson’s doorstep until sometime after midnight, making it seem the only proper thing to do. He would have liked to have him sitting across from him as he worked. But the man had been exhausted. Hopefully, he had taken the time to rest, not returned to Glasson & Co. to work on more estates. After his work at Burfield Manor, he deserved a treat, not more estates. 

Laurence started to go through the pile of personal letters that had arrived in his absence. One from Gilford’s son asking about a position. He tossed it aside. Gilford’s son probably had enough problems of his own without latching onto the son of the man nattering on in the press about his plans to kill the king on what seemed to be a daily basis. Probably best for the man if he didn’t even answer so there would be no connection between them. Two invitations to balls he had no intention of going to. They only wanted to stare and gossip. A note from Lady Gatwell thanking him on behalf of her and her brother, Lord Lynster, for sending his condolences on their father’s death. At least Laurence didn’t have any other family members to worry about as Lord Lynster did. 

The remaining letter was from Mr. Smithson, one of the playwrights he hired to clerk for him on a regular basis. He was having a play produced and was hoping to get an audience for it. To that end, he offered Laurence a pair of complimentary tickets to opening night, which was that evening. Laurence glanced at the date and realized he’d just missed the letter when he’d left for Sussex. Despite the short notice, Laurence liked the fellow, and he wanted to support his theatrical ambitions, particularly as the man could tell a good story. He wrote back saying he wouldn’t take the complimentary tickets, but would buy a pair at the box office, provided it wasn’t already sold out. He grinned as he remembered telling Mr. Clarkson he would take him to the Clarendon and the theater sometime. This seemed as good a time as any, so he added a line asking Mr. Smithson to keep a pair of box seats back for him for opening night if possible (and it ought to be if he really was holding a complimentary pair for him), and he penned a second note to Mr. Clarkson, apologizing for the short notice and inviting him to a night at the theater.

Once both messages were on their way, Laurence settled in with the business letters, but for once he had a hard time keeping his mind on his investments. He was going to the theater with Mr. Clarkson. Going to spend the evening seated beside him in a box at the theater, their chairs pressed close together, able to watch his reactions in the dark as the play progressed. And dinner after. He’d send a note round to the Clarendon requesting a table. Mr. Clarkson deserved a bit of a treat, and so did he. And watching Mr. Clarkson across a dinner table did indeed qualify as a treat. All he had to do was get through a few more letters.

Mrs. Maguire had left the painting he’d brought back from Burfield Manor leaning against the office wall, waiting for him to decide where to hang it. He remembered how he had looked at it when he’d been younger and quietly hoped one of the soldiers would look at him the way they were looking at each other. Only now, it was Mr. Clarkson he wanted to have look at him like that, like he was the only thing in the whole world that he saw. Laurence dragged his attention back to his letters.

Mr. Clarkson had been quite sympathetic about the painting. Laurence had almost believed he understood that it wasn’t really about the swing or the sheep or countryside, and that had been why he’d arranged for it to be taken. But sympathetic did not mean he shared those feelings. One could be empathetic, and he suspected Mr. Clarkson could be very empathetic, without sharing the emotion. It would explain why he was good at estates. Laurence tapped the letter he was holding against the desk without looking at it. What if he did understand? How was he supposed to spend the evening sitting next to Mr. Clarkson wondering if Mr. Clarkson understood? It would be almost as intolerable as spending the night in the room next to his. He stared at the painting. If he just knew... 

But how was he supposed to ask? Asking the question would give Mr. Clarkson the answer, and that would leave him vulnerable to all sorts of trouble.

Except that Mr. Clarkson wasn’t Hartley, or one of the young bucks at the club, or his father, or that servant at Balliol College. He could be trusted. At least Laurence thought he could be trusted. He drummed his fingers on the desk. Was it worth the risk of blackmail? But Mr. Clarkson wasn’t the sort to blackmail him; he couldn’t imagine that. Then why not?

What if Mr. Clarkson looked at him the way Hartley had when he’d seen... That was the real worry. He couldn’t bear to see the look of shock and horror on Mr. Clarkson’s face. And that was why he couldn’t do it, no matter how appealing the thought of Mr. Clarkson smiling and saying he understood was. No, he would take Mr. Clarkson to the theater, have dinner with him, and everything would be just as it had been. And would be as long as he had an excuse to need Mr. Clarkson’s legal services. He picked up another of the business envelopes. A note from Mr. Larkin asking to meet and discuss the changes he’d proposed to their contract. Just the sort of thing he needed Mr. Clarkson around for. He pulled out the contract to refresh his mind on the changes he’d made. He’d have plenty of time before he needed to change for the theater. Unless his cravat gave him trouble again, but he could always ask Mr. Clarkson for help, or more likely, Mr. Clarkson would offer it when he saw what a mess Laurence managed to make of it. Laurence stared at the contract in his hand, not seeing the words. He finally put down his pen and rang for Wilkes.

The butler was there before Laurence had picked up the contract again. “My lord?”

“I’ve decided where I want the new picture hung. Would you send someone to see to it?”

“Of course, my lord.”

“And do you have any idea where one would buy a yellow rose bush?”

“A bush, my lord, not cut flowers?”

“That’s right. A small one like Lady Clairmont had on her table.”

“I could send to her staff for the answer, but I would think Covent Garden, perhaps.”

“Lady Clairmont is in Bath, is she not?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Then I’ll try Covent Garden. I’ll be going to the theater this evening; if you would see that the appropriate clothes are laid out for me.”

“Very good, my lord.”

“And send someone to see about the picture.”

“Right away, my lord.”

Laurence sat back at his desk and put his attention on reading the contract through at least once before he left for Covent Garden.

 

The morning after his return from Sussex, Robert overslept then lay in bed wondering how badly he wanted to break his fast. Agreeing to stay home had seemed like a grand idea the night before, when he’d barely been able to find his way up the front stairs for sleepiness, but rested and facing a day without seeing Lord Heathborough made the plan seem thoroughly foolish. Doubly so when he realized it was Friday, and he wouldn’t have any reason to see Lord Heathborough until Monday. He dragged himself out of bed eventually and into some clothes—no need to worry about waistcoats matching his eyes today—then went to the breakfast room to see if there was anything left.

There was: lukewarm eggs and a pot of tea and Father with his newspaper. Robert went for the eggs while Father glared without ever looking up.

“Fine time to roll through the door.”

“I’m sorry, Father, but Lord Heathborough didn’t think the expense of an inn was warranted when we were so close to town.” Thank God he hadn’t. That late at night, on such short notice, on such a busy road, there was a very good chance they’d have had to share a room and possibly a bed, and that would have been... Well, it didn’t bear thinking about.

“What are you going to do with the rest of your day? Laze about?”

That was the question, wasn’t it? Robert couldn’t spend the day at home with Father glaring at him. He could go to Glasson & Co. and see if there was anything for him, but he was certain there would be estates for him to work through, and he had no desire to get caught up in one. Besides, Mr. Glasson had been very insistent that Lord Heathborough was to be given every consideration. How would it look if he took on other cases before he’d finished everything he had to for him? No, it was best to stay focused on Lord Heathborough.

Mr. Penroy. There was no reason he couldn’t go and visit Mr. Penroy for another nice chat. He’d tell him what had been accomplished at Burfield Manor in case Mr. Penroy became embroiled in the seizure, and he could put the question of the swapped painting to him, just in case there might be some aspect he hadn’t thought of. He’d make it sound very theoretical, of course, and as something they were considering, not a faite accompli. He realized he hadn’t spoken to Father in a full three minutes at least. “I’m going to consult with a more senior solicitor. Mr. Penroy. He recommended me to Lord Heathborough. I’m hoping he’ll have some insight on a few family matters.”

“It’s probably a good thing to impress his lordship,” Father allowed.

“Yes, so I should get my papers in order.” Robert all but ran from the table.

 

{--*--}

 

Laurence spent half the day looking for an appropriate rose bush, but he did manage to find one at last, at Covent Garden as Wilkes had suggested. Then there had been the difficulty of getting it home, which he hadn’t considered at all when he’d taken the curricle. But once it was neatly arranged on the table in front of the painting in the downstairs drawing room, he’d known it was worth the trouble. If Mr. Clarkson had understood the reason behind taking the painting, he’d understand the arrangement. If not, it would merely look like he was trying to coordinate with the painting. Now there was nothing to do but wait. He hadn’t told Mr. Clarkson to respond to his note as there wouldn’t really have been time, and besides, he wasn’t certain Mr. Clarkson would have a servant he could send quickly. 

Laurence paced around the drawing room until it was time to dress for the theater. While he took care with his evening clothes, he purposely left his cravat a mess. Hopefully, Mr. Clarkson would be more than happy to fix it. If he came. What if he didn’t come? What if he didn’t get the note in time? What if he had other plans already? He could have friends he wanted to see, a woman somewhere. What about that girl at the bakery? He’d spoken highly of her. Laurence began pacing again. Just because he felt there hadn’t been nearly enough time for him to spend with Mr. Clarkson was no reason to think Mr. Clarkson would find his company preferable to anyone else’s, particularly after a week of it. 

 

As Robert walked through the front door, his mind was still on what Mr. Penroy had told him. Mr. Penroy hadn’t thought the deception with the painting would be noticed—although Robert had framed it as a group of old books—but he wasn’t certain it was worth the risk and perhaps Lord Heathborough should offer to buy them outright. He was so busy considering it, he didn’t notice his father standing in the sitting room doorway until he heard his voice.

“Gone long enough?”

“I was consulting with someone. Mr. Penroy, you remember him. I clerked with him for a time.”

“You said that at breakfast. Lord Heathborough was looking for you. Probably needed something done and you’ve bollocksed that up too.”

Robert swallowed down his retort. It wouldn’t do any good to yell, and if Lord Heathborough had needed him badly enough to come looking for him, he may very well have bollocksed it up as Father said. That was not a phrase he ought to think of in relation to Lord Heathborough. He swallowed and pinched his thigh until he felt he could answer calmly, “What did he say?”

“Not like I read it.”

“It? So he sent a note?” Maybe it wasn’t so urgent then.

“On the hall table, where they always are.”

Robert hurried back out to the hall and broke the seal on the note. He read it quickly, then again more slowly.

 

“Mr. Clarkson,

 

I am very sorry for the short notice, but while we were at Burfield Manor, one of the playwrights I mentioned wrote to tell me he is having his play produced and has invited me to the opening night performance, which happens to be tonight. I had hoped you would come with me, and we could have dinner at the Clarendon after as I promised. If you are not otherwise engaged this evening, please meet me at my house at seven o’clock.

 

Yours, 

Laurence Nelson”

 

Nothing urgent at all, but very nice. Robert hadn’t really thought Lord Heathborough would remember the quick mention of dining out. And if he was asking to see Robert tonight, maybe he was missing the extended time together as well.

“So you been sacked?”

“No, not at all. He has an extra ticket to the theater and wants me to go along with him.” That was probably all that it was, but it was still a nice thought.

“Probably should then. You want to stay on his good side.”

Robert wasn’t about to argue. “You’re right, so I’d better go change at once. I don’t want to make him wait. I won’t be back until late, I expect, so don’t wait up.” He didn’t want to spend the evening worrying that Father would pounce on him the minute he walked back through the door.

“I suppose you shouldn’t leave before he does. Be certain to take your key. I won’t have Mrs. Brent waiting up for you.”

“I will.” Robert ran up the stairs to his room before Father could give him any more advice.

Robert got his one formal suit out of the back of the closet and hoped it hadn’t fallen too far out of style since he’d worn it last. He hadn’t had a client who hosted the sort of things he would wear it to in years, and he didn’t want to disappoint Lord Heathborough in front of his friends. At least that was the reason he would have given if he’d been asked. He knew better than to pretend the real reason was anything other than he wanted to look his best for Lord Heathborough tonight. 

That reminded him of something odd he’d noticed about the note. It had been signed “Laurence Nelson” not “Lord Heathborough.” As Robert washed up at the basin and began to dress, he tried to interpret that. He wanted it to mean that Lord Heathborough was inviting him as a friend, as an equal almost, two gentlemen having a nice evening out. Of course, it was far more likely he knew he’d lose the title soon and wanted to practice using the name on someone who would understand the need, and really he should be flattered to be the recipient of such confidences anyway. Robert chose his best cravat and began a careful mathematical knot in front of the mirror. At least Lord Heathborough’s friends would not be able to fault his neckcloth.

 

 


Chapter 7

><

 

ROBERT DECIDED THE EVENING WAS AUSPICIOUS enough to warrant a hackney cab to Lord Heathborough’s, particularly as he had shined his shoes quite nicely and didn’t want the effect spoiled by the walk, so he felt quite the proper guest when his cab pulled up to the front door, even if it wasn’t his own carriage he was climbing out of. Mr. Wilkes was there to meet him at the door and collect his hat and coat. “Lord Heathborough is in...”

Mr. Wilkes wasn’t able to finish the thought as a door somewhere in the hallway opened, and Robert could hear Lord Heathborough’s familiar steps coming towards them. “Is that Mr. Clarkson, Wilkes? You were able to make it. Wonderful. Sorry for the short notice. We’d just missed Smithson’s note when we left for Sussex.”

If it hadn’t been an absurd notion, Robert would have though Lord Heathborough was babbling from a fit of nerves. But what on earth did he have to be nervous about? “It was very kind of you to ask me.” Lord Heathborough was so handsome in his dark suit and starched linen shirt. No cravat, Robert noticed, and he didn’t know if he should hope he’d be asked to do it up for him, to stand near that broad chest and touch however lightly the strong shoulders, or if he should hope to be allowed to stay back where his stirring cock wouldn’t be noticed and temptation would be kept out of his reach.

“Think nothing of it. When I saw there were two tickets, I remembered how good of you it had been to drop everything and come to Sussex with me, and I wanted to express my gratitude.”

Express his gratitude. What if this was all there was? What if Lord Heathborough was indeed nervous because he had to figure out how to tell Robert that his services were no longer required? “Did anything else requiring my attention come while we were gone?” He hoped something had. What if closing up the manor house was the last thing Lord Heathborough needed him for? What if this evening out was a way of saying thank you for your assistance but I won’t be needing you anymore?

“Mr. Larkin wants to review the changes to the contract Monday. He’s proposed a few things I’d like you to look over.”

Robert relaxed. The Larkin contract. He was still needed for that. “Then we’ll be working at the office on Monday?”

“I suppose we will; unless it seems urgent enough to go over tomorrow. Would you like to come through for a drink?”

It seemed churlish to say anything but “Yes, thank you.”

Lord Heathborough led him back down the hallway he’d come from and through to the drawing room.

Robert had never been in any of the formal rooms before, although, from the furnishing, he doubted this was one of the most formal ones. The walls were dark wood, and there were several bookcases. It almost looked like the sort of room Lord Heathborough would use to greet friends. Perhaps he considered Robert a friend. Then Robert noticed the wall in the corner and grinned. “I see you’ve hung your picture.”

“As I doubt anyone’s going come demanding the return of it, I thought it was probably safe to display it.”

Robert nodded. And then he noticed what was below. A small potted rose bush, yellow roses, like the picture. He swallowed. Was that some kind of a sign? Was Laurence trying to ask him something? Or was it just the sort of table where one put flowers and the housekeeper thought it would be nice to match the picture? But potted roses, a little rosebush, surely that wasn’t accidental. And found so quickly. It must have been a bit of a hunt to find the proper sort of roses. And why the yellow roses by the soldiers? Why not the more prominent pink roses by the swing? Robert licked his lips. “Have you determined what our friends are doing with their mysterious hands?”

“I’ve been on my own, and I thought we’d decided that wasn’t a one-man task.”

“Are you saying you’d like some assistance with your experiments?” Robert didn’t know whether to hope the answer was yes or no.

“Are you offering?”

“I suppose I am.” He stepped up to the rosebush and arranged his left hand the way the dark-haired soldier held his, slightly extended by the angle of the shoulder.

“I think it’s turned out a bit,” Lord Heathborough said, looking at the pair of them.

Robert turned his hand in so the palm would face whoever was standing beside him.

“No, the other way. Wait, I’ve an idea.” Lord Heathborough grabbed the table and pulled it, roses and all, away from the wall. Then he went across the room and came back with a large mirror that had been above the fireplace. He leaned the mirror against the wall where the table had been. “There, can you see both?”

Robert understood the plan at once. “I can, but you’ll be cut off from the mirror like this. Let me move the table.”

Between them, they got the table and the mirror arranged so they could see the painting and their reflection at the same time and compare the two. “All right,” Lord Heathborough said, “into position.” He took the pose of the blond man. “How’s this?”

Robert wondered if he’d done that because Robert had expressed a preference for the blond or because Robert had already taken the brunet’s role. “A little higher and more stretched.”

“That seems right, don’t you think? Now you.”

Robert could feel Lord Heathborough watching him as he stepped into place beside the rose bush and held out his hand. For a moment, he considered fumbling, pretending he was trying to find the right spot, and then he decided it wasn’t worth it. He needed to know what Lord Heathborough meant by this. He slid his hand directly into Lord Heathborough’s, pressing their palms together. He felt Lord Heathborough’s fingers wrap around his at once, strong and smooth and not about to let go. Robert’s mouth felt dry, but he managed to avoid trembling too noticeably. “I think this is it,” he whispered, “don’t you?” 

Lord Heathborough’s hand stayed put, and his thumb began to stroke across Robert’s knuckles. “It feels right, I think, don’t you?”

“Very right.” Robert leaned against Lord Heathborough, resting his head against the other man’s shoulder. In the mirror, he saw a small smile play across Lord Heathborough’s lips. Beautiful, tempting lips. Robert distracted himself quickly. “I see you chose not to attempt a cravat. Is that the new fashion?”

“I thought I might start a fashion—unless of course, I could press you into service as my valet again.”

Robert smiled. “Certainly. What would you like this evening?”

“I’ll leave the choices to you.”

There was something suggestive in the way the words fell from Lord Heathborough’s lips, or was Robert reading things into it? Robert swallowed and dropped Lord Heathborough’s hand. He went to the desk where Lord Heathborough had laid out several starched cravats, all proper evening white. Not much of a choice there. He took the first length of cloth. “As these still have all their starch, suppose we try a mathematical?”

Lord Heathborough nodded. “As I said, your choice.”

Robert brought the cloth over and brought it around Lord Heathborough’s neck. As he adjusted the folds, his fingers brushed Lord Heathborough’s cheek. Lord Heathborough didn’t move away. Robert stared hard at the folds of cloth and raised his hand slightly, letting it brush against Lord Heathborough’s cheek and linger there. He had to know. He was seeing clues everywhere. He had to know if that was all in his mind or if Lord Heathborough really might be interested. Lord Heathborough’s cheek looked smooth, but it was slightly bristly. He must not have shaven when he dressed. Robert could imagine what that roughness would feel like against his cheek, against his neck, against the sensitive skin inside his thighs. He shouldn’t have thought of that. A sigh nearly escaped him at that image. 

Lord Heathborough turned his head ever so slightly, just enough so with the slightest movement Robert could go from touching his cheek to cradling it. Robert let his thumb brush along the cheekbone, back almost to Lord Heathborough’s ear. Lord Heathborough turned his head a fraction more and let his lips brush Robert’s palm. Robert slid his hand back along Lord Heathborough’s jaw until he could tangle his fingers in Lord Heathborough’s hair. Lord Heathborough responded at once, wrapping both arms around Robert’s back and pulling him closer. Robert tipped his head up and closed his eyes as Lord Heathborough’s lips brushed against his. His lips parted, and Robert could feel the warmth of Lord Heathborough’s tongue as it slid across his lips, then a little nip as Lord Heathborough sucked on Robert’s lower lip. Robert tangled his fingers deeper into Lord Heathborough’s hair, pulling him closer. He could taste the remains of brandy on Lord Heathborough’s lips as his tongue darted out to meet Lord Heathborough’s. He felt Lord Heathborough’s arms tighten around him as he moaned against Robert’s lips. “Robert. Dearest Robert.”

Robert rubbed himself against Laurence’s chest—surely he couldn’t be expected to think of the man he was kissing by his title—as he whispered, “Yours, Laurence. Your Robert.”

The clock on the mantel struck the hour, and Laurence pulled back with a sigh. “If we actually want to go to the theater, I suppose we should leave.”

“I...I suppose.” There were now quite a few things Robert would rather do than go to the theater, but it seemed churlish to mention them, particularly as Laurence—surely he could call him Laurence now that he’d kissed him—had arranged this as a treat for him.

Laurence’s hand slid along Robert’s shoulder. “If the playwright weren’t someone I knew personally, I would seriously consider calling off and insisting my solicitor and I work late.”

Robert smiled a little. “That does sound pleasant.”

“Then perhaps you would be persuaded to come back with me after the theater and pursue other projects?” Laurence slid his fingers along Robert’s jaw, starting with the sensitive skin behind his ear and ending with a caress to the hollow of his throat.

“Someone needs to make certain you can get out of a well-tied mathematical knot.”

“I can think of no one I’d rather have see to it.”

Robert stepped closer and took the ends of the cravat again. “Then I’d best get this sorted out so we can go.”

“The sooner gone, the sooner returned?”

“Something like that.”

Laurence chuckled and held still while Robert performed the series of twists and knots that resulted in a well-tied mathematical knot. “Now you’re presentable.”

Laurence turned to look in the mirror. “Better even than Johnson did it. I should hire you on full-time as a valet.”

Robert chuckled but allowed himself to imagine that. To imagine a career that involved dressing and undressing Laurence, sleeping in a room off of his, traveling with him. He pulled his thoughts back to the present. An evening at the theater followed by dinner and a return to this house to continue with...well, with that, should be more than enough for anyone.

“Now let me finish your toilette.” Laurence went to the flower arrangement and broke off a pair of yellow roses, which he brought to Robert and arranged one in his buttonhole. “Very distinguished. We shall start a new style, I think.”

Robert smiled. “I think it should be a style for two.”

“Just us, hmm? I can think of many things I’d like to be a style for two.” Laurence gave him a quick embrace then went to the door, tucking the other rose into his buttonhole. “Let’s see if the carriage is ready.”

 

{--*--}

 

Laurence couldn’t concentrate on the play. He supposed it was good as the rest of the audience seemed to be laughing at the right places and applauding when the curtain fell. More importantly, Robert seemed to be enjoying it. He laughed with the rest of the audience and applauded enthusiastically at what Laurence assumed were the right moments. He also turned whenever the action on stage was at a critical point, when the motion wouldn’t be noticed, and smiled at Laurence. That kept him distracted through most of the first act, and he spent the second act wondering if Robert would be terribly disappointed if they didn’t go to the Clarendon for dinner afterward. Toasted cheese in his room was starting to sound very good.

 And then the play was over, but he couldn’t run out the door, even though he wanted to. He’d gone to the trouble of coming to the theater and spent almost three hours he could have been at home with Robert there. The whole point of it was to support the playwright, and that meant at least a token visit to him backstage. Laurence caught Robert’s hand so they wouldn’t be separated in the press and led the way to the office where he knew Smithson would be holding court. Robert’s hand felt so right in his, he started to wonder how necessary dinner was. But he’d promised Robert, and he intended to show him a good time, spoil him a little, do something nice. 

The line outside of the office where Smithson and the director were holed up was depressingly long, but Laurence joined it. Robert stood very close to him so they wouldn’t be separated, and if the jostling crowd pushed them together a little closer than was proper, there wasn’t much that could be done about that, now was there?

“I’ve never been backstage of a theater before,” Robert said as he pressed against Laurence’s side to let a group leave the office. 

“Is it what you imagined?”

Robert looked around. “It looks right, but it’s both busier than I expected and less busy, if that makes sense.”

“It does.” There were actors running around asking if someone had seen this shoe or that person or any newspaper with a review, but it was a smaller house, so no divas throwing fits or yelling maestros. 

“And very crowded.” Robert glanced up slyly. “It would be quite a problem if someone were hungry and eager for their dinner.”

Laurence glanced over to see how to interpret that statement. Was Robert hungry and wanting to leave? The look burning in his eyes told Laurence everything. He leaned in, “The rest of the evening is up to you. The Clarendon will have no trouble filling our table if you aren’t hungry. I’m quite content with toasted cheese in the study.” If it’s with you. But he didn’t say that. No point in scaring Robert off before they’d done anything. Or would it be better to before it was too late?

“Oh, I am hungry, but I doubt the Clarendon serves what I want.”

Laurence squeezed Robert’s arm. There was no way they were going to dinner now. He was barely able to wait to see Smithson. He was quite tempted to leave a card and run off, when the door opened again and he heard, “Lord Heathborough! How marvelous that you came. I didn’t know if you could on such short notice.” He’d never been so glad to hear Smithson’s voice before.

“It was a wonderful piece. A triumph.” He barely remembered it, but Robert had seemed to enjoy it, so it must have been good.

“The second act opening was incredibly clever,” Robert said.

“I was rather fond of that bit myself,” Smithson said with real pride.

Laurence remembered his manners at that point. “I should have introduced you. Mr. Clarkson, this is Mr. Smithson, the playwright. Mr. Clarkson is my solicitor.”

“Not Penroy anymore?”

“He’s representing Father, so he thought I should have someone of my own.”

“Oh, I can see why. Sorry about all of that.”

Laurence decided that had been meant in the same way one said “sorry” when hearing of a death. “Thank you. I don’t know what he’s thinking, or if he is.”

“Still, it was kind of you to come and to brave this press to see me.”

That was an opening to leave. To get Robert home to his bedroom. “The play was well worth it. I’ll be proud to tell people I saw it the night it opened and knew the playwright before his great success. But you have throngs clamoring for your attention, so I’ll leave you to the rest of your admirers.”

“It was a pleasure to meet you,” Robert said, as if he would have been quite happy to stay there and chat.

“Likewise,” Smithson said then turned to speak to some new person whose clothing suggested money and a willingness to spend it.

As soon as they were lost in the crowd again, Laurence leaned over to whisper to Robert, “Home?”

“Anywhere if you’re there.”

Laurence grabbed Robert’s arm hoping it looked like he was trying to keep them from being separated in the crowd and hurried him towards the doors.

 

{--*--}

 

The carriage ride home was a delicious torture for Laurence. Robert took the seat beside him rather than across as they had always done before, so he was able to slide his hand down and cover Robert’s beside him. As their fingers tangled together, Robert leaned over and rested his shoulder against Laurence’s, pushing against him gently. Laurence leaned into him. Robert’s head turned ever so slightly, and Laurence felt a brush of warm breath against his cheek as Robert whispered, “Never thought I’d dislike gas lighting so much. Otherwise, I could kiss you here.”

Laurence moaned softly at the thought. “Home, soon, anything we want.”

Robert made a small hum of approval and pressed a little closer.

And then they were at the house, and not a moment too soon, Laurence thought. They hurried out of the carriage, and Robert hesitated, as if he expected to have to pay the driver, Laurence realized as Hoyle brought the carriage to the stables. He kept forgetting Robert wouldn’t be used to the life he led, even with his father in prison. Wilkes had the door open as they approached the front steps. It gave him an excuse, although a thin one, to rest his hand on Robert’s back as he led him into the house.

Wilkes helped them out of their coats and gathered the hats and gloves. “You’re home earlier than expected, my lord, or we’d have been prepared. We thought you were planning to go to dinner after the theater.”

He hadn’t thought of that. What was he going to tell the servants, and how was he going to get a bit of privacy? “Mr. Clarkson was tired. He’s not used to these sorts of hours.”

“I see, my lord.”

As excuses went, it was terrible. They had planned to be out much later than this. But he was committed to it now, so he kept babbling. “That’s why I brought him back here. He didn’t want to wake his household.” 

That only made it worse, but Wilkes didn’t seem to notice. “Then he will be staying the night? I’ll have one of the guest rooms turned out for him.”

Robert chose that moment to yawn. Laurence hoped he wasn’t actually tired, at least not too tired for the plans he’d been making all the way back in the carriage. But it did give him an idea. “Don’t bother. I think he needs to get into bed as soon as possible.” Only not for sleep. “Johnson’s bed in the dressing room is still made up. That will do for him.”

“Sounds perfect,” Robert murmured.

“If your lordship doesn’t mind. I’ll send Collin up with hot water at once. Would you like some dinner sent up as well?”

If they were going to be disturbed anyway, they might as well eat. “Some bread and cheese will do. Have someone bring it with the hot water.” Then they would only be disturbed once.

“Very good, my lord.” Wilkes bowed and left to arrange the food.

As soon as he was gone, Laurence grabbed Robert’s hand and dragged him towards the staircase. He’d never brought Robert past the second-floor office, so the bedroom hallway would be new to him. “First door to the left of the stairs is mine.” In case he would need to find it on his own sometime. “The one to the right is the largest guest room. That’s where I’d normally put you if your visit had been planned for.”

Robert glanced in that direction. “Seems a bit far away.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Laurence wondered if there was a room closer to his that could be transformed. He didn’t really need a dressing room, did he? But that would seem odd. And then Robert pressed against his side, and he decided he had more important things to think about at the moment. Like getting into his room and the door closed.

Laurence watched Robert’s reaction as he pulled him through the door and shut it behind them. He wanted Robert to like it, to like being in his private space, to like being with him. Robert was standing in the middle of the room, looking around, fidgeting with his cuffs. Laurence wondered if he was regretting coming or just nervous and uncertain what to do. The door to the dressing room was open, and Robert wandered that way. Laurence followed him into the small room. Robert turned to grin at Laurence. “So this is where I’m sleeping, hmm?”

The grin seemed to answer his question. Just nerves, no regrets. Laurence grabbed Robert’s hand and pulled him close. “I didn’t think you were planning on doing much sleeping tonight.” He didn’t give Robert a chance to answer. He’d been waiting all night to be near him, and Wilkes would send Collin up with food and hot water at any minute, but he could still at least satisfy the edge of his hunger. He bent forward just a hair, just enough to press his lips against Robert’s. Robert’s lips parted at once, and his tongue darted out, tasting, testing. Laurence pulled him closer and nipped at his lower lip as Robert slid his hands up and tangled them in in Laurence’s hair. The smallest moan escaped his lips, and then they heard the scrape of the door, and Robert pulled away. 

“This will do just fine, my lord. Thank you for your hospitality.”

“Think nothing of it. Is that you, Wilkes? Just leave everything in there.”

Wilkes left the tray of bread and cheese on the desk and watched as Collin got the washstand in order and left. Wilkes bowed slightly. “Will you be needing anything else, my lord?”

Laurence glanced at Robert, who nodded. Hopefully, that meant he wasn’t too kiss-swollen to go out and not that Robert required something. He went into his bedroom. “No, Wilkes, I’m fine. I can undress myself tonight, and Mr. Clarkson is quite capable. You may tell the staff they can retire as soon as they’ve finished their work. And no need to bother with the fire in the morning. Mr. Clarkson isn’t used to that much activity, and I don’t want to wake him.” 

“I understand, my lord.” Wilkes nodded his head in the direction of the room and made a quick motion with his hand that suggested drink. It was as good an excuse as any, so Laurence nodded. No one would think it odd that a night at the theater ended with a bit much to drink, especially as they were friends of the playwright, more or less.

When Wilkes was gone, Robert came out of the dressing room. He’d already removed his coat, waistcoat, and cravat and loosened the ties on his shirt. Laurence could see the ridges of his collarbone and the hollow of his throat, and all he could think of was running his tongue along them, pressing kisses there, following the dusting of hair further down.

“So I’m too drunk to be woken in the morning?”

“I intend to make you too sore to be woken in the morning,” Laurence growled and advanced again. This time Robert flung himself into Laurence’s arms and pressed his lips to Laurence’s, pressing his tongue along the seam until Laurence opened to him then sliding his tongue in and tasting, rubbing along the sensitive area on the roof of Laurence’s mouth. Laurence wondered what that tongue would feel like in other places, then Robert’s hands were fumbling with his waistcoat buttons, and he had other things to think about. Like how quickly he could feel his skin against Robert’s.

Robert broke the kiss long enough to drag Laurence’s shirt over his head and then remove his own. When the fabric had been pulled away, Laurence drew Robert close, pressing their chests together. Robert was slim, with the lightest bit of dark hair dusted across his chest. Laurence rubbed against him, feeling the rasp of hair against his skin. Robert slid his hand up along the edge Laurence’s chest, brushing against his neck just as he did when he adjusted Laurence’s cravat, only this time his hand continued, sliding along his cheek until it tangled in Laurence’s hair, pulling him down into another kiss. Laurence parted his lips and let Robert have his way with him, moaning as Robert’s tongue darted in again, rubbing and tasting.

Then Robert pulled away just far enough to whisper, “Bed?”

Laurence grabbed Robert’s hand and all but dragged him there, pulling at the buttons of his trousers as he went. Robert seemed better at undressing than he was. At least Robert had his trousers off by the time they were collapsing on the coverlet. Laurence took advantage of the expanse of skin in front of him to press Robert onto the bed and start exploring all the hidden places he’d imagined when he’d lain in bed alone in his room at Burfield Manor. He nuzzled Robert’s neck, along his collarbone, then ran his tongue along the valley in the center of Robert’s chest, licking and kissing his way down along his belly to his hips. There was a line of bruises there, some old and yellow, most small purple things, one rather large and painful looking. Laurence let his hands stray to them, trying to understand why. He could feel Robert tense under him, afraid of being touched perhaps? No, he realized, afraid of what Laurence would think. Laurence brushed his lips over the spot, kissing as gently as he could until he felt the tension leave Robert and the only thing stiff about him was where Laurence’s lips were moving next.

“You,” Robert hissed from his place on the bed. “Want you too.”

Laurence was quite enjoying himself, but at the sound of Robert’s voice, normally so precise, now inarticulate with need, he felt his cock stiffen further if that were possible and press against his trousers. He pulled himself away from Robert long enough to shed the last of his clothes and rearrange himself on the bed to give Robert access to his body, then returned to savoring Robert. 

He was just sliding his tongue along the tip of Robert’s cock, tasting the saltiness there, when he felt Robert’s mouth on him, warm and wet and engulfing the head of his cock, swirling his tongue over it then sucking lightly. Laurence glanced down and saw Robert was focused entirely on him, Robert’s lips stretched around his cock, Robert’s right hand caressing his sac, the left on his thigh. It was just as Laurence had imagined when he’d watched Robert intently going over papers, only that attention focused on him was even better than he’d imagined. 

Robert looked up from under his lashes and saw Laurence watching him. He managed something that looked like a grin without removing his mouth from Laurence then began humming softly. Laurence gasped as Robert sucked harder then clamped his own mouth around Robert’s cock. It felt too good, and he wasn’t about to let his lover continue without also letting him feel the same. He was rewarded with a moan from Robert that vibrated along his shaft. He sucked harder, wanting to share the feeling. The cock in his mouth jerked against his tongue, then he tasted Robert’s spend filling his mouth. It was too much, and he felt his own cock release into Robert’s mouth. When the last tremors had left him, Laurence collapsed back on the bed. 

He watched Robert gently draw back, watching the strangely erotic way his cock slipped from Robert’s mouth and the fastidious way Robert wiped his lips with the back of his hand. Robert felt his gaze and looked down. He held out his arms, and Laurence crawled across the bed to collapse with his head on the pillow, pulling Robert close against his chest. 

“Been wanting to do that for a long time,” Robert whispered.

“So have I,” Laurence murmured into Robert’s hair. “And quite a few other things.”

Robert ran a small line of kisses along his shoulder. “Wouldn’t want you to be unsatisfied.”

Laurence chuckled. “No worry of that.” 

 

{--*--}

 

Robert woke up and lay very still for a moment, groggily wondering if he had just experienced the best dream he could remember having. As the sleep fog cleared from his mind, he could tell he was lying on top of a hard chest that smelled of Laurence’s citrusy soap, with dark hair scratching against his cheek, and a strong arm draped over his shoulders and soft sheets covering the rest of him. For a moment he panicked and wondered how to untangle himself without waking Laurence so he could get to his own bed before the servants came to light the fire, and then he remembered that Laurence had thought of that, and the servants wouldn’t come until they were called. Because they thought he’d been drunk, but that hadn’t seemed to matter. And that meant he had time to wake Laurence in a far pleasanter way. 

Laurence’s arm prevented him from moving too far, so he rolled over until he could press his lips to Laurence’s chest. He brushed a few small kisses along Laurence’s collarbone then licked the hollow of his throat. 

Laurence made a small hiss of pleasure and moved his grip on Robert’s shoulder. Robert took advantage of the shifting arm to change position so that when Laurence’s arm dropped around him again, he was able to reach Laurence’s nipple. He licked slowly around the little pebble of flesh, not touching the sensitive spot yet, keeping to the rosy skin around it. He heard Laurence whimper in his sleep. Robert let his tongue dart over the nub, just enough to get Laurence’s attention before he returned to teasing him. 

He kept at it until he felt Robert inhale sharply, then he slowed, lightly licking and nipping until he felt Robert relax under him, but this time alert and awake, and when Robert strayed close to his nipple, the moan was audible. Robert let his mouth cover Laurence’s nipple, grazing his teeth over the edge until it was hard then sucking at it.

Laurence moaned again. “Nice to wake up like this.”

“Mmm,” Robert hummed in agreement, earning a little gasp from Laurence at the vibration.

“Wouldn’t mind it every day.”

Robert flicked his tongue lightly before returning to sucking. Every morning like this would be perfect. Of course, that would mean telling Father why he’d been gone every morning. That was the one bit of the evening he was dreading. Not that he’d tell him that he’d slept with Laurence, but Father would be furious that he hadn’t come home or sent word of where he was. Not that Father would be worried—he’d told him he’d be out with Lord Heathborough. Still, he doubted he could get away with saying he’d arrived home after everyone was in bed and left before any of them woke.

Laurence reached out and smoothed Robert’s hair back from his face. “But not until I know why there’s a little furrow between your brows.” Then Laurence’s voice changed slightly. He spoke lightly, but Robert could tell he was only pretending to joke now, to hide the seriousness of the question. “Not regretting last night, are you?”

Laurence deserved an answer, if for no other reason than to take the worry out of his voice. Robert pulled back so he could speak. “Of course not. Just trying to think what I’ll tell my father when I sneak in.” There, if Laurence was going to laugh about him living with his father, best to get it over with now.

Laurence kept stroking Robert’s hair. “Will he mind that you were out with Lord Heathborough?”

“That’s my one defense, actually.”

He felt Laurence relax under him. “Then it’s easy. Say I was too drunk to get home on my own, so you had to pour me through the door, and then it was too late for you to get home safely, so the staff made up a bed for you here.”

“You don’t mind if he thinks you were drunk?”

“Not if it gets you out of trouble. And it seems you were finding a suitable way to reward me for my selflessness.”

Robert laughed and went back to worrying at Laurence’s nipple with his tongue. He felt Laurence’s hand tangle in his hair, holding him in place. Laurence’s other palm slid down his back, rubbing the muscles as it went. Robert arched up towards it as he nipped and sucked. The hand went further, cupping Robert’s bottom, squeezing. Robert moaned again and tried to concentrate on Laurence’s chest. And then Laurence slid the side of his hand along Robert’s crease, and then one damp finger began circling his passage, pressing at the puckered skin but not quite entering. Robert gasped and pressed back towards it, but Laurence kept circling and teasing. Robert clamped his mouth around Laurence’s nipple and began nipping and sucking. He was rewarded with one damp finger slipping fully inside him, then a second, thrusting inside him, until they brushed the right spot and he couldn’t think of anything but the feeling of Laurence’s fingers in him. Laurence’s fingers moved again, and Robert arched up, Laurence’s chest forgotten in his need to get closer to those fingers. Laurence’s hand fell away from his hair as Robert arched his back and rubbed against his lover, trying for more sensation. Laurence obliged, dropping the hand that had been tangled in Laurence’s hair down to hold their cocks together, stroking them as he thrust his fingers in Robert. Robert closed his eyes, rocking between Laurence’s hands, but that wasn’t what he wanted. He opened them again and focused on Laurence, who was watching him with a smile until he gasped himself and Robert felt hot spend against his cock. Laurence’s release was the final straw, and he thrust once more against his lover and felt his own release. He collapsed on top of Laurence. 

Vaguely, he felt Laurence press a kiss to the top of his head. “I could definitely wake up like this every morning.”

Robert was going to answer, but it was much simpler to press a kiss to Laurence’s shoulder and rest his eyes.

 

When they woke for the second time, Robert was again on top of Laurence, but this time he merely pressed a kiss to his lips before climbing out of bed.

“Not going to distract me again?” Laurence asked as Robert went to the wash basin and cleaned himself up with the cold water left from the night before.

“No, but if you ask nicely, I might help you do up your cravat.”

“Well, there is this gentleman in the office that I would like to impress.”

Robert located both of their shirts in the doorway to the dressing room. His was wrinkled but wearable. “Anyone I know?”

Laurence threw his trousers at him. “Handsome fellow. Doesn’t say much. Cooks a nice supper.”

“Hmm, sounds rather dull.”

Laurence came up behind him and wrapped his arms around Robert’s waist as he leaned in to whisper, “I assure you, he is anything but dull.” 

Robert leaned back against the hard chest behind him and almost let himself relax into the kiss. Then he remembered himself and sighed. “Did we want to get to your office to look at Larkin’s contract, or just let him have whatever he wants?”

Laurence sighed. “It’s tempting, but...” He pulled back a little, and Robert could feel him tensing behind him. “This isn’t the only night, is it?”

“Well, it’s hardly night now, but if you were amenable... I have to go home tonight so Father doesn’t wonder, but I could another time. More than another time...” Why was it so hard to say yes, I’d love to spend as many nights with you as you want? And days, and evenings, and mornings.

Laurence distracted him by pressing a kiss to his neck. “Then I suppose I can bear to cut this morning short. We’ll have to come up with some other excuse, though, or my staff and your father will think the pair of us the worst sort of drunkards. Now, were you going to help me with my neckcloth?”

 

 


Chapter 8

><

 

SUNDAY HAD BEEN THE LONGEST DAY Laurence could remember. There was no reason for Robert to come to the office, so Laurence had spent the day trying to distract himself from thoughts of him. It didn’t work particularly well. The only thing that distracted him from thoughts of what he’d like to be doing to Robert right then was worries about how Robert was dealing with his family and explaining where he’d been. Worry meant Laurence slept badly and left ridiculously early for the office on Monday. He’d barely gotten the lamps lit when he heard the front door open and Robert came in grinning. “So I’m not the only one who had trouble sleeping?”

Laurence had purposely kept the curtains drawn, so there was no reason he couldn’t cross the room and take Robert in his arms and press a kiss to his lips. Robert relaxed into his arms as if he’d been waiting to be there since they’d parted on Saturday. Laurence broke the kiss and rested his forehead against Robert’s. “Did you have any trouble explaining your absence?”

“No worse than usual. Father was quite prepared to believe you were the worst sort of reprobate. But I won’t be able to stay tonight.”

Laurence had known that was too much to hope for.

“But I think I can arrange for tomorrow night.”

Laurence smiled. That sounded as if Robert was as eager as he was to be together again. “Perfect, or almost as perfect as tonight would have been.”

Robert rested his head against Laurence’s chest. “I suppose we should start getting ready to see Mr. Larkin.”

“I suppose,” Laurence agreed but didn’t make any move to let go of Robert. They’d both arrived early. There was no reason for them to hurry.

 

{--*--}

 

Laurence glanced down at his pocket watch. He couldn’t believe it was half past six. The day seemed to have gone much faster than normal. Once Larkin had left, Laurence had moved his papers into the main office so he could be near Robert. Even though they hadn’t spoken much, being too wrapped up in their respective tasks, simply being in the same room as Robert, being able to glance up and see him sitting just across the floor, his head bent over his papers, or sometimes meeting his eyes as he glanced up at the same moment, had made the day seem more interesting. Laurence could imagine doing the same every day, riding in the carriage with Robert, sitting in the same office with him, then going home together. 

Not home tonight, though—Robert had other obligations. So did he, and he would do well to remember them. He pushed back his chair. “That seems a good day’s work.” And it had been, now that he thought of it. Larkin’s meeting had been short and late, and they’d done nothing but exchanged the clauses they wanted to change, making him wonder if it was even worth continuing to pursue the deal, but after that, he and Robert had accomplished quite a bit reading statements from companies he’d already invested in and getting the tenant matters finalized from their trip.

Robert didn’t look up. “I’ll just finish this last clause. And the royalty agreement.”

Laurence collected up his papers and stuffed them in the drawer. “If you think you should.”

Robert finally looked up when he heard the drawer close. “Oh, you meant you were leaving?”

Laurence hid his grin. Robert could focus so completely on something that interested him... And the other night it had been Laurence that interested him... He swallowed. Robert wasn’t coming home with him tonight, but perhaps tomorrow... “As I have nothing more interesting to do tonight, I was going to stop by my club and try to hear the latest gossip on Father. I know half of it won’t be true and the rest will have been garbled by the time it gets there, but I’ve realized I should know what the ton is saying about him. And dinner makes a good excuse. At least it sounds better than saying, ‘to hear the latest gossip on my traitor Father’ when I’m asked why I’m there.”

“Then you’ll need to be there in time to have dinner. I’ll just take the rest of this home with me.” Robert stood and began gathering up the papers.

But Laurence recognized a hint of disappointment in his tone. “You don’t like to take work home?” That was surprising. Robert seemed like such a conscientious man and a hard worker.

“It’s just that Father tends to ask questions and interrupt. But I can avoid telling him anything important, not to worry.”

“Nonsense. I have a spare key to the office at home.” He pulled the one he’d brought with him out of his pocket and left it on the desk. “Just lock up when you’re done.”

Robert looked down at the key. “You don’t mind?”

“Of course not. You really ought to have your own copy anyway, in case you come in early again.’

“Thank you then. It will be easier while I’m working with you.”

Laurence paused with one arm in his overcoat. While I’m working with you. He’d forgotten that this was a temporary arrangement. Somehow, he’d thought Robert would always be there now. But why would he? Why would he want to tie his legal career to the son of a traitor and soon to be former earl? Laurence pulled his coat on and tried to sound casual as he said, “As I said, I have another key at home, so keep that as long as you like.” His voice sounded steady enough, so he risked turning around to say, “And don’t exhaust yourself by working too long.”

Robert’s eyebrows shot up, and Laurence had the impression no one had ever told him to take care of himself before the work. 

Robert picked up the key and slipped it into his coat pocket. “I should be able to tell Father I have to work late on this again tomorrow, and I might end up staying at your townhouse so Mrs. Brent isn’t put out by my late return.”

That made everything seem much brighter. “I take it she’s your housekeeper? Whatever you can say, whenever you can stay. I have no plans that can’t be altered, none whatsoever for the foreseeable future.” That sounded too formal, so he added, “Unless a particularly handsome solicitor happens to have plans for me.”

“I think he’ll come up with some.” Robert grinned. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow. Here or the house?”

“If Larkin’s coming back, might as well start out here. Then we can return to the house for the more interesting portions of the day.” Robert had already gone back to his papers, so Laurence leaned over the desk and pressed a kiss to the top of Robert’s head. Robert looked up in surprise then reached across the desk and pulled Laurence to him and captured his mouth. Laurence parted his lips at once and let Robert’s tongue dart inside, exploring and tasting, until Laurence finally pulled back and whispered, “If I don’t leave now, I won’t.”

“Until tomorrow, then,” Robert whispered against his lips, then he let go and sank back into his chair.

 

Laurence’s mind was so occupied with the question of what he would do the next evening to show Robert how badly he wanted him to stay that he barely noticed when the carriage stopped in front of his townhouse, and as he got out of his carriage, he almost ran directly into the man standing on the pavement. He was about to apologize, but the man began speaking before he could form any words. “Would you like to give us a comment on your future father-in-law’s pending insolvency?”

Press. So Father had given another interview to some newspaper or another. Or had they learned of his relationship with Robert? Was this the start of blackmail? Of course not. There was no way they could know. Not unless Robert had said something. And then the question struck him. Insolvency? Father-in-law? Then why the farce about wanting to marry his fortune to Laurence’s title? It certainly explained the rush Miss Donovan had been in to secure the engagement. If she had accepted him when his father was a traitor, it would have been churlish of him to reject her because her father was broke, particularly as he had a fortune of his own. 

And then something else struck him. The whispers about a stock scandal financing the plot to kill the king. What if Donovan were somehow a part of his father’s plot? What if Father had been trying to drag him into the plot? His business, his connections? Penroy would know. And he would have been there if there was an interview. The club would have to wait, even though it would probably be buzzing with this news. If only Robert were here. He could be trusted to go and to talk to Penroy and find out what he knew, and Laurence could get the gossip from the club.

The reporter’s voice broke into his thoughts. “Did you have a comment, my lord?” 

“I am afraid you have been misinformed.”

“Then Mr. Donovan is not insolvent?”

“I have no idea about Mr. Donovan’s business affairs. I meant you are mistaken about my prospects. I do not have anyone who could be considered a future father-in-law to comment on.” He marched up to the front door. He’d barely let the knocker fall when Wilkes opened it just enough to admit him then locked it firmly behind him. “How long has he been there?”

“An hour or so, my lord. There were several more earlier, but they have mostly left, and the remaining ones have stopped knocking at the door.”

“How did you manage that?”

“Katie’s brother boxes for Tom Belcher. She sent for him to act as doorman for a few hours. As he was involved in one of the warm-up bouts last night, it was quite effective.”

“I expect it would be. Pay him for the trouble and give him dinner and ask him back whenever we need a bit of muscle. In fact, you can give him my dinner. I’m going to see Mr. Penroy.”

“I would suggest going out through the garden. I have placed a ladder against the back wall. Mr. Jordan has obliged us on the other side.”

“Good thinking.” It seemed much easier to sneak out like a thief through the neighbor’s yard than to brave the reporters again. He had a feeling they would begin multiplying again now that one had heard he was at home.

 

Once Laurence had snuck out the back of the house and through the obliging neighbor’s yard, he was able to catch a hackney cab to Penroy’s office. The door was locked and the shades drawn, but Laurence could see that there was a lamp lit inside, letting a tiny line of light peek out from under the blind. So Penroy was there. He went to the door and pounded. Remembering the reporters outside of his own door, he also called, “Penroy, I need to see you.” Hopefully Penroy would recognize his voice. He didn’t want to alert any press informants of his name. The lamp shifted slightly, and then the door opened just enough to admit him.

“I rather thought you’d come.” Penroy motioned for him to go to the back office.

How could Penroy know about the reporters on his front step already? Unless it was something else. “Was there some crisis I don’t know about?”

“Mr. Clarkson seemed to think you knew about all of the crises I’m aware of.”

“Robert’s been here?” Why would Robert be visiting Penroy?

“Oh yes, he’s taken me to dinner more than once to thank me for sending a client his way. We’ve had several interesting discussions of some more obscure legal questions, mainly as they relate to attainder, purely theoretical of course. But it was the reporters that were of interest to me. After your father summoned Mr. Adams this afternoon, who he’s been asking for when he speaks to the press—apparently I object too often to his responses—several reporters seem to have been pestering my clerks, but as they have all been on holiday these past few weeks, none could give any answers. Combined with the information requests I have received about your fiancée’s family...”

“I don’t have a fiancée.”

“Future fiancée then?”

There was no way he would marry Miss Donovan now that he didn’t have to. Now that he had Robert at least for a little while. “I don’t foresee that happening.”

“Well, that’s a relief then. I have the feeling that her family was not exactly as it was represented to us.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“As Mr. Donovan is not my client, it seems acceptable for me to tell you that I have recently learned that his business matters are not at all as they were represented to us, or at least to me.”

“You mean he’s in debt?”

“As far as the business is concerned, up to his shirt collars, possibly higher, although he is a rather tall man. He simply left the majority of the debts out of the company papers that were sent to me, and as your father was most insistent that everything was in order... Well, I am quite sorry.”

“So Father knew this? Then why was he trying to marry me off to Miss Donovan? Isn’t it usually money for a title?”

Penroy stared at the desk. “It seems his personal finances may be all right as much of his wife’s money was held in trust for Miss Donovan. However, recently there have been some interesting questions being asked by reporters about the business.”

So Penroy wasn’t able to say. Why would Father want him to marry someone with a failing business? The stock swindle. That was what had been in the papers. “He was part of the scheme, wasn’t he? The money part. And somehow Father wanted to use me in it too.”

“I am limited by client confidentiality.”

“Penroy, it’s my father, and he’s deceiving me.”

“I’m sorry, my lord, but there is only so much that I can tell you.”

Laurence snorted. His father was using him and his business in his plans then telling the newspapers all about it, and Penroy was defending him.

“However, as what transpired this afternoon was said to a reporter with intent to have it made public, I do not think it would be considered a breach to tell you what was said there. But please don’t say you learned this from me.”

“All right.” It was little enough for Penroy to ask, although he wouldn’t have granted the man much more.

“According to the notes Mr. Adams took—and you will not ask how I saw those notes, correct?—Mr. Donovan’s business has been in trouble for some time. There are newer, better, more fashionable import businesses in town, ones that bring in better items and charge less. On top of that, he has made bad investments with the company funds, many of them in women and cards. As I said, much of his money is his wife’s and tied up in a trust. Your father asked him to keep the financial troubles a secret in exchange for your hand in marriage.”

“And Miss Donovan knew about this?”

“She did. She had been courting another gentleman, a viscount, before she set her sights on you at her father’s request.”

“Then it was lucky we met... that wasn’t even real either, was it?”

Mr. Penroy shook his head. “No, Mr. Johnson was instructed to see that some of your items made it into one of her parcels, then to inform the Donovans of your schedule of invitations so you could have chance meetings with her. I believe that was her one and only trip to Mr. Lackington’s bookshop.”

“Johnson? My valet was in on it? And you knew about it?”

“I am sorry that I could not tell you the part of the plan which I was aware of, my lord, but client confidentiality, and as I only knew of the arrangement of the first meeting between you, I did not realize the depth of the deception. I did try to put off the formal writing of marriage settlements and always encouraged your father to let nature take its course with the two of you.”

Which would have happened eventually if he’d still expected to inherit the title. “And how did this play into his scheme?”

“I am unaware of the details, but I assume it was to be a stock swindle. Force the price of the company up so his shares would be worth more then sell before the news hit, or buy into whatever company he thought would go up when Donovan’s fell. He had quite an array of these plans, it seems, plans that I knew nothing about, I assure you.”

“But Johnson was recommended to me. How did he get Johnson to help him?”

“How did you find Mr. Johnson’s services as a valet?”

“Miserable.” And then it struck him. “So why was he recommended to me?”

“Exactly. Considering the facts now at my disposal, I would suggest that Mr. Johnson was not a trained valet at all but an associate of your father’s. Beyond that, I don’t know.”

“But how did he manage the recommendation?”

“Who recommended him?”

“Mrs. Maguire. She said one of the footmen had heard that he had left Lord Redford’s employment.”

“And the footman in question?”

“Peterson. He’s worked for me for three years now.”

“Your father had a footman by the same name.”

“A different Peterson.”

“A different man perhaps, but the family?”

“Are you saying my father planted a footman in my house?”

“I don’t know. He wasn’t foolish enough to tell me everything, or anything that I would be obligated to report to the authorities. I am merely following the facts to their logical conclusion. Perhaps Mr. Clarkson would have some ideas. He is also bound by confidentiality, but to you, not your father.”

“How would Robert know?”

“He’s a clever man. He observes things. And perhaps he’s gotten the staff to speak to him at meals or some such.”

“He eats with me.”

“Still, he may have noticed something. And he can certainly talk to them.”

Laurence sighed. “And you don’t know anything more about the swindle?”

“I’m afraid not. I wasn’t in the room when he was interviewed. What I have gleaned has been speculation at best. I suggest you take the morning papers if you wish to know the details. I have the feeling they will soon be forthcoming.”

It wasn’t Penroy’s fault Father had finally gotten enough sense to keep him out of his newspaper confessions, only unfortunate that the sense hadn’t extended to not giving the interviews to begin with. “I suppose they will. Thank you.”

“And I will endeavor to keep you informed if I can. Good luck.”

Penroy showed him out and waited by the door until he found another hackney cab. The meeting with Penroy had not taken long, so he gave the address of his club. He’d have to eat anyway, and there was a chance he might overhear some rumor.

 

Laurence returned to the townhouse to find the reporters had grown bored and left or found a new place to hunt for gossip. Wilkes was still waiting to let him in quickly. “They’re gone?”

“Yes, my lord. Apparently, they became restless when no one entered or left for over two hours.”

“Very good. I’ll be going up to bed then. Send someone out in the morning for all of the early papers. All of them.” Perhaps it was a good thing Robert had not been able to stay the night; Laurence doubted he’d be very good company in the morning, particularly after seeing the papers, and he didn’t want Robert to see him like that, at least not until he’d convinced him to stay on for the foreseeable future.

“You are expecting another story?”

“Mr. Penroy thinks there will be.”

“Then I will have Collin go out first thing. Would you like something before bed?”

Laurence was going to say no, but it would take a few minutes for the staff to heat water and bring it up to his room. “Have Mrs. Maguire send tea and something up to the study.”

“Very good, my lord.”

Laurence went up to his study and pulled his chair closer to the fire. The painting of the swing was in his line of sight, making him miss Robert. It seemed it would be a little while longer before they could enjoy days together in the office if Robert would be taking meals with the servants and listening for gossip. Of course, he’d managed to fit in dinners with Penroy, so perhaps it wouldn’t be as disruptive as he thought. And they could still have as many evenings as they could come up with excuses for. He’d have to ask if Robert had learned anything interesting from Penroy, although why he would need to consult with him, Laurence couldn’t fathom. It wasn’t as if Penroy could give him any real information; the confidentiality that prevented him from talking to Laurence would apply to Robert as well.

Mrs. Maguire came in, interrupting his thoughts. “Tea and scones, my lord. Will there be anything else?”

“Not tonight, Mrs. Maguire.” Then he remembered Penroy’s theory. “Although I did have one question. How did you come to recommend Mr. Johnson to me?”

“Peterson suggested him to me, and he produced good references. I am sorry he didn’t live up to them.”

How could she have known? He’d been taken in by the references himself. “And did you know that Peterson was related to someone in my father’s house?”

“Of course, my lord.”

Laurence sat up. Was he the only one who didn’t know he’d been dragged into his father’s plans? “How?”

“It was mentioned when he applied for the position. I assumed you knew, seeing as you had been living there not long before he was hired, and it was well before we knew about...” She didn’t seem to know what to call the thwarted plot. “Did I do wrong, my lord?”

“No, no, it was merely a surprise. In future, tell me everything you know about the staff, even if you think I already know about it.”

“As you wish, my lord.” 

When Mrs. Maguire was gone, Laurence stared into the fire, picking apart one of the scones. So Mrs. Maguire had been suborned as well, not intentionally in her case, but still part of the plot against him. And if they could convince her to help, even inadvertently, who else had they convinced?

 

The bed seemed terribly empty without Robert curled beside him. How could it seem so different when the man had only been beside him for one night? And yet now he was finding it hard to get comfortable without him. 

Laurence tried another position, on his back this time, and let his mind go to the other question that was troubling him. How deep did this new scandal go? Everyone he’d hired in the last four years seemed to have been working for Father in some way or another. Even Melanie Donovan, who had seemed to be a chance meeting. Even Johnson, who had been a recommendation, had been suborned. Could Fenton have been part of it too? No, his valet’s inheritance had been real enough. Or had it? Now Laurence was questioning everything. It was Stanford Hartley all over again. He could ask Penroy to look into it, but Penroy was in on it too. Father had used him to get to Laurence. He’d ask Robert. He could trust Robert.

Or could he? He’d been Penroy’s suggestion. Why would Penroy send him to Glasson’s firm? Why suggest a solicitor who had been focusing on wills? He’d said he thought they would work well together. Why?

Laurence sat up. What if Penroy knew? What if he had figured out Laurence’s inclinations? Would he find a way to use that against him too? Or merely send him handsome young men who weren’t opposed to what he wanted to spy on him?

No, Robert wasn’t like that. He wasn’t a spy. At least Laurence didn’t think he was a spy. Would a spy have agreed to do what they had done in this very bed? Perhaps, if he were paid well enough. But would he have reacted like that? Laurence hoped not. He hoped that had been real.

How would he know? That was the problem. He buried his head in the pillow and tried to think what he could ask, what he could do, to get evidence either way.

 

{--*--}

 

When Robert woke up, it took him a moment to realize he was in his own bed, not Laurence’s. But he’d done a good job of laying the foundation for many nights in Laurence’s bed. He’d told Father how serious Laurence was, how many different sorts of businesses he had his hand in, how there were stacks of contracts needing his expertise. 

Of course, Father’s first words had been, “Doesn’t seem very dedicated if he goes out to the theater and gets so drunk you have to drag him home.” Robert had wanted to protest that Laurence was nothing of the sort, but that would have meant admitting why he had really spent the night at his house or allowing Father to think he was the one who’d gotten drunk. His hand had gone to his thigh, and he’d controlled that as well. Laurence had seen his bruises and clearly wondered about them. What would Laurence think of a man who could only control his emotions by hurting himself? No, he’d have to do better for Laurence’s sake. He’d summoned up all of his control and had calmly insisted he’d met several of Lord Heathborough’s contacts already, which was strictly speaking true, even though representing Mr. Larkin would be a clear conflict of interest, and he doubted Mr. Smithson would have any legal work to throw his way for years. But it had allowed him to insist, “I might be in a position to have my own practice soon. Just think, I’ll be out of your hair and in my own business with my own lodgings.”

Father had snorted in disbelief, of course, but he hadn’t argued when Robert had mentioned he’d be out late, possibly all night if the contract negotiations went as badly as he feared they would. It meant he would spend the day going over contracts with Laurence, perhaps lunch at the pub, and then the evening... That thought made him smile as he got out of bed and went to choose what he’d wear for the day. And he’d slip a change of linen and a second waistcoat into his bag just to be prepared.

Mrs. Brent had breakfast out when he got downstairs, but Father wasn’t awake yet. The day kept getting better. Robert filled his plate and sat down in his usual seat to the right of the head of the table. Father’s place was already set, with his newspaper laid across the plate. Robert glanced at the front page as he ate. Another article on Lord Burfield. As much as he hated reading them, he knew he ought to so he’d know what to expect when he got to the office. He tipped the paper so he could read the front without unfolding it. The fourth paragraph almost made him spill his tea. 

A stock swindle. Mentions of shares of Willoughby Canal Company. Laurence was invested in the Willoughby Canal Company. He didn’t seem to have any influence in the company, but he was invested in it. Did he know about this yet? Did anyone think he already did? Robert needed to see the contracts, check the dates, find something that would prove Laurence knew nothing about it. Worry made him lose his appetite completely 

He had the key to the office. There was no reason to wait. He could pick up all the newspapers on the way. Robert gulped down the last of his toast and hurried to grab his coat and bag. If he could get there before the press, he could look at the contracts and—what? Find something that proved Laurence had known nothing about the swindle and had made the investments in good faith? That would be good. Perhaps he could have everything neatly tidied up before Laurence even started to worry about it. Heaven knew the man had enough troubles with his father’s treason; he didn’t need his business ventures questioned as well. 

 

{--*--}

 

The office was eerily quiet when Robert went in. He unlocked the door and was about to pull up the blinds when he realized that would mean anyone passing by would know someone was there. He wasn’t sure what he was dealing with yet, and he didn’t want to have to discuss matters with agents of the Crown, or worse, disgruntled investors, until he knew exactly where they stood. Where Laurence stood, he reminded himself. He didn’t have any right to count himself as part of Laurence’s life. There was enough light for him to read as it was, so he relocked the door and went to sit in a corner of the office where he could take best advantage of the light and set to work on the newspapers. 

The Chronicle had the most comprehensive article. It seemed Lord Burfield had spoken directly to one of their reporters. It even listed the companies that the conspirators had used in the swindle, although only six of them had been mentioned directly by Lord Burfield—the rest were speculation on the part of the reporter. Robert noted down each name and any dates that were mentioned. Eventually, he would make a timeline of events. If he could show the timing didn’t work out, that would be a good way to prove Laurence’s innocence. 

 

It didn’t take Robert as long as he’d thought to compile the tentative list. When he’d finished, he carefully copied out everything in as close to chronological order as he could then looked at the resulting list. Of the twenty-four companies the conspirators had made money from by selling before a collapse, Laurence had done the same in six. Of the thirty companies they had made money on by investing before they became highly successful, Laurence had done the same in seven. Not conclusive but still interesting. He looked at the dates. Mostly from the beginning of the year before or the end of the previous year, the first four months of one and last two of the other, to be precise, with only two investments matching after April. That seemed to suggest something, but what, he didn’t know.

Maybe there was an answer in the files. Robert started opening the drawers Lawrence kept his completed research in and began to pull out folders. All thirteen of the companies he’d identified were there, with enough research to give any investor all the information they would need to make the kinds of decisions the conspirators had. Of course, that was what Laurence had used to make his decisions as well. So someone had come to the same conclusions Laurence had. Which of the conspirators could have done that? He couldn’t really see any of them doing the work necessary. Perhaps they had hired the same firm to conduct the research. But then why only thirteen of the fifty-four he’d seen mentioned? Perhaps someone had used these reports.

So who had access to these reports? Whoever compiled the information for them, that was obvious enough. They were all in Laurence’s handwriting, but Robert didn’t see any of the notes he had used to write the reports in the file.

And then there was the question of timing—how long after the report was compiled did Laurence think on it before acting? During that time, could anyone else have seen the information? He added those questions to the list he was making to ask Laurence. And who would know what he was buying and selling? That might be good to know. Could someone have been watching his accounts and seen when he bought or sold something, or were the conspirators selling before him? If there was a pattern, that could tell him something. Perhaps Penroy would have that information on some of the conspirators as he was Lord Burfield’s solicitor.

Robert was just about to add that thought to his list when the door to the office opened. Surely it was too soon for the Crown to come looking for evidence against Laurence. He glanced up. 

It wasn’t officers of the Crown at all, but Laurence himself, looking mad enough to strangle someone on the spot.

 

{--*--}

 

As he approached the office, Laurence could see that someone was already there. The curtains had been moved, and the sign in the door was slightly off. So who was it? The Crown come to see what sort of evidence they could find? There would be plenty. He’d extensively researched many of the companies mentioned in the morning’s papers. Or perhaps an agent for the Gilfords. That would make sense as well. They were on the run. They would need money. Why not try the swindle on their own to shore up their coffers? That would be better than the Crown. Agents of the Crown might just find enough to implicate him, and he might not be able to do anything but politely protest. Gilford’s agent could be punched, even strangled and thrown in the river. Whoever it was, they were not going to get away with it. 

Laurence marched up to the door and went to open it, only to find whoever was inside had locked it behind them. He fished around for his spare key and got the door open with slightly less fanfare than he’d expected. Nevertheless, he was able to fling it open and storm in to find Robert hiding in a corner, surrounded by files. His files, filled with all of his carefully collected research. “What are you doing here?” he growled.

Robert’s head snapped up. He had been deep in his investigations, all his concentration on the papers in front of him. To think Laurence had once loved that expression of concentration. This must have been why Robert had wanted the key last night. The Crown must have known the story would be in the papers and he would see it, so they had to act fast. And Robert was even smiling as he said, “Laurence, hello. I was....”

Laurence cut him off. “Are you working for the Crown or Lord Martford?”

“What?” If he hadn’t known better, Laurence would have thought Robert was genuinely confused.

“Who are you searching the files for, the Crown or Martford?”

Robert’s hand went to his leg, and he seemed to be pleating the fabric there. “Laurence, I don’t know what you mean.”

How could he not know what he meant? Laurence had trusted him, had... “Is that why you slept with me? To gain access to my files?”

Robert seemed so calm, butter wouldn’t melt, as his nurse used to say. He was pinching the fabric of his trousers hard now. “Laurence, if you’d let me explain.” 

It was Hartley all over again, but worse, as Hartley had only burst in on him, not... “Explain what? I trusted you. I trusted you with everything. Is that why you told me to take the painting? So you would have some hold over me?”

“Laurence, would you please start making sense?” Laurence thought he could hear the start of tears in Robert’s voice. If only that were true.

“Go.”

“Laurence...”

If he listened too much longer, he would start to believe he was hearing what he wanted to in Robert’s voice. “Just go!”

Robert put the file he’d been reading down carefully. He reached into his pocket and removed the office key. As he passed the desk, he let the key drop to the surface. Then his hand dropped to his thigh, and he seemed to be pinching himself until he reached the coat rack and had to have both hands free to put on his overcoat. Laurence continued to stare straight ahead, even when Robert turned back to try once more.

“Laurence, if you’d just listen.”

“Good-bye, Mr. Clarkson.”

Laurence didn’t move until he heard the door slam shut. Robert. He’d trusted Robert, and Robert had run here to—to what? Spy, that much was obvious. And he’d seemed so caring when they’d been together, so kind. And it had been an act. So who was he in danger from? The Crown? One of the other traitor lords? Some random thug in search of blackmail materials? Or was Robert merely a member of the press? Or a spy for Penroy? That was possible. Perhaps he’d been sent to get information on Laurence to use in Father’s defense, somehow saying it was his fault, not his father’s.

And that was utterly ridiculous. To begin with, there was no way to get Father off now that he was insisting on confessing every chance he had. And Penroy was not a traitor. He wouldn’t have engaged in some conspiracy, and he certainly wouldn’t have let an innocent man go to prison. And he wasn’t Father’s barrister anyway, merely his solicitor. It was possible that the barrister might have tricked him into something, but he thought Penroy was too clever to fall for it, and besides, what were the chances of someone finding a former clerk of Penroy’s who shared Laurence’s inclinations and was willing to participate in a little espionage? No, he was being ridiculous. Although there was still the question of why he recommended someone used to dealing with estates for Laurence’s business troubles.

So what was Robert doing here? That would give him a clue as to who sent him. Laurence went to look at the stack of notes on the floor. He carefully went through the folders that Robert had taken out. They were all ones that had been mentioned in the press. Why would he pull those? Everyone would already have known about them from Father’s article this morning. If he were looking for more evidence, wouldn’t he have looked in the other files, the ones that hadn’t been mentioned? There were notes in Robert’s hand as well. He hadn’t taken what he’d discovered with him. That would make for good reading. Laurence settled in and began sorting through the papers.

 

 


Chapter 9

><

 

WHEN ROBERT RAN FROM THE OFFICE, he passed the cabstand and kept walking. He didn’t trust himself to say anything, not even to give his address to the driver, not with the lump of unshed tears in his throat and the tightness in his belly as if all the pain from Laurence’s mistrust were gathering there. Besides, walking would make it take longer to get wherever he was going. Home—where else could he go? Laurence didn’t trust him. He thought he was a spy. Robert had thought, after their night together, maybe Laurence cared a little. Certainly not love. Robert wasn’t naive enough to think that someone like Laurence would fall in love with him, but he had thought they would spend time together, that maybe they could be friends. He pinched his thigh as he waited for a carriage to pass before crossing the street. Hadn’t the painting meant that? He’d understood at once why Laurence would be attracted to the soldiers who had obviously been holding hands in the garden, and why that particular painting would matter to him. He had thought that had been a matter of trust between them, and Laurence had thought he would use it for blackmail.

Not that he could blame Laurence. He’d been blackmailed before for his inclinations, but his father’s title and power had shielded him. He would lose that soon, and while he had money of his own, the pillory or prison were still real possibilities. And what reason did he have to trust Robert? A few contracts negotiated? That was his job. Sneaking a painting away from the Crown? Laurence didn’t know he’d understood, and without that fact, it made him seem less trustworthy, not more so. A night of passion? What better way to get blackmail material than to fashion it himself? And Laurence didn’t know the most important bit, because Robert hadn’t told him. He could never hurt Laurence because he loved Laurence too much. Without that fact, none of the others really mattered. He couldn’t blame Laurence for not understanding that.

The tightness in his belly became painful, and he squeezed the skin of his hip again, hard, then reminded himself he was going to try to stop doing that, not that it mattered anymore. Laurence wasn’t going to see him again, naked or otherwise, so he wouldn’t see the bruises. Ironic, he pinched himself so there was a way to see how hurt he was since he could never manage to say anything about it, then hid the bruises so no one would see them either. And he ought to stop. The bruises he’d brought up when Laurence had been yelling were still hurting, and he was sure that was a sign he’d done some sort of damage.

 

That decision lasted until he was walking up the front steps. Perhaps he would be lucky and Father would still be asleep. Or would be yelling at one of the servants. Or anywhere other than his study or the front hallway so Robert could sneak upstairs without being seen. He would just clasp his hands behind his back as soon as he got the door locked and run upstairs as soon as he could.

But he’d barely gotten the door closed when he heard, “Why’re you home so early?”

Robert had known the hope that his father might have gone out, or perhaps taken a nap, was unlikely at best, particularly considering it wasn’t even nine in the morning. But he couldn’t bring himself to tell him that he’d most likely lost his best chance at a practice of his own, especially after he’d spoken of the job in such glowing terms the night before, back when he’d thought he would need many excuses for late nights and missed suppers. “Today’s work was all of the sort I can do just as easily from home as at the office, so I brought it here. Don’t worry, I won’t be underfoot.”

“Gave you your walking papers, hmm? Or just the flighty sort who suddenly decides a night out is more important than an honest day’s work?”

Robert didn’t want to admit he’d been sacked, but the thought of his father thinking that Laurence was less than a serious businessman didn’t sit well either. He pinched his hip until he was certain the words would come out steady then said, “I’ll be upstairs. Tell Mrs. Brent I can go out to the pub at noon.”

“And dinner? She wasn’t counting on you.”

“There are some people I need to meet with. Other solicitors. Over dinner.”

Father snorted but went back into his study. Robert ran upstairs before he could change his mind. He was halfway up when Father called after him. “May as well eat here. I have some papers that need going over. You can look at them while you eat.”

“Yes, Father.” He’d rather been looking forward to a quiet meal in a pub somewhere. The meal at the Stag’s Horn had been good, but he couldn’t go there without Laurence. It wouldn’t feel right. 

 

{--*--}

 

It took Laurence most of the morning to make his way through the notes Robert had left. Robert must have been there since dawn compiling them. It was clear once he started reading that Robert had been researching the companies mentioned in the morning papers, not looking for anything new. Laurence leaned back against the wall and realized how stiff and sore he’d become sitting on the floor. Robert must have been looking at the notes to see what Laurence knew when. That would explain the carefully constructed timeline he’d found. Perhaps he wanted to see if Laurence could have been in on the swindle. If that was it, he must have felt as betrayed as Laurence had when he saw the newspapers that morning. And all Laurence could do was yell at him and accuse him of betrayal, when Robert had done nothing but help him with his contracts, with tying up the country house, with getting his mother’s things.

His mother’s trust. The only thing he could rightfully claim as his as it had passed to him years ago. Of course he needed a solicitor with knowledge of estates to be able to pick apart what he’d already inherited and separate it from what was Father’s and therefore would soon be the Crown’s. There was nothing odd at all in Robert being recommended to him. A solicitor with a good head for contracts and experience in estate matters was exactly what he needed right now.

And he’d let him get away. Not to mention the kindest man he’d known in—well, he couldn’t think when, but Laurence was certain it had been kindness that had motivated him at the manor house. And the night they’d spent together... Of course, he wouldn’t blame Robert if he never wanted to see him again, but even if Robert wouldn’t share his bed, perhaps he could be persuaded to return to working together. Possibly they could even be friends of a sort. Laurence would be certain to give him references, help him find clients; that was why he had started working for Laurence to begin with. Laurence would do everything he could to help Robert get himself set up in his own practice, with just the sort of law he enjoyed practicing. Anything to see him happy. But first, he would have to apologize. And to do that, he would have to find Robert. 

Laurence levered himself off of the floor and gathered up the files. He shoved the lot in a drawer that locked so they wouldn’t be terribly obvious if the Crown did come looking for them, then took Robert’s key so he could give it back to him if everything went as he hoped, and considered where to go looking for his friend. At least he hoped Robert was still his friend. Or at least his friend. He didn’t dare hope for more. 

Penroy first, he decided. Robert might go to the solicitor to see if he knew anything about the latest mess, although why would he still be working to help Laurence after the way Laurence had behaved? Still, Penroy was someone he knew, someone he had consulted, and Penroy knew him and wouldn’t make Laurence feel any worse than he did. And he might have some ideas. If not there, would he go home? Back to Glasson & Co.? It was early enough that he could get in most of a day’s work there. It was the only other place he knew Robert had frequented. Maybe Penroy would know where to try next.

 

It wasn’t until Laurence was at Penroy’s office that it occurred to him the solicitor might not be there. Why would he be when he’d sent all his clerks home and his one client was sitting in prison giving ridiculously ill-advised interviews to the press? But he didn’t know where else to look for Penroy, so to his office he went. He was quite surprised to see the shades drawn and find the door unlocked. He made certain to make a bit of noise as he entered so Penroy would not be startled.

Penroy was again seated at the desk in the middle of the outer office. He looked up when he heard the door and stood when he saw who his visitor was. “Lord Heathborough. I wasn’t expecting you today. Did you have another question on the reports? I’m afraid I told you all that I could.”

“You haven’t seen Mr. Clarkson, have you?”

“Not today.”

Then he was out of ideas. Penroy was quietly waiting for him to continue, which made it easier to say, “Then I’m afraid I need your advice on something else. It’s a bit sensitive.”

Penroy gestured to the chair across from him. 

Laurence sat and picked at his sleeve. “I was unfair to Mr. Clarkson this morning, and he left, or I sent him away, I’m not quite certain. In either case, I’d like to apologize to him. I was hoping he was here, but as he isn’t, do you know where I would find him? Would he have gone home? Back to Glasson & Co.? Somewhere I don’t know about?”

“It’s always possible he would go somewhere neither of us knows about, but I would think of the places we do know, home is most likely. He feels things deeply and would want a chance to collect himself before going anywhere in public. Do you have the address?”

Laurence sighed. Even Penroy knew Robert better than he did, and now he might not have the chance to correct that. “Yes, I do. My coachman does, at least, from when we collected him for Sussex. Thank you.” He hesitated, but he had to know the answer before it drove him to distraction. “If I may ask, why did you say you thought Mr. Clarkson and I would get on well?”

Penroy smiled a little. “You’ll forgive my saying it, my lord, but I had noticed that in all the years I’ve worked for your family, you never brought me any business regarding women. Your father brought far more than you did, which is unusual in my experience. Most young gentlemen want a marriage settlement worked out or an affair covered up, and it made me curious. I decided you were not as I am, content to have your own little spot in the world all to yourself, which led me to the conclusion that your tastes were—I’ll say different. And I knew Mr. Clarkson from his time clerking for me. I observe people. It helps in negotiating to observe what someone is doing and see when it differs from what they are saying. And it’s a habit I frequently fall into when I am waiting, say to be admitted to a client’s office. Now most of the young clerks who come with me will watch a pretty maid about her work, even those who are quite honorable and would never dream of doing more than smiling at her. I did notice that Mr. Clarkson’s eye tended to stray towards the footmen, in quite a proper manner, I assure you.”

Laurence smiled. “I’m sure.”

“And then I had heard that Glasson had been giving him most of the boring tasks in the office, something that never would have happened had Harris still been there, and I knew you had just the sort of business matters that he found interesting, and enough contacts to get him more work if things didn’t work out the way I thought they might. If nothing else, I thought it would be a chance for him to get enough of the kind of clients he wanted to begin his own practice. You haven’t been dissatisfied, I hope.”

“Not in the least. He’s exactly what I needed at the moment.” Laurence had the impression that Penroy knew he meant more than simply someone who understood both contracts and estates. “But I’m afraid I may have been a disappointment to him.”

“I’m sure that isn’t the case.”

Penroy was such a good listener, Laurence went on before he’d realized he might not want to tell the man everything. “I practically accused him of blackmailing me.”

“Not your best moment, I agree, but you’ll find he can be very understanding. People who feel things deeply themselves often are. And, I hope you won’t think I was out-of-line, but he did ask me about your past, and I gave him the bare details of your troubles with Hartley and the servant at Balliol, so he knows the origin of your mistrust.”

Laurence found he didn’t mind Robert knowing about two of the more humiliating moments in his life or that Penroy had apparently deduced far more than he’d told him. In fact, he was rather glad. It meant he would understand why Laurence had acted like an idiot that morning. “I’d best go and find him before he gets another client. Thank you for everything, Penroy.”

“You are most welcome. And best of luck to the two of you.” Penroy’s smile was enigmatic, and Laurence couldn’t even guess what he meant by that phrase.

 

Laurence took a hackney to the address where he’d picked Robert up at for their trip to Sussex. This time he was able to go all the way to the door and ring the bell. The door was answered by an older woman who had probably been the housekeeper since Robert had been running around in short-pants. The image almost made Laurence smile, would have if he hadn’t been so nervous. “I’m here to see Mr. Clarkson, Mr. Robert Clarkson.” He realized he didn’t know if Robert shared his name with his father. “He’s my solicitor.” That should make it clear who he wanted, no matter what. 

“Both Mr. Clarksons are in the dining room at present.”

He should have checked the time. He should have known Robert would be dining. He should have been more considerate, not so eager to see him. “I don’t want to disturb them. Is there somewhere I can wait?”

“If you don’t mind, of course. Follow me.” The housekeeper showed him into the sitting room. The room did not look like what he expected of Robert. It looked like the room of an old man, a hide-bound, unchanging old man. Someone like his grandfather, who still referred to the United States as “our colonies in the New World.” There was nothing of Robert in the room. Clearly, this was the domain of his father. Laurence paced around, hoping to catch a glimpse of something that would tell him what Robert’s life was like away from the office and the law, but found nothing.

He was just thinking he ought to sit down so it wouldn’t look like he was being impatient when he heard raised voices in the hallway. Laurence slipped over to the door and opened it enough to hear.

The voices were coming from an open door partway down the hallway. A breakfast room, perhaps. The voice he heard was loud but had the tremor of an old man. “If you don’t, I’ll call my solicitor and write you out of the will!”

He heard Robert yell back in a cheery, almost teasing tone, but there was real anger beneath it. Anger he’d never heard from Robert before. “That threat won’t work. I am your solicitor, and I’m the only one who knows where the will is.” Robert came into the hallway, pulling the door closed behind him. Laurence was going to dart back into the sitting room, but it was too late. Robert had spotted him. Laurence shrugged a bit, trying to apologize and show he understood. 

Robert didn’t respond, but he didn’t leave either. He crossed the hall and came to the sitting room door. “You’re not the only one with difficult parents.”

“I suppose not.”

Robert didn’t seem upset with him, but not friendly either. Tired—that was the best word Laurence thought as Robert came into the sitting room and asked, “Were you missing something? I didn’t bring anything with me.”

Laurence closed the door so they could have a bit of privacy then went to stand by the fireplace so he could lean against the mantelpiece and hopefully hide his nerves. “No, nothing like that. I came to apologize.”

 

{--*--}

 

Robert was quite certain he’d misunderstood. Laurence was standing in the sitting room of the townhouse, apologizing. Why would Laurence come here to apologize? He’d had no reason to trust Robert. Why would he bother to find him at all? “What?” 

“I must be terribly out of practice if you have to ask that. I came to apologize for snapping at you this morning. I thought I could keep my businesses out of my father’s stupidity, and then this morning I find out that he had wriggled his way in anyway. I didn’t mean to offend you, and certainly not to dismiss you. And worst of all, not to accuse you of anything.” 

“It’s all right. I understand.” And he did, really. Laurence had been betrayed by the people closest to him. Why would he think any different of some solicitor who he’d just hired? Just because they had spent a night together, just because it had been important to Robert didn’t mean that it had mattered to Laurence. It had been a convenient, discreet arrangement, possibly even one covered by client confidentiality.

“Are you certain? I truly wish to apologize and do whatever I need to do to show you I do trust you.”

“No, it’s fine. It’s...” It’s simply that I was going to trust you with my heart, and then I found out you didn’t trust me at all. “It’s only that when it was important, my word didn’t matter. You didn’t even ask why I was there, you just thought I was betraying you like everyone else, and I’m not everyone else.”

“No, you’re not everyone else, and I should have remembered that.”

Why was he being so kind about it? Robert knew he should say it was all right, say he’d be there in the morning if that was what Laurence wanted, and above all, he should keep his temper. Instead, the words seemed to jump past the barriers he usually put up and fly from his lips, his voice raising with every sentence until he was yelling at Laurence. “I was trying to help. I was trying to find out where the information was coming from. I was trying to find out when it started so I could see what connections there were, to see if I could prove you couldn’t possibly be part of it. Have I ever given you any reason to think I would betray you? Have I ever done anything that was less than honorable where you were concerned?”

Laurence glanced at the door, and Robert was certain he’d just ruined everything. His chance at a practice of his own, his chance at his own house, and worst of all, his chance at being something to Laurence. But he couldn’t seem to stop now that he’d started. “I wanted to help you, and accusations are all the thanks I get.” He was making it worse, if it could be worse. He was sure he was. He pinched his leg hard and tried to catch his breath. If only he hadn’t lost his stupid temper.

Laurence started to move across the room. Robert kept waiting for him to go to the door, to leave, or to start yelling himself, to point out that he’d had every reason to suspect Robert. Why wouldn’t he? Everyone else in his employ had betrayed him. But Laurence didn’t yell, and he didn’t leave. He crossed to Robert and enfolded the hand that was pinching his leg in a gentle grasp and slid his fingers between Robert’s. Robert froze, completely confused and ready to pull away. Laurence took advantage of the moment to pull Robert into his arms and cradle him against his chest. Robert pushed against him, trying to find something else to yell at him. All he could manage was, “You should have at least asked what I was doing.”

“I should have. And I’m sorry. You’re right, you’ve never given me any cause to doubt you, and I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry.”

Robert started to shake. He’d lost his temper, yelled, screamed, accused, and all Laurence did was apologize and hold him. He could feel tears starting to well up in his eyes and tried to figure out how to wipe them away without Laurence noticing—hard to do as he was still pressed against Laurence’s chest and Laurence didn’t seem to be in any hurry to let him go. Robert blinked and lost the battle with the tears. He could feel them running down his cheeks, and now that they had started, his throat closed up, and a sob threatened to start.

“Shh,” Laurence whispered. “Just rest. Just rest.” Laurence’s hand slid slowly up and down Robert’s spine, stroking him gently. “Just rest, I’ll hold you.”

As Laurence stroked his back, Robert felt his muscles loosen. He even hadn’t realized he was tensed and ready to pounce until he was slumped against Laurence. “Don’t even know why I’m crying,” Robert muttered.

“You stopped yelling. It has to come out somehow. And I for one prefer the tears to the bruises on your leg.”

“You saw those.”

Robert felt Laurence nod against his head. Neither one moved except for the occasional sob that shook Robert’s chest and the soft, steady strokes of Laurence’s hand. When the tears seemed to have subsided, Robert pulled away, and Laurence released him at once.

Laurence held out a clean handkerchief. “Feeling better?”

Robert took the cloth and dabbed at the corners of his eyes. “I think so.”

“Good. You seemed in need of a good temper fit. When was the last time you had one?”

“I can’t remember.”

Laurence smiled. “Then you did need one, particularly after you had to deal with me and then your father and then me again. Do you mind if I ask what that was about?”

“With Father? Same as usual, he never wants to hear my advice when it contradicts what he thought. He thinks the fishmonger is cheating him, but the accounts make perfect sense if you account for the season. I made the mistake of pointing that out. He’ll think about it and come around eventually.” With Laurence’s own paternal problems, he knew he could trust him with his own small ones.

“Then if you’re all right, I’m going to go see Penroy again. Something you just said made me wonder about Johnson. I’m going to see if he can tell me anything more without breaching confidentiality.”

Robert found he really was feeling better. Well enough to joke, “Not with your cravat like that I hope. Come here.”

Laurence came to Robert’s side and held still while Robert undid the piece of linen and tied it properly, taking the chance to smooth Laurence’s collars and accidentally stroke his cheek. “There, at least he won’t be distracted by the mess you had at your throat.”

“Thank you. Can I expect to see you at the house in the morning?”

“Yes, if you’d like. And if there’s nothing I can do today. Perhaps look through the reports you keep there for clues?”

“You don’t mind?”

Robert shook his head. “I’m feeling much better.” Better than he had in months really.

“If you’d like to, then why don’t you splash some cold water on your face—it will make you feel better—then go to the house and use whatever you like. I have your notes here.” He pulled the papers from his pocket and put them on the table. “Ask the servants for whatever you need, and I’ll meet you there to help after I see Penroy.”

“All right.” Robert watched Laurence cross to the door. “And I’m sorry.”

Laurence stopped. “What on earth for?”

“That you had to bear the brunt of my anger. I know why you mistrusted me, and I don’t really blame you.”

“But you couldn’t yell at your father, or at Mr. Glasson, or at just about anyone else. In an odd way, I’m honored that you trust me enough to tell me how you feel.”

Robert closed his eyes. He didn’t think he could look at Laurence after that without Laurence knowing just what those words meant to him. He heard the sitting room door open and then a moment later close behind Laurence.

Robert gave himself a few moments to collect himself then picked up the notes Laurence had brought and left the sitting room. He was on the third step when his father came out of the study. 

“Heard all that racket. So now you’ve gone and let your temper lose you your best chance at actually having a law practice. Grand work.”

“Actually, Father, that’s not what happened at all. I’m going to get changed into something more appropriate for work, then I am going to Lord Heathborough’s house to go over some business records. I don’t think I’ll be home for supper, so I’ll have something while I’m out. Please tell Mrs. Brent.” He hurried up the stairs and was quite glad he did when he heard Father say,

“I suppose Lord Heathborough has to take whatever is thrown at him considering what his father has been up to.”

Robert reminded himself not to argue. And after the explosion in front of Laurence, it was much easier to ignore his father, particularly as he could concentrate on getting ready to see Laurence again.

 

If Mr. Penroy was surprised to see Laurence at his office so soon after his last visit, he hid it well. “Good afternoon, Lord Heathborough. I take it you found Mr. Clarkson?”

“I did. How could you tell?”

“As I said, I observe, and I can see that you are in a far better mood than you were when you left me this morning. He was at home then?”

“He was, and he’ll be going to my townhouse to continue his research and add to the timeline he’s building.”

Penroy smiled. “That does sound like him. Organizing information was always one of his strong suits. And you had a question for me?”

“Sometime I should come here to have tea, just for the novelty of it.”

“Something I would appreciate, particularly if Mr. Clarkson was able to join us.”

Laurence smiled at the mention of Robert’s name. “It was his timelines that got me thinking. I know when I met Miss Donovan, but Father must have known her and her father for quite some time before that if he was planning on using our marriage.”

“That would be logical, yes.”

“I thought maybe I could connect their meeting to the start of the swindle, which would put me out of it as I wasn’t involved with the Donovans until the meeting with Miss Donovan that Johnson arranged. And perhaps we should add Johnson’s dealings with my father to the timeline as well.”

“It does sound like the sort of idea Mr. Clarkson would endorse.”

Penroy was being evasive again, which made Laurence wonder if perhaps the solicitor would not be able to tell him as much as he’d hoped. “Do you know anything about how they met?”

Penroy leaned back in his chair. “You understand that there are several aspects of the situation which would be covered by privilege.”

Blast. “Certainly.”

“But gossip is not. Did you want to have that tea and chat you mentioned?”

Truly Penroy was going above and beyond what he ought to expect. He would have to find some way to thank the man. Perhaps Robert would have some ideas. “Tea and gossip sounds like just the thing.”

“Then do sit at that desk there, by the umbrella stand. No... Yes, that one.”

Laurence moved around the room until he was in the chair Penroy wanted him in. He glanced at the desk, but it didn’t seem unusual, until he realized it was the only one that had pens and paper left out on top where he could reach it. “It seems all we need is the tea.”

“I believe I have a packet of digestive biscuits around somewhere if you were hoping for refreshments. Otherwise, perhaps we will simply go on to the other portion of our visit.”

That would be the gossip. Laurence nodded and picked up the nearest pen, ready to take notes.

 

Robert did feel much better when he’d splashed water on his face and changed his waistcoat for the blue one that Miss Evans said matched his eyes. They hadn’t said anything about whether he would return home when they’d finished working, but Robert packed a spare shirt and a few other items in his document case just in case. After all, there was plenty of room as he didn’t have any documents to bring with him aside from the notes Laurence had left. Things seemed even better when he managed to slip out of the house without having to speak to Father. Father was most likely going over the accounts again, and by the time Robert returned home, he would have grudgingly agreed that Robert might be right on the numbers. All in all, an auspicious start to the afternoon. Robert even managed to stop in the kitchen on his way out to tell Mrs. Brent not to worry about the fishmonger’s account as he’d sorted it out and she had not been mistaken, so he was free to spend as long as he liked at Laurence’s, at least as long as he could without causing comment or boring Laurence. He didn’t think his preference for “always” would be quite proper or quite what Laurence had in mind.

Robert decided to take the slightly longer route to Laurence’s house so he could stop at Miss Evans’s. He hadn’t seen her in some time and didn’t want to be the sort who let a friendship languish because he’d been distracted by someone new.

“Well, there’s a face I haven’t seen in days. I take it things are going well with your Lord Heathborough?”

Robert felt terrible, even though Miss Evans didn’t seem particularly annoyed. “I’ve been out of town.” Belatedly he realized she’d called him his Lord Heathborough again, but he didn’t bother to correct her.

“Business or pleasure?”

Robert felt his ears turn pink. “Sussex.” It didn’t answer her question, but it was true.

“Isn’t that where Lord Burfield’s estate is? Don’t look so shocked; when I heard you were working for Lord Heathborough, I did a bit of reading myself.”

“Yes, that’s where we were. His mother left him some things that are his outright, so we wanted to get them before the Crown did.”

“Most sensible.” Robert was quite grateful when she changed the subject. “I’m afraid I haven’t any more currant buns this late in the day.”

“I didn’t really expect you would. A dozen of the jam tarts, please.”

“I hope you’re not eating those all by yourself, or I’ll never believe things are going well.”

“The currant buns were quite popular with Lord Heathborough and his housekeeper.”

“And you want to stay on her good side. Again, most sensible. Rather late in the day to begin work, though, isn’t it?”

“I’ve been at his office.” Which was true, even if he was planning to leave out the bit where he went home more or less in tears. “Now I’m going to his house to continue my research.”

“Is this to do with that swindle I saw in the paper? He’s not involved, I hope.”

“No, that’s what we’re trying to prove, so if you hear anything on his affairs...” Not that he thought she would, although she was well placed near the City to have the right sort of clients.

Miss Evans tied the package of tarts with a bit of string and a very pretty knot. “The one thing gentlemen don’t discuss here are business affairs. Sartorial, matrimonial, or affairs of honor, but not business. 

“Well, should you hear anything on those...” He counted out his money.

“I would think you’d be better placed on his sartorial matters, unless you’re not paying attention to his clothing. And I stay out of affairs of honor—too much stupidity. Which leaves matrimonial, and I doubt he has many prospects in that direction, not that you’d mind.”

“Why do you say that?” he asked before he realized there were several ways for her to interpret that. 

Fortunately, she chose the most innocent. “His father is embarrassing the family in the papers on a weekly basis at least, and will most likely be hanging at Tyburn or wherever they do it now by the end of the year; I don’t think many families would be interested in allying themselves with that no matter how rich he is. Add that the title will be gone by the end of the year, and I feel rather safe in saying his matrimonial prospects are not particularly good.”

Robert passed his coins across the counter. “And you would be wrong.” He waited for her to begin protesting then added, “I happen to know the Donovans are still pursuing an alliance.”

Miss Evans looked suitably shocked. “Not a love match, I hope.” She stopped herself before she said anything more.

“No, not a love match.” Thank God, Robert thought. “In fact, he’s not particularly interested in her.”

“Then that is odd. That they’d pursue it, not that he isn’t interested. And that name is familiar to me, but I don’t think they’ve been in here. Do you know where they live?”

“One of the posh neighborhoods, I would assume. Mayfair or St. James or something. The father runs an import business.”

“Hmm. Well, there are your tarts. I hope they are a success.”

Robert was going to ask if she had any news of her own, but the door opened, admitting new customers, so he bid her good day and left with his parcel.

 

Once he’d left Miss Evans’s bakery, Robert found he was in a hurry to get to Laurence’s house, to be back in the office there, where Laurence would be sitting just across the room from him. He walked as briskly as he could without bumping into people or getting run down by a horse. As he walked, he thought about what Miss Evans had said. It was odd that the Donovans were so interested in pursuing the marriage, particularly as by all accounts the shipping business was not Mr. Donovan’s sole source of money. But then he didn’t know very much about them; while they were wealthy, it was not the sort of wealth to attract the more scandalous sections of the newspapers or even the gossips at Glasson & Co. But then why had Miss Evans found their name familiar? He’d have to be certain to go back in a day or two and ask her, and also ask her for her own news, which he had shamefully neglected to do again this visit. Hopefully bringing Mrs. Maguire’s compliments on the tarts would make up for it.

As Robert climbed the steps to Laurence’s townhouse, he noticed the carriage across the way and wondered if they would have guests. If Laurence would have guests—he had no claim on the house or its visitors, even if it did feel rather like coming home. He probably should have gone to the kitchen entrance like a proper employee, not the front door. He’d remember that for his next visit. As he knocked, he noticed the carriage pull away. Not guests then. Perhaps they had been looking for another address in the area. Not a particularly good coachman if that were the case, although perhaps they were newly come to town from the country and didn’t know the streets.

Mrs. Maguire opened the door almost before he’d finished knocking, with a prim, tart look on her face, which softened as soon as she saw it was him. “Mr. Clarkson, come in. You’re not who I was expecting.”

So perhaps not newly in town. “Something to do with the carriage I saw?”

“Indeed. It was sitting there for a good fifteen minutes. Mr. Donovan’s carriage, you see, and it wouldn’t surprise me if it was Miss Donovan trying to get one over on his lordship.”

“Which you were not about to allow.”

“Precisely. But his lordship isn’t here at the moment.”

“No, he was seeing Mr. Penroy. I came to start looking through some files he has in the office.”

“Then I’ll send Mr. Wilkes up if you need any boxes moved around. And some of his files are in the attic.”

“Thank you.” On an impulse, he held out the packet from Miss Evans’s. “And these are for you. I thought you might like something with your tea that you didn’t have to prepare yourself.”

“Aren’t you a dear? Thank you. From your friend’s bakery?” She looked inside the parcel. “I’ll send some up with your tea as well, shall I?”

Robert thanked her and went up to the office, wondering why the Donovans would be watching the house. Perhaps they had wanted to see how Laurence was reacting to the article, or waiting for him to come home and confront him about what his father had said about their shipping business, or try to explain their part in all of this mess. But whatever their motive, they were gone now. He’d let Laurence figure it out when he returned. Robert pulled out his list of notes and starting considering what pieces he’d need to finish his timeline of investments.

 

 


Chapter 10

><

 

PENROY HADN’T KNOWN THE FULL EXTENT of Father’s relationship with the Donovans, but he’d certainly known more than Laurence had. Miss Donovan had money in her own right from her mother’s marriage settlement, which had been placed in trust and was administered by a fond uncle, and Mr. Donovan was invested in any number of things, although Father had not thought it necessary for Penroy to look into those, which Penroy had thought odd at the time. He had also observed a few things and was able to speculate and draw conclusions, like the notion that Laurence ought to request a full audit of his fiancée’s trust if there were to be an alliance. When they finally finished their session of tea and gossip, although with none of the former in evidence, Laurence had four pages of notes ready to give to Robert for his research. “If I can ever do anything to assist you...”

“Nonsense. What’s a little chat among old acquaintances? And do tell Mr. Clarkson I’m always happy to discuss theoretical matters with him.”

“Is that what it’s called when solicitors get together to gossip?”

Penroy smiled. “If you would like to think of it like that, I suppose you may.”

Laurence collected up his papers. “Then I’d best go and see how he’s doing.” Laurence was quite pleased that he didn’t sound like he was rushing home to be certain Robert hadn’t changed his mind and decided to have nothing to do with him. 

On the street, Laurence hailed the first hack he saw, but it still seemed to take an unreasonably long time to get home. Far longer than it normally did. He didn’t try to pretend he didn’t know the reason. Robert was there, waiting for him. Not really waiting for him, more getting work done and expecting him to return at some point, but still he was there. He really ought to do something nice for Robert, not only after this morning, but for all the help he’d given him. The evening at the theater had been a good start, but it had been interrupted by his own impatience, although that had turned out well also. 

Perhaps Mrs. Maguire could prepare something special for the evening, if Robert was staying over. He’d implied the day before that he could stay over. Did he still want to? And was it too late to ask Mrs. Maguire for something like that? But then she liked Robert—perhaps she wouldn’t mind being put out if she knew it was for him. But that still left the question of what to ask her to do. Laurence settled back into the cushions of the hack. He had the whole way home to think of something, and that should be enough of a distraction to stop him from worrying that Robert wouldn’t be there, even if he ought to be reviewing the notes.

But he hadn’t thought of anything by the time he arrived at his front door. And it was most likely too late to have Mrs. Maguire come up with anything really special anyway, but he’d ask. Perhaps if he hinted a bit, or implied that Robert was celebrating something, she might have a suggestion. 

The door opened before he was fully out of the hack. “Good evening, my lord.” Mrs. Maguire ushered him in and took his coat. “Mr. Wilkes is assisting Mr. Clarkson with some files.”

So Robert was there. He had come just as he’d said he would. “Has he made any progress?”

“I wouldn’t know, my lord. He’s been in the office ever since he arrived.”

“Then I’ll check with him. About dinner...” He was still trying to figure out how to ask when Mrs. Maguire said,

“Mr. Clarkson mentioned that the two of you would be very busy and it might be best to send some bread and cheese for toasting in place of a proper dinner. Was it right of me to listen?” 

Trust Robert to hit upon the perfect thing. “It was indeed, Mrs. Maguire. I hope you weren’t put out by the request.”

“Not at all. We hadn’t gone beyond chopping the vegetables, so everything will keep just fine. I’ll send Katie up with some tea.”

“Thank you.” He was eager to get to the office and see Robert.

“And I’ve something to discuss with you.”

“Not a problem, I hope.” And not something that would keep him from Robert, he hoped. 

“No, no. It’s merely that I noticed the Donovans’ carriage across the street. I observed it there for almost twenty minutes before it drove on.”

“And no one came to the door?”

“No, my lord. I was waiting here in the hall for someone to knock, but only Mr. Clarkson came. And then the carriage left without anyone ever getting out. I thought perhaps they didn’t want to visit when Mr. Clarkson was here to hear what they had to say, but that’s mere speculation.”

Laurence had no idea what the Donovans could want either, and he was in too much of a hurry to see Robert again, to see for himself that Robert had accepted his apology and come back, to worry about the Donovans’ strange behavior. “If you see them again, let me know. And please don’t leave me in any situation you think would be compromising where Miss Donovan is concerned.”

“No worries there, my lord. I’ve let the staff know to inform me the moment she arrives. I’ll see to your tea. Mr. Clarkson brought the nicest jam tarts with him from his friend’s bakery. I’ll send some up.”

Robert had brought something for tea. That seemed like a good sign. Laurence hurried up the stairs.

 

The door to the office was open, so Laurence was able to glance through as soon as he reached the second-floor landing and see Robert seated at his desk, bent over a stack of papers, so deep in concentration he didn’t notice when Wilkes put another stack beside him or when Laurence entered the room. Laurence wondered what it would be like to have that concentration focused on him again, if it would feel as incredible as it had the last time, or if it could possibly be better after their moment of trust that afternoon. He was pulled out of his thoughts by Wilkes looking up and preparing to acknowledge him. Laurence quickly shook his head and gestured towards the door. Wilkes gave a half bow and started to leave. As he passed Laurence, Laurence whispered, “I don’t want to disturb him while he’s thinking about my case.”

“Quite, my lord.” 

Laurence couldn’t be certain, but he had the impression that the butler knew the silence had nothing to do with the outcome of his case and everything to do with wanting to watch Robert for a few more moments, particularly when Wilkes closed the door very softly behind himself. But the soft click of the latch was enough to make Robert look up. He saw Laurence and smiled. 

“I didn’t mean to bother you,” Laurence said quickly.

“You didn’t. I mean, I was waiting for you to come.”

That simple statement made Laurence unbelievably happy. They both smiled at each other for a moment, then Robert dropped his eyes back to the papers in front of him. “I thought you could look over what I’ve done already.”

“Of course.” The sooner they got the actual work done, the sooner he could drag Robert upstairs and... Best not to think of that until he’d gotten his work done. “What would you like me to do? Oh, and Penroy says to come whenever you like to discuss theoretical law, and I brought you some notes for your timeline. Everything Penroy could tell me about Father meeting the Donovans.”

“Perfect. I’ll add them. My friend seemed to think that their continued interest in you was odd, from a practical standpoint, of course.”

“Of course.” He grinned so Robert would know he understood what was meant. “What would be most helpful for me to do?”

“Look at the reports I’ve pulled, I suppose. They’re all the companies you were invested in around the same time that the traitor lords were. See if you see anything that seems to connect them.”

Laurence grabbed up the files and started reading. He was still reading when the door opened with more noise than usual, and Mrs. Maguire came in.

“I won’t trouble you after this, my lord, but I have the tea. I won’t send supper up until you’ve rung.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Maguire.” Laurence tried to read her expression, to see if she was merely trying not to disturb them while they worked or if she knew there was a distinct possibility of disturbing them while they were doing something less constructive but more enjoyable. 

He couldn’t tell. Mrs. Maguire looked the same as ever as she left the tea tray on the desk. “And I’ll have the guest room made up for Mr. Clarkson.”

“Don’t bother,” Robert said quickly. “I don’t want to put anyone out. The valet’s chamber is fine for me tonight.”

“If you’re certain, sir.”

“The bed is very comfortable. I don’t want to be a bother.”

“Very well. No one will bother you until you ring for supper.” She curtsied and left, closing the door firmly behind her.

Robert watched her leave and then turned to Laurence and cocked his brow.

Laurence smiled back. “I have no idea what she’s thinking. But we might as well enjoy the tea.” He started to prepare two cups, Robert’s with a spoon and a half of sugar and no milk. Robert looked surprised when he handed it over, and Laurence wondered how many people had bothered to know how he liked his tea. He wanted to learn how Robert liked everything and see that he had it, if only Robert would stay around long enough to allow it. He distracted himself by biting into one of the jam tarts. “These are what you brought? They’re very good.”

“My friend Miss Evans again. I thought I should stop by and see her as I was away for so long.” He must have caught the flicker of jealousy in Laurence’s expression since he took one of the tarts and licked at the jam on it, letting Laurence see every flick of his tongue.

Laurence swallowed, which made Robert laugh and bite into the pastry. “I suppose we should finish our work so we can move on to the more interesting part of the evening. And how did you know how I liked my tea?”

“I watched when we were in Sussex.”

Robert seemed pleased by that. Perhaps he would allow Laurence to learn more about his tastes. Laurence dropped his eyes to the files he’d looked through. “I’m not really sure what you expected to find in these, but I don’t see any connections between them. Did you?”

“No,” Robert sighed. “I was hoping there was something I wouldn’t have known about. Maybe they all happened under the full moon, or you had fried eggs for breakfast or something.”

Laurence laughed. “And that would have helped?”

“Not the eggs, I suppose, but it might have suggested something. Like the girl who brings them round.”

Laurence grinned. “I refuse to suspect her. She seems quite nice.” He paged through the other papers he had looked at while Robert had been adding to the timeline. “So what do these notes mean?”

Robert picked up the paper and looked at what he’d written. “These were some thoughts I had while I was going through the files. You have reports on the companies you were planning on investing in and planning on pulling out of.”

“That’s correct. I have them on most of the companies I invest in.”

“Who compiles them?”

“I do. They’re for my own information more than anything. I have too many investments to keep them all in my head.”

“So you’ve never had a secretary or a man of business?”

“No, partly for this very reason. I don’t want my business getting out all over town, or back to my father.” Although he might consider hiring one now, if a very specific candidate were interested.

“And how do you go about getting the information?”

“It depends on how much I know already and what I’m planning on doing. Why?”

“I had thought that, if someone had access to your reports, they would have a good idea of what companies you thought would be profitable and which would not, and they could then pass it on to the next person in the swindle. But if you’re the one compiling the reports, that can’t be how they’re doing it. Who would know what kind of information you’re getting?”

Laurence leaned back in his chair. “The people I’m asking, but that would only apply to their specific company, not the others.”

“Could someone be intercepting your letters?”

“Letters?”

“The information requests. Could someone be intercepting the information requests, either seeing what’s coming in or what’s going out?”

“Oh, I see. I don’t normally get the information by post.”

“You mean you actually travel to all these companies and see what’s going on?”

“That’s right. I look around, talk to people, ask to see the books, ask whatever I need to, I suppose.”

“Then your staff would know you were traveling, but not specifically where beyond say a city.”

“That’s right.”

Robert sighed. “So that would only help in small towns, not somewhere like Birmingham or Leeds. And I take it you don’t normally show the reports to anybody.”

“Also correct.”

“Then it’s looking more and more like a very remote and odd coincidence.”

“You don’t sound pleased.”

“If it is a coincidence, how are we going to prove you had nothing to do with it?”

Laurence leaned against the desk. He didn’t want to be arrested, to go to prison. But even if there was no proof that he had been involved, nothing that he could be arrested over, if his name was whispered in the same breath as the traitor lords and their swindle, his days of investing would be over as well, and probably most of his fortune, and he didn’t want that to happen, especially not when he was just starting to have someone to spend it on. “That is a problem. What can we do?” That had sounded more frightened than he’d wanted.

Robert reached over and rubbed his arm. “We’ll finish our tea first, then we’ll go through every company and look for some clue. There’s got to be one. Maybe you’ll see something I didn’t understand in one of the reports, or I’ll see a connection you were too close to notice.” Robert took Laurence’s empty cup from him and fixed him another, just as he liked it. So Laurence hadn’t been the only one paying attention in Sussex. Robert leaned against him, and they finished their tea in companionable silence. 

Either Laurence had lost his famed knack for hiding what he felt, or Robert truly was observing him closely. Every time his mind drifted to the thought of being convicted as part of the scheme, of losing his freedom and any chance of time with Robert, he felt Robert’s hand on his arm, gently rubbing his bicep through his jacket or tracing small circles along his forearm. It was comforting and kind and made him think maybe they would fix this, and if not, maybe Robert would still be there when it was over and he had nothing.

He was just starting to wonder how badly it would impact Robert’s law practice if they remained friends after his disgrace when he felt Robert’s hand brush his and take the teacup from him. “Enough woolgathering. Let’s get through these files, and then we can go on to the more interesting portion of the evening.” Robert bumped his hip against Laurence to emphasize his meaning.

Laurence couldn’t help grinning. “All right. Where shall we start?”

Robert grabbed up the stack of notes on the individual companies and chose a name at random. “Here’s Calwen and Sons shipping. In two weeks, it fell to half its value, and you bought a significant number of shares. Why?”

Laurence poked through his reports until he found the one for Calwen and Sons. “The owner died and left the company to an unknown heir. I mean, they knew who the heir was, just nothing about him. Calwen disinherited all his sons for debts, I believe. That was when the stock fell. I went to Dover and looked into it. It turned out the heir was the man’s secretary and knew as much about the business as he did. As he had several good shipping contracts, I thought it was a wise investment.”

“And that’s what all of those scribbles mean? Well, it makes sense when you put it like that. But why would it have been used in the swindle?”

“Beyond why, how? I didn’t get the impression that anyone else was poking around at the time.”

Robert put aside that sheet and pulled out another. “All right. The Motwell Coal Works. What about them? They fell apart less than six months after you sold.”

Laurence went back to his files. “I went there in the spring to see how things were going and spoke to some of the workers.”

“How did you manage that?”

“In the pub. Amazing what people will tell you if you start buying rounds of drinks. In any case, most of them were starting to look for new work. The old-timers had told them there wasn’t much left to pull out of the mine, and they believed them.”

“So did you.”

“Exactly. And a few months later, the mine was declared finished and the company folded as they had no other mines under their control.”

Robert put that sheet aside as well. “Is it all this kind of information?”

“What do you mean?”

“Information anyone could get if they went to the trouble.”

“Certainly. How else would I get it?”

“And yet I can’t see your father or any of the other traitor lords going to Dover or Lancashire to look into this sort of thing.”

“You mean they must have been using my research?”

“I’m more concerned with how they got their hands on it. Who did you use for legal matters before me?”

“Penroy, or he’d send one of his clerks over if it wasn’t a complicated matter. I handled my own negotiations. Why?”

“I suppose it’s not impossible for Mr. Penroy’s firm to have been infiltrated. Was it the same man every time?”

“No, sometimes, just whoever was available when I sent for someone. I can tell you who they were.”

Laurence went through the files, reading off the names of the solicitor who’d worked on each contract that he’d noted down. They’d made it halfway through when Robert stopped him. “That’s the third one Mr. Penroy handled himself, and there’s no way I’ll believe he was in on the conspiracy.”

“Absolutely not.”

Robert nodded. “Would anyone here have had access to your files? Do you have any regular guests?”

“Not in the office. And I lock it if I have a dinner party or some such entertainment. What else can we look at? What about your timeline? How is that going?”

Robert shrugged. “I didn’t see anything, but maybe you will.” He spread the closely written sheets out across the desk. “The first was in March 1803, the last, last April. That seems quite a long time with no deal. Before April, they were every three or four months. Did you investigate anything after April that would fit the pattern of the other companies?”

“Several things.”

“Then something happened in April.”

“With the conspiracy? I wonder what.”

Robert picked up the master list of swindle stocks. “I don’t think we’d be able to figure it out if it was something to do with the conspirators. And looking at this, there were plenty of other purchases and sales after April, just none that you also invested in. Did anything happen to you in April?”

Laurence racked his brain, but all he could come up with was, “My valet left.”

“But he wouldn’t have had access to your files.”

Laurence stared at the reports. It did make sense in a way. “There is something all of these companies have in common. I had to travel to do research.”

Robert looked up. “All right. But we just agreed that people might know the city you had gone to, but not specifically where.”

“Johnson would have known. He would travel with me. Not to the businesses, but to the inns. It wouldn’t have been hard for him to find out specifically where my appointments were, even though I rarely confided much in him.”

Robert nodded. “The incompetent valet? That’s the sort of person we’re looking for. And you said he wasn’t very good at his job. Do you think he could have been suborned?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“And how long was he with you?”

Laurence sighed. “That’s the problem—only since the November before.”

Robert pointed to the first page of the timeline. “Then let’s go about this a different way. Four years ago, they got some of your files. What has been the same for the last four years?” 

“Very little, I’m afraid.” Laurence stared down at the list. “Unless...”

Robert looked up. “Go on.”

“Four years ago, I hired Henries on as a footman. He wanted to get away from Father, told me a long tale about how he couldn’t stand Father’s petty jabs anymore. I knew the feeling and felt sorry for him, so I hired him on. Can you see if there is another gap, an earlier one, from March to June 1804?”

Robert looked over the dates. “March to July, actually. Why?”

“Henries left that March. According to Mrs. Maguire, he was caught with another man’s wife and had to flee in the night. I hired Johnson in June of that year.”

“Would Henries have known your schedule?”

“He could have found it out. He’d know when I was going somewhere to research a company; I’d have to tell the whole staff I’d be going away for a few days. I don’t think it would be that difficult for him to become particularly interested in the post to see where I received letters from, or even to get a look at my diary on the pretense of tidying up as he’d know the days to look at.”

“So your father sent this Henries to infiltrate then had to send Johnson when Henries fled. That explains it. And he was arrested before he could send a replacement when Johnson left. I wonder why he sent a valet instead of a footman? The way you describe it, I would think the footman would have more access to the office when you were away.”

“I hired a new footman almost at once, a nephew of Mrs. Maguire’s. Father probably didn’t have time to send another one before I made the decision. And then no one else left my employ until Fenton.”

“That was the valet before Johnson?”

“That’s right. He received an inheritance and left rather suddenly. There was paperwork to be done, and I didn’t want to make him wait to get what was his.”

“You said Johnson was recommended by a footman?”

“Who was probably related to someone who works for my father. That was how he knew exactly what to say to make me employ him. He told Mrs. Maguire that Johnson was leaving Lord Redford and looking for work.”

“And did you check his references?”

“Of course. I wrote to Lord Redford at once.”

“And he replied.”

“And said Johnson was a good worker.”

“How well do you know Lord Redford?”

“Not very. He spends most of his time at his country house. That was the reason Johnson gave for leaving—he wanted to spend more time in the city.”

Robert sighed. “I can think of two possibilities. Lord Redford really did have a valet named Johnson who left him about the time you were looking for a new one. That is possible but I think unlikely unless we see a connection. Or your request for a reference was intercepted on the way out and someone in your father’s employ wrote the response, counting on you not knowing Lord Redford well enough to see the forgery. Although I don’t see why they’d go to all that trouble if you had a relative of an employee of your father’s already in your employ.”

“Peterson drinks, and I think he can be a bit expansive when he’s in his cups. I would have fired him myself when I found out, but once Father’s scandal hit, I didn’t think I’d be able to find a replacement. They were probably afraid he’d give the game away.”

Robert grinned. “That sounds likely. And you didn’t suspect when Johnson turned out to be incompetent?”

“I thought that was why Lord Redford hired him to begin with. It can’t be easy to find someone willing to bury themselves in the country.”

“You said your former valet left when he received an inheritance?”

“That’s right.”

“Was it real?”

“I asked myself the same thing at Penroy’s. But there was money in the bank, and he sent me a letter from the cottage telling all about it, so that was real as well.”

“And he inherited from someone he was close to?”

“A distant cousin he’d never heard of.”

“Would a country cottage and enough in the four percents to give a reasonable yearly income be difficult for your father to manage financially?”

Laurence sighed. “No, not then, nor would it have been a hardship for any of the three. You think one of them lured Fenton away so they could put Johnson in his place.”

“It’s possible, if they were desperate enough. If you’d like me to research it...”

“I don’t see that it really matters now. But if you could look into the inheritance itself? I’d hate for Fenton to lose anything by Father’s stupidity.”

“Of course. Although as it was all arranged before any of this was discovered, I think he will be all right.”

“If he isn’t and you can find a quiet way for me to make up the shortfall, I’d appreciate it.”

Robert smiled. “That’s kind of you.” He stroked Laurence’s hand gently then began gathering up the papers. “So we know how it was done. All we have to do is prove it.”

Laurence went to ring for their supper. “That seems like the hard part.”

“Do you think Mr. Gaines would be content with our explanation of how it was done? It’s not like we’re presenting it in court.”

“It’s possible, I suppose. I have built up a great deal of goodwill with the government. I don’t mind using it all in one go if it keeps me out of this mess.”

“Then there’s the possibility that we could get either Peterson or Johnson to confess to their role in it. Perhaps Mr. Gaines can arrange for them to admit to their role in getting to your papers but claim they thought it was a simple stock swindle, not treason.”

Laurence nodded. “Again, possible.”

“And I’ll keep looking. Perhaps we could explain it theoretically to Mr. Penroy. He might have an idea.”

“He might. But I’m rather eager to get to the interesting part of our evening.”

Whatever Robert had been going to answer was cut off by the door opening and Mrs. Maguire coming in with the tray of bread and cheese and a cut glass decanter of wine. “Shall I take the tea things away with me?”

“Yes, please,” Laurence said and tried not to look like he was counting the seconds until she left.

“And I’ll send Katie up for this before she goes to bed. Is there anything else, my lord?”

So no one would be coming for the dinner tray until they were safely upstairs. “That’s everything, Mrs. Maguire. We’ll see ourselves to bed.”

“Then I’ll just send Collin up to lay the fire and be certain Mr. Clarkson’s bed is ready. Good evening.”

Robert was looking at the tray as Laurence gave the evening orders to Mrs. Maguire. When she’d left, he asked, “I hope you didn’t mind that I ordered this?”

Laurence went to stand behind him, close enough that he fancied he could feel the warmth of Robert’s skin through their clothes. “Not at all, although I will need some help with mine. And I am rather hoping the evening will end the way I was imagining it after the last time.”

Robert turned suddenly, placing his lips in the perfect spot to be kissed, so Laurence obliged. Robert twined his arms around Laurence for a moment then drew back and picked up the tray. “Shall we begin?”

“So we can end sooner?”

“I was thinking finish sooner.”

Laurence grinned and grabbed up the wine decanter to join Robert by the fire. While Robert got the fire to his liking, Laurence sliced up the bread and cheese and set out the plates. When everything was set up, Robert nodded to the toasting forks. “Select your weapon.”

Laurence took the one nearest him again and impaled a slice of bread. That was easy enough to toast as it didn’t move, so long as he kept an eye on Robert and copied what he did. Robert nodded encouragement when Laurence finished his first slice. They lounged by the fire until the toast was done, making little tents out of the finished slices so they wouldn’t get soggy. When the toast was finished, it was time to begin the cheese. Laurence impaled a piece and moved to towards the fire.

“I’ll help you with that,” Robert said and knelt behind Laurence, pressing his chest to Laurence’s back as he leaned over to guide his hand. Laurence could feel the hardness of Robert’s cock against the small of his back, which was enough to make him lose all concentration until Robert’s hand closed over his and he guided the fork to the flames.

“That’s right, a nice light grip on the shaft, firm enough to hold it but loose enough to move. And we turn it gently, just the like that, you remember from last time.”

Laurence remembered everything from the last time they had done this, especially the feel of Robert’s hand over his. He tried to concentrate on keeping the melting cheese from dripping into the fire.

Robert leaned in closer. “Do you know what I would like?” he whispered against Laurence’s cheek. “You, just like I am now, against my back, with far fewer clothes between us.” He pressed his hips against Laurence’s back. “And your hand just like this, running up and down my shaft, turning, stroking...”

Whatever else Robert was going to say was covered by Laurence’s moan as he leaned back and pressed against Robert. Robert bucked his hips a bit more.

“So you like the idea?”

“Yes,” Laurence managed to whisper.

Robert pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Good.”

Laurence rested against Robert’s chest and let him guide the toasting fork in the fire. Robert didn’t seem to mind the lesson ending, so Laurence dropped his hand away completely and occupied himself with getting the toasted bread ready for Robert and pouring out the wine. Then they sat by the fire and fed each other pieces of toasted bread and cheese and sips of wine. Laurence felt his cock swell every time Robert’s tongue darted out to lick a drop of wine from his lips or cheese from his fingers or once to lick crumbs from the tip of Laurence’s thumb.

When the last of the bread and cheese had been eaten, Laurence sipped the last of the wine and watched Robert lick crumbs from his fingers, slipping each one into his mouth and sucking it clean. Laurence felt his throat go dry as he watched and kept sipping the wine until Robert asked, “Have we finished?”

“I’m nowhere near finished, but I am ready to go upstairs. I seem to recall you had very definite plans for finishing the evening.”

Robert grinned, and they both made for his bedroom as quickly as they could without arousing suspicion.

 

When the door closed, Robert began fumbling with his clothes at once. Downstairs, leaning against Laurence’s back again, in front of the fire, had reminded him of the last time they’d toasted bread and cheese, and of the thoughts that had kept him up the night after. And then the words had slipped out of his mouth, exactly what he’d wanted Laurence to do to him, and he’d been terrified that he’d said too much too quickly, until Laurence had moaned and pressed back against him. Now all he could think about was feeling his skin against Laurence, and hopefully around Laurence. He tossed his waistcoat and cravat on the ground and reached for the hem of his shirt only to find it wasn’t there, replaced by Laurence’s strong hands sweeping the fabric over his head then running over his chest. Robert sighed and leaned into the touch then gasped when Laurence’s fingers caught both his nipples and started to tug and pinch. Then Laurence’s lips were on his neck, along his jaw, behind his ear. Robert grabbed onto Laurence and melted into his touch. “Too many clothes,” he whispered as Laurence sucked on his earlobe.

“Yes, you’re definitely wearing too many.” Laurence stepped back and out of Robert’s embrace, leaving Robert’s hands free to unbutton his trousers and remove his shoes and socks. It should have seemed awkward to be undressed with Laurence watching, still mostly clothed, but Robert didn’t care. He wanted to feel Laurence’s touch on his skin again, feel Laurence’s fingers slide along his skin, feel Laurence’s lips anywhere. 

“On the bed,” Laurence said as he watched Robert with a look that seemed to devour him. Robert hurried to the bed and knelt on the coverlet. From there he had a good view of Laurence as he stripped off his own clothes and crossed the room. “Now, you seemed to have some very definite ideas about how the evening would progress.” 

Robert felt his skin flush, and only partly with desire. 

“Is that still what you’d like?” Laurence leaned in and brushed his fingers along Robert’s cheek. “I hope so. It sounded very appealing.”

It took Robert a moment to realize the small whimper of desire had come from his throat. 

“I’ll assume that’s agreement.” Laurence leaned across him and reached into the nightstand to produce a bottle of oil. “Turn around and lean on the headboard if you want.”

Robert obeyed at once, turning his back to Laurence and leaning forward against the wooden headboard, finding a smooth area in the carving to rest his hands and pushing his hips back towards Laurence. 

“Beautiful,” Laurence murmured as he caressed Robert’s bottom. Then Robert heard the sucking sound of the stopper being pulled from the bottle. A moment later, an oiled finger slid down between his cheeks then circled his hole, teasing. Robert whimpered again, and the finger slipped inside. 

“More,” he hissed. A second finger slid inside, sliding and stretching. Robert began to rock his hips, trying for more contact. A third finger, and he was whimpering again. “Please, Laurence, please.”

Laurence’s lips brushed his shoulder, then the fingers were gone. Robert pressed his hips back, waiting. He moved his hips, wiggling, trying to get Laurence’s attention even though he knew it wasn’t necessary. And then the oil-slick head of Laurence’s cock was against his hole, pushing slowly, stretching more than the fingers had. “Yes,” Robert whispered. “More, please.”

But Laurence kept moving slowly, easing into Robert’s body until his chest was against Robert’s back and he was fully inside. “Good?” he whispered.

Robert couldn’t form words, so he nodded.

Laurence pulled back until he was almost free then thrust back in more quickly now that Robert was ready for him. Robert braced himself against the headboard as Laurence thrust again and again, varying the angle each time until he hit the spot that made fire run through Laurence’s blood. “There!”

Laurence pulled back and thrust again, hitting the same spot again and again with each thrust. Robert pushed his hips back to meet each stroke, gasping out Laurence’s name as he did. Laurence wrapped one arm around Robert’s chest, brushing clumsily at his nipples as he moved, the other, oil-slicked hand sliding down to encircle Robert’s cock, sliding along it, pumping it as he drove into Robert from behind. Robert didn’t want it to end; he tried to last as long as he could, but Laurence’s cock inside him and Laurence’s hand on his cock were too much. One hard thrust of his hips between Laurence in him and around him, and he spent across the bed. Laurence kept milking his cock until there was nothing more then held him almost gently as he spent inside of Robert with a moan that sounded like, “Dearest Robert,” but Robert couldn’t be certain it wasn’t some half-awake dream. He collapsed back and felt Laurence holding him close. 

They stayed panting in each other’s arms until their breathing returned to normal, then Laurence laid Robert down on the bed and got up. Robert wanted to protest, but he was feeling too boneless and too tired to do more than reach for his lover. He watched Laurence go to the washbasin and clean up. That was what he ought to do, clean up. Robert was still trying to figure out how to get his legs functioning enough to get out of bed when Laurence returned with a damp cloth and began gently wiping the spend from Robert’s chest then his thighs and bottom. Robert let himself relax under Laurence’s kindness. “Thank you,” he murmured.

Laurence pressed a kiss to the back of his neck. “My pleasure, I assure you.” 

Laurence left the bed again, and this time Robert was determined to find him and bring him back, but he’d barely managed to roll over when he saw that Laurence had merely gone to drop the cloth back in the washbasin and was already on his way back to bed. This time, Laurence crawled under the covers, gathered Robert in his arms, and fell asleep almost at once. Robert nestled against Laurence’s chest and closed his eyes. The last thing he thought as he closed his eyes was how very well he fit in Laurence’s embrace.

 

{--*--}

 

Even though the breakfast room in Laurence’s house was larger than the dining room at home, Robert felt more at home there than just about anywhere else, except perhaps the study upstairs. Or Laurence’s bedroom. He pulled his thoughts back to the eggs and sausage he was piling on his plate. The reason was obvious, of course. The man seated at the head of the table. He glanced back and saw Laurence’s dark hair falling over his brow as he bent over the newspaper. Any place Laurence was would feel like home. Robert brought his plate to the table and selected one of the newspapers spread out along the center. 

Laurence seemed to take every paper in town, although considering his father was probably mentioned in at least one of them every day, it was probably prudent. Robert scanned the obligatory article on the traitor lords, but it was only about the arrest of some of their couriers, and Lord Burfield was barely mentioned, so he turned to the other news. Between articles, he glanced over at Laurence, just because he could. He caught Laurence watching him the same way, and they both grinned sheepishly but didn’t look away. Robert was just deciding if he could lean over and steal a kiss despite the open door when Mr. Wilkes walked in.

“The morning post, my lord.”

Robert quickly dropped his gaze back to the newspaper, but not before seeing Laurence grimace as if he wished the post and butler somewhere far away. “It’s early this morning.”

“Indeed, my lord. Katie will be in to replenish the tea in a moment, unless that is inconvenient.”

So they would have been interrupted anyway.

“No, no, it’s fine.” 

Mr. Wilkes left the silver tray with the letters beside Laurence’s plate between the two of them and left.

Laurence flipped through them. “Letter to Gilford’s son returned to sender. He must have gone into hiding. Can’t say I blame him. Mr. Larkin, probably wants another meeting.”

“Mr. Larkin always wants another meeting,” Robert said without thinking, then he remembered he might not need to choose his words so carefully around Laurence. “You’d think you were buying the company, not merely investing in it.”

“Does seem that way, doesn’t it? I wonder, you don’t suppose he’s going to suggest that, do you?”

Robert paused. He hadn’t considered before he’d spoken but was now that Laurence was taking the idea seriously. “If he needed ready cash, he might.”

“Something else for us to look into, I suppose.” Laurence seemed rather cheery about the prospect of more work. Robert wondered if Laurence was pleased by the same thing he was, the idea that more work to be done meant more work for him and more reason for him to continue to visit. That seemed even more likely when Laurence leaned in and whispered, “Can you stay tonight?”

“Two nights in a row probably aren’t advisable.” But oh how he wished they were.

“I thought it might be the case. Of course, there’s always the possibility of a break in the afternoon, particularly after the servants have finished the bedrooms. In fact, you might need a rest after all of this work.”

Robert grinned. “There are quite a few things to be done. It might prove quite exhausting.”

Laurence leaned back with a satisfied smile. “I wonder if I ought to start giving the staff more half days. As a reward for all their hard work, nothing more.”

“You certainly wouldn’t want them out of the house in the afternoon,” Robert teased back. Laurence did want him around.

“Then the sooner we start, the sooner you’ll need to rest.” Laurence collected up the letters and started for the office.

Robert grabbed up the newspapers and followed.

 

 


Chapter 11

><

 

THE NEXT MORNING, Laurence was reminded again how essential Robert was becoming to his life. The bed seemed empty and cold without Robert beside him, and the breakfast table seemed dull and gloomy even with the sun coming through the window. At least he’d see him in the office, although working there did mean they wouldn’t be able to slip away to his bedroom in the afternoon for a rest that was anything but restful, although quite fulfilling. Still, he’d get to see Robert, and once the ridiculous meeting with Larkin was over, there was no reason they couldn’t return to the townhouse to look for more evidence in the files, see if there had been any responses to the letters they’d sent out trying to locate Henries or Johnson, and rest a bit. And maybe Robert could stay the night. He’d said two nights in a row weren’t practical, but perhaps every other night could be arranged.

Laurence reminded himself not to gobble down his food. Robert would not get to the office any quicker if he made himself ill over breakfast so he could run there at first light. He wondered if there was some way Robert could stay more often. There had to be something he could tell his father. But if Laurence brought it up, would Robert think he was too needy? Like one of those women he heard complained about at the club, never letting their husbands out of their sight. He’d rather like to have Robert in his sight at all times, but he didn’t want Robert to think of him the way those men thought of their wives. He swallowed then realized he’d forgotten to put food in his mouth. If only Robert could think of him the way some men thought of their wives. He heard the door from the pantry open and quickly turned his attention to the newspaper. He really should read it anyway, to find out what stupidity Father was spouting next if nothing else.

Mrs. Maguire came in and set down the toast beside his plate. “May I suggest something, my lord?”

“Of course, Mrs. Maguire,” Laurence said absently, prepared to approve whatever household expense she wanted.

“About Mr. Clarkson.”

That got his attention. “Yes?” He hoped his hesitation didn’t sound in his voice.

“If he will be—working late— on a somewhat permanent basis, it seems quite wrong to make him sleep in that narrow room off yours. What will people say?”

What people would say was exactly what worried him, and he was realizing that what Mrs. Maguire would say might be equally worrying. “Do you think I shouldn’t have him spend the night? When we’re working late.”

“Oh, I understand that it is most convenient for the two of you; it’s just the valet’s room is hardly the place to keep a guest, and you can’t say you weren’t expecting him. And I doubt he overindulges on a regular basis.”

Laurence clutched at his fork. “You had a suggestion, then?”

“It seems to me it would be a simple matter to make a second door into your dressing room from the blue room. And one wouldn’t expect you to put your solicitor up in the best guest room even when you didn’t have any other guests. It would mean sharing your dressing room with him, but if that doesn’t bother you...”

The blue room was smaller than the main guest room but perfectly comfortable. And he could make it more so with a bit of redecorating. And it did share a wall with his dressing room. “Mrs. Maguire, I don’t know what I’d do without you. Send for the builders to get an estimate on what it would take. Once I’ve gotten this mess with Father sorted away, I’ll have them begin work.”

“Very good, my lord.”

Laurence went back to his breakfast with more enthusiasm. Now all he needed to do was decide how to tell Robert of his plans without sounding like a love-struck fool, which was particularly difficult as he was beginning to think he was a love-struck fool.

 

Robert left early for Laurence’s office so he could stop at Miss Evans’s bakery on the way and purchase some currant buns before she was out of them. At least that was the reason he would tell anyone who asked. It had nothing to do with being in a hurry to see Laurence again. Father would not be surprised as he’d mentioned during dinner how busy they were with contracts and research and how Lord Heathborough depended on him, until he thought it might sound like he was complaining about the amount of work so added how Lord Heathborough had complimented him on his care and attention to detail, which was the truth, although his attention and mouth had been focused on Laurence’s cock at the time and the compliment had been along the lines of, “Lord, yes, that, please.” Still, a compliment nonetheless. And it might have been enough for him to be gone for the night again. 

Miss Evans’s bakery was as warm and cheery as ever. She looked up as he came in. “You’re here early.”

“Lots to do.”

“And you want to finish it quickly.”

Robert didn’t think that deserved an answer. “Four of the currant buns, please.”

“So you’re sharing today? That’s nice of you.” Miss Evans handed over his pastry. “You were asking about the Donovans not too long ago.”

“That’s right. My—” What did he call Laurence now? He settled for, “My client was involved with the family at one time.”

“Well, he’s well out of it. I have a cousin who works at the shop they order their fancies from, and she said they haven’t paid in months.”

“Is that really unusual for the ton?”

Miss Evans smiled. “I suppose not, but they aren’t really the ton, are they? Just a businessman who’s made a bit. All the newspapers say his business isn’t doing well, and not paying his bills when he used to makes me wonder about his personal finances. And that Miss Donovan is no good.”

“And how do you know that?”

“I’ve met her. I sometimes help out at the shop when all the City men are out of town and there’s no point to being open here. My uncle owns it; that’s why my cousin works there. I can tell she’s no good. Lord Heathborough—I assume that’s who we’re talking about— is well out of it. She lies, that I’m sure of, and not too careful with the truth otherwise.”

“You’re the second person to warn us against her.” He was starting to think he should take this seriously.

“Well, gentlemen don’t always look closely enough at ladies like her. She does a good job of seeming to be the damsel in distress, and gentlemen fall for it. Even gentlemen like yourself.” She paused and grinned. “I mean bachelors. Or solicitors.” She took his money and handed over his change.

Robert smiled. “I know. And I’ll advise caution in all our dealings with her.”

“I hope Lord Heathborough enjoys the buns.”

Another customer came in before he could come up with an answer to that.

 

Robert was very surprised to get to the office and find it unlocked, with Laurence inside trying to figure out how to heat a kettle of water over the small stove heating the main office area. 

“You’re early. I was going to surprise you with a pot of tea, although perhaps it’s a good thing as I may be closer to burning the place down than producing drinkable tea at this point.”

Robert laughed. It was such a sweet thought. “I don’t think you’re in any danger of burning the place down, or of tea for that matter. Here, allow me.” He leaned over and got the kettle sorted out over the fire. 

“You’re going to think I’m completely useless,” Laurence said as he watched.

“Not useless at all. I can think of several things you are quite good at.”

“Oh, you can?”

Laurence was pressed quite close to him now, and Robert could think of several things he could do well that would be terribly distracting and therefore not quite what was needed at the moment, especially as Mr. Larkin was due in a few hours. “I bet you could do a wonderful job of arranging those buns I brought for us.”

Laurence laughed. “I think I saw a plate in the cupboard with the kettle.”

As they shared the breakfast, Robert told Laurence about Miss Evans’s views on Miss Donovan. “I suppose it would explain why they want the marriage to go through despite Father’s scandal. But they’ll have to find someone else. Now that I don’t need to worry about securing the title, I have no intention of marrying.”

Robert hoped there were other reasons why Laurence had no desire to marry, but he hadn’t come up with a way to ask before they’d finished their tea, and then it was too late. Laurence had brought out the contracts for Mr. Larkin, and they began going over the changes, then Laurence went to his office to prepare for Mr. Larkin’s visit, and Robert sat at his desk and waited. 

Robert was quite tempted to tell Laurence he ought to give up on Mr. Larkin completely after all the trouble he’d caused, but between Lord Burfield’s scandals and the amount of time Laurence spent trying to prove he had nothing to do with them, there hadn’t been many other contracts coming in, and Laurence hadn’t had time to pursue any new ones. Without Mr. Larkin, there would soon be nothing for Robert to do, so he held his tongue and hoped there would be something else for him soon. He wasn’t ready to leave Laurence and go back to the estates and fighting heirs at Glasson & Co. If he were perfectly honest with himself, he could face the heirs and estates and even Mr. Biller’s unorthodox way of declaring a will temporarily invalid if only he could still see Laurence. But with no work for him, why would Laurence want him around?

Robert drummed his fingers against the top of the desk. He needed to distract himself from thoughts of what would happen when Laurence didn’t need him anymore. He didn’t want to start reading any contracts that required attention and be interrupted in the middle of a tricky passage, and he also didn’t want to have any of the folders related to Lord Burfield’s scandal lying out when Mr. Larkin arrived. It meant there was nothing for him to do while he waited but draw swirling lines along the edge of the blotter and stare at the door. It would have been nice to go back and talk to Laurence, but he knew Laurence wanted to maintain the illusion of having a paid secretary in the front room to intimidate Mr. Larkin just a little. Besides, visiting with Laurence could quite easily lead to them both becoming very distracted, as they had been at the townhouse when they’d slipped off to Laurence’s room, and the last thing they needed was for Mr. Larkin to walk in on them while he was kneeling in front of Laurence, with Laurence’s cock filling his mouth, Laurence’s hands in his hair, Laurence’s... 

No, going back to Laurence’s office wouldn’t do. He checked the pens again, but he’d already trimmed them all neatly, and as most of the work was done at the house, he’d had little reason to use them. He’d expected Mr. Larkin to be late—that seemed to be a technique he used, at least one he’d used the last time he’d come—but he had been prepared for him to arrive on time, in case it was the variance that was his actual tacit. And it was appearing to be. The blasted man was almost twenty minutes late already.

Robert was running out of space on the edges of his blotter when he heard the door open. He quickly leaned over the contract in front of him, which was an old one that had nothing to do with anything Laurence was working on at the moment and therefore made a good prop, and glanced up when he heard footsteps approaching. He was disappointed to see that it wasn’t Mr. Larkin at all, but the sort of clerk trusted with annoying jobs like delivering messages. “May I help you?”

“A message for Lord Heathborough.”

So he’d been right. “Is there a reply?”

“No, sir.”

“Then I’ll see that he gets it.”

The man handed over the note and left without waiting for a tip. Robert sighed. That meant the man was an employee, presumably of Mr. Larkin. He picked up the note and brought it through. 

Laurence was sitting at his desk, bent over a stack files Robert recognized as more old papers, looking as if he were far too busy with what he was doing to notice the time. When Robert closed the door, Laurence looked up with the same bland expression Robert had seen when they’d first met. Laurence looked at him for a moment then relaxed into an expression of slight confusion. “No Mr. Larkin?”

“No Mr. Larkin. There was a messenger, I assume from him.” Robert brought the note over and leaned against the edge of the desk while Laurence unfolded it and read it. It was clearly a short note as he handed it back almost immediately.

“It seems we waited for nothing.”

Robert read the note. 

 

“Due to unforeseen circumstances, I will not be able to continue the negotiations today. Larkin” 

 

Robert dropped the note back on the desk. “I wonder what he means by ‘unforeseen circumstances.’”

“Perhaps Father’s done something else to sabotage my business.” Laurence pulled down the shades on the windows at the back of the room. “It will be a relief when the trial finally starts. Maybe then they can stop him from speaking to anyone from outside the prison.”

Robert watched Laurence go to the side window and pull those shades as well. He supposed they would be returning to the house now that there was no reason to wait here. “Do you have plans for the afternoon?”

“I have plans for this moment.” Laurence finished with the shades and came back to the desk, pulling off his coat as he approached. “I seem to remember I was supposed to find a way to be useful to you. Unless you were in a hurry to leave.”

Robert slipped his arms around Laurence’s waist. “I can wait until I see what you have to offer.”

Laurence leaned over him, pinning him against the desk, and caught his lips in a kiss. Robert parted his lips and pressed himself against Laurence’s chest as Laurence’s tongue darted into his mouth and began to tease him. Robert slid back on the desk so he was sitting more securely on it then wrapped his legs around Laurence’s hips and clung to him. He felt Laurence slide his coat off of his shoulders and let go of Laurence long enough to wiggle out of it. Laurence moved his hands along Robert’s shoulders to the back of his head, tangling his fingers in Robert’s hair to hold him in place as he continued to alternate between thrusting his tongue into Robert’s mouth and nipping at his bottom lip. 

As soon as Robert had his arms around Laurence again, Laurence set to work on Robert’s waistcoat, undoing the buttons and pushing it out of the way, then undoing his cravat and tossing it aside. Robert let go of Laurence again to divest himself of the waistcoat, only to find himself pushed back against the desk, the waistcoat sleeves falling back and pinning his arms against his sides as Laurence begin nipping and kissing his way down Robert’s neck, pushing aside his shirt as he went until the neck opening was shoved down over his shoulder. 

That seemed to be Laurence’s goal. While Robert struggled to get his arms free of his waistcoat, he felt Laurence’s fingers against his chest, brushing his nipple, then the scrape of cloth held taught against his skin, scraping over his right nipple as Laurence pulled the fabric of his shirt out of the way. And then there was the warm wetness of Laurence’s mouth over his right nipple, Laurence’s tongue darting over it, Laurence’s lips pressing against the skin as he sucked, leaving Robert moaning. Robert got his right arm free of the waistcoat and tossed it aside as he slid his fingers into Laurence’s hair. Laurence pulled away almost at once and ran his tongue over Robert’s left nipple through the fabric of his shirt. 

Then, just as quickly, he pulled back, letting the chill of the air hit Robert’s saliva-damp skin. Robert moaned again, this time with longing for the feeling of his lover against him. Laurence pushed him back against the desk again, and Robert had to put his arms behind him and brace them against the desk then almost collapsed back anyway as Laurence brushed his hand against the fall of Robert’s trousers, right where his cock was straining against the fabric, then rubbed his palm against the fabric there. Robert pressed his hips forward without thinking. He could hear Laurence chuckle, then Laurence dropped to his knees and undid the fall of Robert’s trousers and shoved aside the fabric of his shirt, letting Robert’s cock spring free. Robert barely had a moment to feel the air against it when Laurence’s warm mouth covered the head, licking and sucking lightly. Laurence pulled away quickly and blew lightly against the now-damp skin, making Robert shiver and his cock jump, then licked a long stripe along the underside, from the base to the head. “You like this?” he whispered, his lips so close that Robert could feel the little puffs of air hitting his cock with each word.

Robert tried to say yes, but it came out as a moan.

Laurence chuckled and slid his mouth over the head of Robert’s cock again, still chuckling so Robert could feel the vibrations all the way down its length. Laurence slowly slid his mouth down Robert’s shaft then pulled slowly away, sucking as he did, before sliding down again while pressing his tongue against the sensitive skin.

Robert reveled in the strange sensation of being half-undressed while Laurence was still fully clothed, and yet being pleasured so completely by his lover. He wanted to move his hips, but he didn’t want to do anything to stop whatever it was Laurence wanted to do. Laurence’s hand was on his thigh now, sliding up the sensitive inner skin until it reached his sac, where he began rubbing and stroking while he sucked. The combination of sensations was too much for Robert, and he moaned out a warning as he felt his balls contract, “Laurence.”

Laurence began to hum softly against Robert’s cock as he sucked. That was too much. Robert let himself go and felt Laurence swallow as his climax poured out of him. When there was nothing left, he slumped against the desk. Vaguely, he saw Laurence undo his own trousers and with a few quick pulls come into his handkerchief. Robert tried to sit up but ended up half-slumped against the desk, his arms shaky as they tried to support him. And then Laurence was sitting beside him with an arm wrapped around his waist. Robert let himself collapse against Laurence’s chest.

Once Robert had regained his breath and his legs had a chance of functioning, he shifted so he was sitting up against Laurence instead of half-falling into his lap. 

Laurence stroked his arm. “That was far better than a meeting about contracts.”

“It was indeed.”

“And I’ve proven my usefulness?”

“Most definitely.” He brushed a kiss against Laurence’s neck as that was the closest bit of skin he could reach. “But I suppose we should try to figure out why Mr. Larkin canceled it.”

Laurence sighed and straightened up as well. “I suppose we should. I’ll go and see Penroy again. The man’s going to dread seeing me on his doorstep.”

“I’ll go out and get the newest edition of every newspaper I can find. Perhaps there was some article published that we didn’t see.”

Laurence nodded. “It’s possible, although I’ve started taking every newspaper in the morning to keep track of the old fool.”

“So a remote chance.” Robert absently tapped his fingers against Laurence’s thigh as he thought. He realized what he was doing and stopped abruptly. He heard Laurence chuckle and realized he shouldn’t have worried. “Will you need me this afternoon?”

Laurence kissed the back of his neck just above his collar. “Yes, but not for business.”

“So nothing that can’t wait until the evening?” Robert grinned. He leaned back so the back of his head was resting against the bend of Laurence’s shoulder. “Then after I get the newspapers, I’ll walk over to Larkin’s office and see if I can find a way to talk to the secretary. Perhaps offer to take him to the pub for a bite to eat. Maybe I can find out why the meeting was canceled from him, especially if I pretend I don’t know much about your business dealings.”

“That might work. Will you come to the house after?”

Robert felt warmth spread from his heart at the eagerness in Laurence’s words. Maybe Laurence would want him around after this nonsense with his father was sorted out even if he abandoned the deal with Larkin. “I’ll have to tell you my findings, won’t I?” He turned his head to press a quick kiss to the edge of Laurence’s jaw then stood up and pulled away. “Let me fix this for you.” He straightened out Laurence’s shirt then arranged his neckcloth into something resembling a respectable waterfall knot. As he was righting his own clothes, he felt Laurence’s hand slide along his back. He arched a bit to have more contact.

“I’ll miss you,” Laurence whispered.

“I won’t be too long. But I’ll miss you too.”

Laurence smiled, and Robert wondered if Laurence was as pleased by that statement as he had been. Then Laurence got up and started to put on his coat. “If you won’t be around, I think I’ll see what I can find out about Fenton’s inheritance while I’m at it. He definitely got one, but I’d like to know where it came from. It does seem to be quite the coincidence.”

Robert found his waistcoat under the desk and slipped it on. “Do you remember the name of the solicitor who sent him word of it? You could try asking there. They won’t be able to say much, but you could say you were trying to find the other heirs because he’d found some personal effects that he wanted to pass on. Letters, perhaps, or books. Or an antique that could have sentimental value he wanted to find out about before donating it to the vicarage or something like that.” Robert took his coat from the chair.

“I think Penroy would know the name, or at least have kept a record of it. That was who I sent him to when the original letter came in. I’ll ask him while I’m there. Which of the stories do you think would get me better answers?”

Robert hunted around behind him for his left sleeve as he considered. “The antique, I think. Say it’s a chair from the sitting room. Plenty of people have chairs their grandfather used to sit in that have sentimental value. And the solicitor won’t be able to say to send it to him and he’ll forward it along the way he could for papers. Far too much hassle.” The sleeve appeared by his hand, and he felt Laurence manipulate it into place for him. “Thanks. And when you speak to the solicitor, watch his reaction to the questions, especially if there’s any relationship at all with any of the other players in this mess. He ought to have some kind of records to consult at hand. You said it wasn’t that long ago?”

“Beginning of last year.” Laurence picked up his own coat and began putting it on.

Robert crossed the room to assist. “Then they shouldn’t be that far, and even if he does store them somewhere else, he should be used to retrieving them for his own consultation. Every firm I’ve worked in thinks nothing of sending a clerk out to retrieve something. If he hesitates about getting them, suspect something. In fact, I would try to establish how long it would take to get the information before you give specifics, then if it changes...”

“I’ll know he’s buying time to invent something. You’re brilliant.” He leaned forward and caught Robert’s lips in a kiss. When he pulled back, he whispered, “Until tonight.”

 

Mr. Larkin’s office was in a small building in an expensive part of the City. That didn’t surprise Robert; Mr. Larkin had struck him as the sort of man who would pay a premium and put up with being inconvenienced to have a good address. He wandered past the building, pretending to be looking for another address so he could glance through the window. There were four desks crammed in the front office, but only two were occupied, one by the man who had brought the message and the other by what appeared to be a junior clerk of some kind. Robert kept walking until he reached the corner then turned to observe the rest of the area. There was a pub just across the street, which was most likely where anyone leaving the office for a bite to eat would go. Robert found a convenient spot where he could be out of the way of foot traffic but still see the front of Mr. Larkin’s office, and set to waiting. 

After fifteen minutes, he began getting odd looks from the man sweeping the stoop outside of a hat shop and the fellow who kept coming out of the pub for some unknown reason, unless it was to see what that strange man was doing leaning against the wall. Robert pulled out his watch and gave it what he hoped was an irritated look, as if he were waiting for someone who was late. He made certain to remember to do that every ten minutes or so to hopefully make it look like he was supposed to be there. If it had been any other client, he would have given up when the looks started, but he needed to get Laurence untangled from his father’s stupidity so they could... Could what? What on earth would Lord Heathborough want with him?

His thoughts were interrupted by the sight of the clerk who’d delivered the note canceling their appointment coming out of the office and starting down the street, in the opposite direction from the pub. Robert hurried across the street, nearly missing a curricle being driven by some reckless fool, to catch up to him. 

When the man was stopped at the street corner waiting for the same curricle to pass, Robert contrived to bump into him. “Sorry, sorry. Oh, I think I know you. You work for Mr. Larkin, right?”

The clerk gave him a confused look. “That’s right. Oh, you do look familiar.”

“You delivered a note to the office where I was working this morning, Lord Heathborough?” Robert leaned in and tried for a conspiratorial whisper as he said, “I say, you wouldn’t let me buy you lunch and ask a few questions, would you?” The man hesitated, so Robert pressed on before he could say no. “You see, I just started working for Lord Heathborough, and I knew all about his father but... well, I wanted to know if there was anything about the son I should know.”

The curricle moved on, and they both started across the road. The clerk glared at Robert for a second and sped up his steps, but Robert was careful to stay right beside him. As they approached the other side of the street, the clerk gave in and said, “I’m meeting somebody for lunch, and they can’t... I mean she... I mean this person can’t get away very often. But if you wanted to ask me something on the way there, I can try to answer.”

It was something, but not much. As he didn’t have much time, Robert decided to try being direct. “Why did your boss cancel the meeting this morning? Did he find out something about Lord Heathborough or his father?”

The clerk stopped walking. He stared at Robert for a moment then pulled him out of the flow of foot traffic and leaned in to whisper. “That was nothing to do with Lord Heathborough. Mr. Larkin doesn’t own the company anymore, as of last night.”

“We weren’t aware that he was selling. Why did he wait so long to bring it up?”

“It wasn’t sold. He’s part owner with his brother, even though he does all the business end of things. They inherited equal shares.”

Robert nodded. That had been in the file.

“His brother is a bit—wild? Idiotic? In any case, he was at the card table last night, convinced he could win at baccarat, I believe it was, and half the company now belongs to Mr. Dunston.”

“I see, and Mr. Larkin doesn’t want to negotiate for a company that isn’t entirely his anymore.”

“Particularly not when Dunston owns the other half. He’s considering selling his half and taking what he can get for it. I wouldn’t advise Lord Heathborough to buy it, though. Dunston couldn’t keep a company afloat if he had a raft and Montgolfier balloon.”

“Is that why Mr. Larkin was so late sending us word of the canceled meeting?”

“It was the yelling; I’ve never heard the like. He only stopped after half an hour because he was afraid of damaging his voice. His brother took the opportunity to run out of the office like all the devils in hell were chasing him. It wouldn’t surprise me if he decides a nice long stay on the continent is in order.”

Robert was relieved that it was someone else’s relative spoiling the deal, not the sort of mess Lord Burfield’s ill-advised confession could get them into. Not that he had any claim on Lord Burfield as family, or Laurence. He realized the clerk was watching him, waiting for him to say something. “Thank you so much. That put my mind at ease. Will you let me buy you lunch?”

“No, no, this is the sort of lunch I really need to pay for myself. But I’m glad I could be of assistance. It can’t be easy working for that fellow. I thought Mr. Larkin was bad enough.”

“It has its benefits,” Robert said before he realized what could be considered benefits. He quickly added, “Lots of contacts for starting my own practice and a good recommendation. I hope you enjoy your lunch.” Robert tactfully turned away before they reached the entrance to the pub where the clerk was clearly heading. 

After parting from the clerk, Robert kept walking towards Cheapside. He didn’t want to linger near the pub or pass Larkin’s office again, and it would be easier to find a cab from there to Laurence’s house than from one of the smaller streets. Or, as it was in the right direction, he could simply walk. It would take Laurence a while to track down the solicitors who’d handled his valet’s inheritance, and while Laurence’s staff would let him in, Robert didn’t fancy waiting too long for him in the office where his mind constantly strayed to Laurence, particularly as he owed him a debt from the morning and fully intended to repay it in the evening. It might be best to walk all the way to Miss Evans’s shop, which wasn’t really that far out of his way, and pass a bit of time there, now that he thought of it. He was so deep in his own thoughts—was that what Laurence meant about his ability to concentrate—that he was quite shocked to hear a lady’s voice at his shoulder. “Why Mr. Clarkson, how nice to see you.”

He turned towards the unrecognized voice and saw Miss Donovan standing beside him. How on earth had she known his name?

“You may not recognize me...”

“Miss Donovan, a pleasure. I’m quite surprised you knew me.”

“You are my fiancé’s solicitor, so why wouldn’t I know you?” She was trying for a teasing tone, which made him suspicious quicker than anything else could have done. 

Then there was the matter of what she’d called him. Fiancé. Laurence hadn’t said anything about an engagement, but would he? Perhaps Robert really was seeing something in their bouts of lovemaking that wasn’t there. Maybe to Laurence it had been nothing more than a convenient place for his cock, although this morning it had been Robert’s... He pulled his mind back to the conversation. Besides, Laurence had said he didn’t intend to marry now. “I didn’t realize the marriage contract had been signed.”

“Oh, we haven’t gotten that far, but really it’s just a trifle.”

Did Laurence consider it such? That was the question.

“You seem to have become quite close to Lord Heathborough.”

After having been warned about her twice, Robert knew he had to be cautious. “I’m his solicitor. It’s a position of trust.”

“But he’s taken you to see the manor house. He never brought me there.”

“It was purely a business matter. I was helping him sort out his personal items from what belongs to his father.”

“I see. So you have no particular loyalty to him?”

That was an odd question, and quite intriguing. Robert was very careful as he answered it. “I’ve been his solicitor for a few weeks now.”

“That’s not very long.”

“I suppose not.” What on earth was she getting at? She wasn’t particularly subtle, although he would guess she thought she was, so he thought it was worth risking being direct to speed along the conversation before he was put in a position where her father could demand he marry her when the engagement with Laurence fell through. “Were you proposing something?”

“Me?” She fluttered her lashes at him in a way he supposed was meant to be appealing. He wondered if a gentleman of a different persuasion would find it so. He rather doubted it. There was an air of desperation about it. “However, my father did express an interest in meeting with you.”

“Then what a lucky chance we met.” Robert remembered Laurence’s story of the lucky chance in a bookshop that had caused him to meet Miss Donovan to begin with. He shuddered to think how they’d known where he would be. Why, they must have followed him from Laurence’s office. And when he thought of what he’d been doing in Laurence’s office that morning... He quickly distracted himself. “Is he somewhere about?”

Robert was not the least bit surprised when the answer was, “He had a little bit of business just down the road. He’ll be here to collect me any minute. Why, there he is. Papa! Look who I ran into.”

So Laurence did have a spy somewhere. Where, that was the question. And who could have known he was coming here today? Unless it was as simple as someone watching the front of the office. Robert felt another moment of panic when he thought of what they’d been doing in the back and all the possibilities for blackmail if anyone saw them. But no, Laurence had been very careful to draw the shades before anything incriminating started. If anyone had been watching, Laurence would have noticed it then.

“Why Mr. Clarkson, just the fellow I’ve been wanting to see. What would you say to a bit of lunch with us?”

So it was something that needed to be approached slowly and not in an office. “It’s very kind of you to offer. I am a bit hungry.”

“Then suppose we go to the Stevens Hotel. I’ll track down a hackney. If you’d keep Melly company.”

The Stevens Hotel—so Mr. Donovan was showing off his money. He must be planning to offer something that would be lucrative to Robert. None of it made any sense, but Robert was intrigued.

Miss Donovan tucked her arm through his. “Do you like the sweets at Miss Evans’s bakery as well? I could tell that’s where you were heading.”

There was no way she could have told that from where he was walking as there were at least four pubs along the way that could just as easily have been his destination, and Miss Evans didn’t sell many sweets beyond jam tarts and the occasional biscuit anyway. But it did tell him why they had been waiting here for him. Somehow they had known he frequented Miss Evans’s. So had they been following him as well? Had they noticed the number of times he’d stayed late at Laurence’s townhouse? But they couldn’t know what went on inside. He was beginning to understand Laurence’s obsession with blackmail threats.

 

 


Chapter 12

><

 

THE RIDE IN THE HACKNEY CAB was uncomfortable as Miss Donovan simpered most of the trip, which Robert finally realized was an attempt at flirting. Her father didn’t seem to mind it at all, even though she was flirting with the solicitor of the man he was trying to marry her off to. There was further discomfort at the restaurant as there was no reservation in Mr. Donovan’s name and money had to change hands more than once before a table could be found. But one was found, and they were seated. Mr. Donovan promptly ordered all sorts of delicacies from the menu and two bottles of champagne at a guinea each, clearly showing off, then dismissed the waiter and turned to Robert. “I suppose you’re wondering why I invited you here.”

“The thought had crossed my mind.”

“I’m sure Lord Heathborough told you of the understanding between him and my daughter.”

Robert nodded. He’d been told Laurence’s understanding of it, and apparently whatever Miss Donovan understood did not prevent her from flirting when it seemed useful.

“Well, I never would have entered such an arrangement unless I was sure of my girl’s happiness, but Lord Burfield was an old business acquaintance of mine. More than an acquaintance. You could say we were partners in a way. I handled certain investments for him and his friends, frequently to the detriment of my own business.”

A reply seemed needed. “That was very generous of you.”

“Indeed, but he was an old friend, and I was allowed to participate in the profits. I assure you I had no idea what they were doing with theirs. Very foolish. We were clearing a nice bit of money while we were in partnership.”

He had to be hinting at the swindles. “I take it the partnership has ended?”

“Unfortunately, and I find myself with no new investments and a business that has suffered because of my desire to put my friends’ interests ahead of my own. Not that I worry for myself, you see, not at all, but poor Melly here will be left destitute.”

Melly managed a small frown without furrowing her brow. Robert wondered how her supposed nuptials fit into her predicted poverty, but as he didn’t like to mention the marriage, he kept his face bland and nodded, a trick he’d learned from Mr. Penroy.

Mr. Donovan went on. “But if I had access to the kind of information my former partners brought me, I could restore my fortunes and assure my Melly’s future.”

“I assume there is some way I can be of assistance.”

“You can indeed. Nothing illegal on your part. Nothing that would do any harm to your employer. That was the beauty of the tips Lord Burfield brought me. The other fellows had investments that needed—a little nudge here and there to get the results we wanted. Most of Lord Burfield’s submissions behaved exactly as they were supposed to without any help from me at all.”

Robert was beginning to see the plan behind the meeting. “Most fortuitous for you.” 

“Indeed it was. Which was why I chose you to assist me. I would pay you a nice retainer and have you down as one of my solicitors. In return, you would simply keep your eyes open when you are working for Heathborough, and when you come across a likely investment for me, bring it to my attention. I’ll place some money in it, and you’ll get a share of the profits.”

Their food arrived, and Mr. Donovan had enough sense to stop speaking while the waiter was there. 

When the waiter was gone, Robert asked, “And what precisely would I have to do?”

“Well, Burfield used to obtain three or four company names for me and a list of areas that Heathborough was looking into. I would look through them, pick the one I thought best, and return everything to him within forty-eight hours so he could return them to their original place, but the person he had collecting the information for him was not particularly bright. I have the feeling you will be able to focus on the sort of investments I’m looking for without the need for that.”

That must have been what Johnson was doing, giving Lord Burfield the names of places Laurence was going and people he was meeting with to be passed on to Mr. Donovan. Robert wondered just how much of the original scheme Mr. Donovan was planning on telling him. “It is certainly an interesting proposal.”

“And so simple for someone as well placed as you are. Clearly he trusts you. After all, he did call on you when he needed help sorting out the estate in Sussex.”

Robert nodded blandly again. If he knew what Laurence had trusted him with, what they had gotten up to since...

“And if you can find anything else that might be useful, the rewards could become even more substantial.”

Robert tried not to let his face show anything. What if he did know the rest? Robert tried to look like there was nothing else to know as he leaned in. “Useful in what way?”

“Well, there was a rumor, back when he was at university, that he might be—” Mr. Donovan leaned in until he was almost touching Robert and whispered, “deviant.”

Robert knew he was supposed to react, so he forced out a gasp.

“Unfortunately, the only person I’ve been able to find that publicly mentioned it was a servant in one of the halls who was later arrested for stealing from the rooms.”

More reason for Laurence to be worried about blackmail, it seemed. And from just the one incident, it seemed. “And the allegation never stuck?”

“It was Lord Heathborough who found the evidence that convicted the man, so no, it was taken to be rumor and revenge, and perhaps it was. I haven’t managed to get anything useful out of the servants we’ve sent in, not in that area at least. So either he is unnaturally careful in his activities, or there really was nothing to it. Still, I thought you should know in case you come across anything to that effect. A shared secret can be very useful for persuasion.”

By which he meant blackmail. “And what would you be persuading him to do?”

“Nothing against his wishes. Just speed the marriage along. He was quite happy for it a month ago.”

A month ago when he thought he’d have a title. “Why the speed, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“My daughter is eager for marriage.”

Robert arched an eyebrow.

“Oh, not for that reason, I assure you. She is most definitely pure of heart. There may be a few financial difficulties coming our way, and I’d like to see her nicely settled before then.”

Robert considered that response. He supposed it could be true, if the financial problems were severe and about to hit soon. Perhaps Laurence ought to look into Mr. Donovan’s shipping business and see if any competition had recently appeared. “What exactly would my role be in this plan of yours?”

Mr. Donovan smiled. “Nothing too taxing, I assure you. And you would be amply rewarded, both monetarily and socially. I do still have useful connections.”

Robert noticed the word “still.” So he did think he was on the verge of ruin. So Miss Evans was probably right. “I might be interested, but I would need more details to ease my mind.”

“Of course. Let’s order another course, and we can go over the particulars.” Mr. Donovan settled in for a long talk.

 

{--*--}

 

Laurence walked briskly down New Bond Street. After the meeting he’d just had, he needed something to calm his temper. Penroy had found the name of the solicitor readily enough, and Laurence had gone to meet him. He’d given Robert’s story of knowing someone who had received an inheritance from a former client of his and found a family heirloom in the house, a chair that he’d been told had been the old man’s favorite, so he wanted to be certain no one wanted it before it was donated to the vicarage. That had all gone over very well until Laurence had named the cottage, and then the solicitor had insisted he had to be mistaken. A bit more insisting on Laurence’s part, and the solicitor blurted out that the house had been empty when he’d arranged its purchase and the furniture had mostly come from dark corners of Lord Lynster’s estate as it had been the closest. 

So Fenton’s inheritance had been contrived as well, to allow them to place Johnson in his household. He’d have Robert look over the accounts, but as it had all been arranged before the traitor lords had been caught, and quite a bit seemed to have been provided by the former Lord Lynster, who had died before he could be arrested, Laurence thought Fenton would be all right. The only question was whether or not to tell him. Laurence was leaning towards no—let him enjoy his retirement.

So what to do with himself? The Stevens Hotel was nearby. He’d stop in for a bite of lunch. Perhaps he could bring Robert there someday. It wouldn’t seem odd for him to want to discuss business with his solicitor over a meal, and Robert had missed out on the Clarendon in their rush to get home from the theater. He could see if it was the sort of place Robert would like and perhaps plan a second night at the theater for them. Now that they saw each other regularly, they ought to be able to make it through an entire evening without tumbling into each other’s arms. And Robert deserved nice things and a few treats as often as he’d accept them. And perhaps things would progress as they had after the theater, although it would be a bit tricky to arrange in the afternoon. Tricky but not impossible. They’d managed it before.

Perhaps he should take a set of rooms in town close to the office. Rooms that didn’t need a full-time staff, just someone to come in and clean every few days when he wasn’t there. Would it seem strange if he wanted a place closer to the office since he only used the office to meet with people? He didn’t think it would, and he didn’t really care as long as no one figured out their true purpose. He could always get rooms for Robert and get him moved out of his father’s house, but the last thing he wanted was for Robert to feel like some sort of kept man. No, a set of rooms for himself that he could invite Robert to.

What else was in the office building? Could he purchase that outright as an investment and make himself a set of rooms there? That was an idea. It would certainly be a convenient place to go after lunch, and they only saw clients there by appointment. He was thinking so deeply about Robert that it was almost natural to see him sitting in the dining room of the Stevens. For a moment, Laurence thought it was his mind playing tricks on him, but no, it was really Robert sitting there.

Odd, Laurence had always thought Robert was short of money, but perhaps Glasson paid him better than he’d thought. Perhaps Robert was saving every penny in anticipation of starting his own practice. That made sense. He was a practical man, and even with clients, it would take time to be profitable. But now that he knew he had Laurence, he could afford to spend a little on himself. That had to be it.

Laurence was going to enter and go to Robert’s table when he realized there was another man seated at the table, his back to Laurence. Heavy-set in a good suit with big hands. There was something familiar in his posture. He seemed to be speaking intently and was leaning in so close he was almost touching Robert. A client? Laurence had assumed he was Robert’s only client from the amount of time they spent together, but perhaps Glasson had assigned him others. They had never really spoken about Robert working for him exclusively. He’d rather assumed that would happen, but perhaps Robert didn’t want to. They’d have to talk about it as soon as this business with Father was behind them. No, sooner. Father’s blasted mess took up far too much time; he didn’t want Robert exhausting himself over it if Glasson was expecting him to take on more work. It would be different if Robert had found the estates and wills interesting, but there was no reason for him to be working on projects he didn’t enjoy there when Laurence could find plenty for him to do, even if he had to invent it. Laurence slipped behind the nearest potted plant so he wouldn’t distract Robert if he happened to look at the door. If he wanted to keep his other clients, Laurence didn’t want to cause him any trouble.

And then Robert’s lunch companion leaned in the other direction to allow the waiter to put something on the table, and Laurence caught a glimpse of the third diner. A glimpse was all he needed. Miss Donovan. And now that he’d placed her, the man was recognizable. Mr. Donovan. Robert was having lunch with Miss Donovan and her father, a lunch that seemed to include discussing something that couldn’t be spoken of in front of the waiters, and sitting very close together. Robert was listening intently. Laurence could tell from his posture that he was noting every word.

“Were you waiting for a table, sir?”

Laurence turned to the maître d’. Not only was his appetite completely gone, but there was a good chance he would lose what he’d eaten at breakfast. He shook his head and hurried for the door. Better the man think he was mad than know what was really going through his mind.

 

Laurence didn’t remember walking home, although he must have looked all right. No one stopped him in the street or offered to help him along, unless he seemed so upset they were afraid to. But when Wilkes opened the door, he didn’t seem to sense anything was wrong either, merely asked if he’d like some refreshment brought to the office or the sitting room. Laurence shook his head and went to the sitting room since it was closer. Once inside, he closed the door behind him and sank into the largest armchair by the fire.

Donovan. Robert was having lunch with Donovan. How could he? He knew what he’d done to Laurence, and how he’d been tied up in his father’s mess, and what Miss Donovan had tried to do, how she’d almost trapped him into a marriage of convenience and probably helped his father use his business to swindle people out of money. Unless Robert had been a part of it from the beginning. Mrs. Maguire had seen the Donovan carriage hanging about shortly before Robert had arrived the other day. What if he had been reporting to them? Perhaps she had realized he wasn’t attracted to her, and they had hatched a plan to get someone into the household whom he would find attractive. But that would mean Penroy had been in on it too. Was there anyone he could trust?

He wanted to storm around the sitting room or throw things at the fire, preferably that wretched picture of the soldiers that would now be the perfect blackmail tool. He’d thought he could tell Robert anything. Thought he’d finally found someone worth trusting. He’d been considering asking Robert to move into the house or a flat above the office, investing everything in him, all his dreams, his whole heart. He’d thought Robert was the one good thing to come out of this mess, and instead he found out he was a part of it.

The painting stared back at him, mocking him. The two soldiers seemed so easy in each other’s company. He’d thought perhaps there was a small chance he could have that with Robert. He sighed. He should have left the painting at the manor house and taken his scrawny cows. At least they were realistic. 

He flopped down in the armchair again and rubbed at his forehead. Robert had seen how important the picture was to him and had helped him more or less steal it. That ought to be a sign of his dishonesty. But he’d stood beside that ridiculous rosebush and fumbled with their hands like schoolboys, and he’d never once said Laurence was silly for having arranged it. How could he do that and be in league with the Donovans?

He’d accused Robert of spying on him once and felt terrible afterwards. This time he’d give him a chance to confess it, and maybe he could forgive him. Or maybe there would be an explanation, something that would justify his faith in Robert. He hoped there would be, although what it could be he had no idea. But he would give him the chance. 

Laurence brought some papers over to the chair and sat with them spread over his lap. Hopefully, it would look like he was reading them if anyone walked in, normal business on a normal day. It seemed an age before he heard Robert’s familiar step in the hall outside the door. What had they been discussing that had taken so long? He glanced at the mantel clock as the door opened, and realized it had barely been an hour. Not nearly so long as he’d thought.

The door opened, and he could hear Robert’s light step as he entered and the click of the latch as the door closed again. There was a moment’s pause, then Robert said, “I’m not bothering you, am I?”

Laurence ignored the question. “Did you enjoy your lunch?”

“What?” Robert asked as he crossed the room. He glanced at the door then leaned over the back of the chair and pressed a quick kiss to Laurence’s cheek, too quick to notice the lack of response.

“I saw you at the Stevens. Did you enjoy your lunch?”

“You were there? Thank God you didn’t come over to say hello.” 

Laurence felt his chest clench. What lie would he tell? Who would he say he was with?

“I met Miss Donovan and her father as I was going from Larkin’s office to Miss Evans’s bakery, and they were very—forthcoming. I think if we handle this correctly, it could completely vindicate you, or at least give the Crown enough to work with that they won’t bother to look for anything in your companies, particularly as they don’t seem to want to find anything on one of their pet investors.”

Laurence sat up. Thank God he hadn’t said anything cruel. Robert had been playing the double agent all right, but an agent on his side, not Father’s. “What did they say?”

“To begin with, Mr. Donovan is the one who arranged to have Johnson be your valet. He arranged the references, he even hired the real valet for his cousin so he knew all about the process Lord Redford used to verify references and was able to manipulate it to get his man in here. Fenton’s inheritance was arranged by another solicitor that Lord Lynster used occasionally, only he’d been told Fenton was one of Lynster’s servants that he wanted to pension off.”

“So Donovan was part of Father’s scheme as well?”

“The swindle part, at least. The pair of them seemed very put out at your father for being part of the conspiracy and spoiling their grand plan to rebuild the Donovan fortune. I take it their shipping company isn’t doing very well. I thought you might want to put some of your research skills to work on it, if you were interested. He blames the Irish, although if it’s in general or a reference to a specific person I couldn’t tell.”

“And they told you all of this because?”

“You haven’t hired another valet. You don’t want to see Miss Donovan. They have to have some way to know what businesses you’re looking into. Who better than your solicitor? They offered me a ridiculous amount every month on retainer—it would go in the books as being for their solicitor, although it was implied no actual legal work would be involved—and five percent of any profit they make from my information. They’re not particularly good at schemes. I think your father may have been the brains of this. They practically told me their entire plan without checking my loyalties beyond asking me if I’d consider it.”

Laurence relaxed back into his chair. Miss Donovan and Father betraying him, even Mr. Penroy betraying him he could survive. But if Robert really had been a part of it, and after what they’d done together, not only in bed, but simply together...

“Are you all right, Laurence? You look a little pale.”

Laurence shook his head. “I’m fine. When I saw you sitting there, with her, after what we knew she’d done...”

“You honestly thought I’d betray your trust?” Robert’s hand went to his hip. “I thought we already had this discussion.”

Laurence reached out and grabbed Robert’s wrist before he could start pinching himself again. He swallowed and chose his answer carefully. “No, I don’t think I did really, but I was scared. Everyone, everyone who’s come into my life in the last four years was manipulated into place by my father. He made me care about them, take them into my home, trust them, all so he could use me. I didn’t think I could survive finding out that you had been a part of that. Not when I love you like I do. Please, if you want to yell at me, do so. Don’t pretend everything’s all right and hurt yourself. I deserve to be hurt, not you. You’ve done nothing wrong, and I was wrong to suspect you had. You’ve done nothing that justified suspicion. Nothing at all.”

Robert froze. “You love me?”

Laurence shrugged. “Yes. You don’t need to worry. I won’t pester you about it or become maudlin or anything. But yes, I care very much for you, and I don’t like to think what it will be like when you leave. Having you betray me would be the worst thing that’s come out of all of this, and when I saw you there, I’d just been thinking that you’ve been the one good thing to come out of it so far.”

Robert smiled and sat on the arm of the chair. “You haven’t figured it out then? I’m completely in love with you, Laurence. I’m not going anywhere. I was afraid if I seemed to invest too much in our friendship, you’d find another solicitor and send me packing, and I didn’t think I could bear not seeing you. I’m glad to know that isn’t the case.”

Robert loved him. Nothing else seemed to matter. Robert loved him, and that meant he would stay as long as Laurence didn’t do anything idiotic. Like accuse him of being a spy. He slid his arm around Robert’s waist and pulled him into his lap, pulling him close so Robert’s head rested against his chest. “I’m sorry I doubted you, even for a moment.”

Robert nestled into his arms. “It’s all right, Laurence. At least you let me explain myself this time. Next time, perhaps we could skip the suspecting altogether?”

Laurence smiled back. “I’ll try.”

Robert took Laurence’s hand in his and stroked the knuckles with his thumb. “That’s all I ask. I know you’ve been betrayed. I just didn’t realize how much and how deeply it had hurt you.”

“But not by you. And you shouldn’t have to pay for other people’s crimes. And by all means, tell me if you’re angry, or yell at me, or throw things, anything but hurt yourself. Please.”

Robert leaned over and pressed a kiss to Laurence’s palm. “Then let’s get this sorted out so neither of has to worry about this ridiculous swindle hanging over our heads. It seems the Donovans are quite ready to believe that I’ll betray you for the princely sum of fifty pounds per month. I told them I would consider. Do you have any contacts that might be worth mentioning this to?”

“There’s Mr. Gaines. He’s the one who first mentioned that they’d like to have a way to prove my innocence.”

“Then perhaps we should get in touch with him.”

“First I’d like to speak to Penroy. I don’t want you to get into any trouble for fraternizing with conspirators, and I’d feel better if he were in on this.”

“I won’t object, although I will remind you that I am a solicitor, and I know how to be cautious. Still, I have no desire to spend the rest of my life in Newgate now that I’ve found my dearest love.”

That phrase made Laurence ridiculously happy. He slid his arm around Robert and pulled him closer. “Did you like the Stevens?”

“I barely paid attention to the food. Why?”

“I went in there because I was thinking of taking you there. You missed out on the Clarendon after the theater. And I thought perhaps another evening out would end as that did.”

“With a visit to the theater?” Robert grinned when Laurence swatted his thigh. “Surely you don’t think you need to ply me with fine food to get me into your bed. Pity you have such dedicated servants, or we could sneak up now.”

“I was also thinking of taking some rooms near the office, or perhaps buying the building, to make it more convenient if I need to work late.”

Robert slid closer to him. “I’ll start looking into the building ownership as soon as we decide what to do about the Donovans.”

Laurence slid his hand along Robert’s leg. “Can you stay the night?”

“We have to sort out what we’re going to do about the Donovans. I think that will take most of the evening, and then that bed in your dressing room will seem inviting.”

“Not too inviting, I hope. Mrs. Maguire suggested that it will look odd if you’re always staying there when there are plenty of other guest rooms. She suggested a second door in the wall between the third best guest room and my dressing room, provided you don’t mind sharing a dressing room with me.”

“Mrs. Maguire is a treasure, and you do not pay her nearly enough.”

“I quite agree.”

Robert brushed a kiss against Laurence’s lips. “Let’s get arranging our meetings out of the way so we can proceed to the more interesting parts of the evening.”

The more interesting parts of the evening couldn’t come soon enough for Laurence.

 

When they were settled in the office, Robert wrote down everything Mr. Donovan had said during their meal so they would have a complete account of it while it was still fresh in his mind, and Laurence wrote to Penroy and Gaines letting them know he had information for them. It was a sign of how important the case had become that, by the time Robert and Laurence were at the dinner table enjoying slices of Mrs. Maguire’s almond cake, Wilkes entered with both replies. Laurence handed Penroy’s to Robert while he read Gaines’s, then they swapped them.

“So they both want to see us in the morning,” Robert said.

“So it seems. I suggest you go and have one of your theoretical talks with Penroy, and I’ll deal with Gaines at the office. Then we can reconvene here in the afternoon and make our plans.”

“Sensible,” Robert answered. “And if we’re going to be spending tomorrow discussing weighty matters like keeping you out of prison, I suggest an early night.”

“Also sensible.” Laurence forced himself to finish his cake and not run directly to the staircase, although from the way Robert attacked his sweet, it seemed he wasn’t the only one eager to be finished.

 

When they got to Laurence’s room, Wilkes had already been there to leave hot water and turn down the bed. Laurence closed the door and turned the key in the lock then turned and held his hand out to Robert. Robert went to him at once and melted against his chest, resting his head on Laurence’s shoulder and relaxing into his arms. Laurence had said he loved him. Robert couldn’t help smiling.

“Now what is that lovely expression, and how do I get to see it more often, hmm?” Laurence stroked Robert’s hair, pushing it out of his face so he could brush his lips along Robert’s hairline.

“You love me,” Robert whispered.

He was rewarded with a smile from Laurence. “I do indeed, my darling Robert, to distraction.”

Robert twined his fingers in Laurence’s hair and leaned up to kiss him, drawing Laurence to him and capturing his lower lip in his teeth until he felt Laurence’s tongue dart out and begin exploring his mouth. Robert sucked lightly on it and heard Laurence moan against him. Then Laurence’s hands were between them, undoing buttons without any regard to whose they were. Robert laughed and pulled back so he could get to his own clothes, dropping them on the floor as he got each undone. He was undressed before Laurence and sat on the edge of the bed to watch as Laurence fumbled with his clothes, revealing bits of skin at odd moments.

Laurence saw him as he pulled his shirt over his head, revealing his gorgeous chest with the waves of light-brown hair curling over it. “I did warn you I’m the absolute worst valet I’ve had, and considering at least one of mine was only in the position to spy on me...”

Robert laughed. “I’m enjoying the entertainment.”

Laurence threw his discarded shirt at him. Robert caught it and held it close, inhaling Laurence’s scent until he realized it might look odd. When he glanced at Laurence, Laurence was smiling again. Perhaps he hadn’t noticed, or perhaps he understood. Whatever he thought, he didn’t say anything, merely continued to remove clothes until he was naked and hard and crossing the room. Robert enjoyed watching him until he stopped at the nightstand and pulled out the bottle of oil he’d used before. Robert moaned in anticipation and knelt up against the headboard again.

“No,” Laurence said, “on your back.”

Robert obeyed, lying down and drawing his knees up. Laurence climbed onto the bed and leaned over him, with his hands by Robert’s shoulders supporting his weight. He lowered himself until he could kiss Robert thoroughly, plundering his mouth with his tongue then raining kisses along his jaw and down his neck. When he’d gone as far as he could without moving, he pushed himself up again and grabbing the oil from the where he’d dropped it. Robert pulled his legs up again. He heard the sucking sound as Laurence worked the stopper loose then the pop as he pulled it free, not unlike the sounds Laurence’s cock had made sliding into him. Robert moaned softly as he watched Laurence slick his fingers, then moaned again when he watched Laurence bring his oiled fingers behind himself, sliding them into his own hole and working them in and out. 

Laurence grinned at his reaction. “For you, my darling. Must prepare myself well for you.”

Robert couldn’t answer. He just watched as Laurence’s fingers disappeared inside himself over and over, then Laurence oiled Robert’s cock, stroking just hard enough for Robert to feel his hand but not enough to give relief. “Ready?” Laurence hissed. He didn’t wait for an answer but rose up on his knees and adjusted his position until he was kneeling over Robert and able to slowly lower himself onto Robert’s cock. Robert held still, letting Laurence take him at whatever speed he wanted, but when he felt the head of his cock slide past the tight muscles of the entrance, it took the last bits of his control not to thrust up and bury himself inside. 

“Watch,” Laurence moaned. Robert obeyed and watched his cock slowly disappearing into Laurence, the warmth of Laurence’s body surrounding it, pulling it in. Robert whimpered but held still. And then he was completely inside Laurence, his sac brushing against Laurence’s bottom. Laurence was tight and warm and absolutely delicious. And then Robert was sliding out as Laurence lifted his hips, his passage clinging to Robert as if he didn’t want to let go either. When Laurence was almost free of him, Robert shifted his hips a bit and waited for Laurence to lower himself. He did it each time Laurence released him until the time Laurence lowered himself and groaned with pleasure.

“There?” Robert asked.

“There,” Laurence panted. He began to move faster over Robert, his passage massaging Robert’s cock as Robert made certain to keep his cock in a position that would hit Laurence just so and cause the delicious moans. He slid his hand down to the spot where his cock met Laurence’s passage and gathered some of the oil that had dripped out of Laurence then wrapped his oil-slick hand around Laurence’s cock, so every time Laurence thrust around Robert’s cock he also rubbed his cock through Robert’s hands. He heard Laurence gasp. Two hard thrusts later, and Robert could feel Laurence’s cock swell in his hands. Another, and Laurence spent across Robert’s chest, his passage tightening around Robert’s cock, pushing Robert over the edge of pleasure until he groaned and spent himself in Laurence.

Robert let his hand drop as Laurence collapsed over him, catching himself on his elbows before he fell on Robert, and pressing kisses across Robert’s chest as that was where his head landed. Robert felt his cock slip out of Laurence and missed the warmth even though he knew he was too sensitive at the moment to enjoy it. “Love you,” he whispered to Laurence. 

Laurence smiled and nuzzled his neck. “Love you too,” he whispered before rolling off of Robert and lying beside him.

Robert forced his legs to work and got up from the bed with Laurence’s hand sliding along his chest as if he didn’t want him to leave but didn’t have the strength to stop him. He cleaned himself quickly at the washbasin then brought a damp cloth to Laurence and began to tenderly wipe the oil and spend from his body. It felt surprisingly tender and intimate to do that for his lover, particularly when Laurence looked over his shoulder at him and smiled. When Robert had finished, he pressed a kiss to Laurence’s shoulder before leaving to bring the cloth to the washbasin. As he returned, Laurence flipped back the covers and held out his arms so Robert could crawl back into the warmth of the bed. Laurence gathered him up in his arms, and Robert fell asleep listening to the sound of Laurence breathing beside him.

 

 


Chapter 13

><

 

THE MEETING WITH MR. PENROY took Robert most of the morning. Mr. Penroy had listened to his theoretical description of events and had agreed that Robert had been sufficiently cautious and that it would be unlikely anyone would find him guilty of being part of the swindle, particularly as he had reported the conversation to Laurence at once, who had subsequently reported it to his government contact just as quickly. However, he had no ideas as to how to use the information to clear Laurence once and for all. All he could advise was caution and observation, both of which Robert had figured out on his own, but it had been nice to have his thoughts confirmed by someone with more experience.

But it seemed Laurence’s meeting was taking even longer than his own. When Robert returned to the townhouse, Laurence wasn’t back yet. The office seemed empty without him, so Robert retreated to the sitting room where the painted soldiers could keep him company as he waited. Mr. Wilkes brought in a large stack of newspapers from the morning, and Robert passed the time flipping through them looking for any new disaster Lord Burfield might be planning to bring down upon them.

Robert looked up when he heard the door. He couldn’t help smiling when he saw Laurence come through, even though Laurence looked tired and dejected. “How did it go?”

Laurence slumped down on the couch.

“As bad as that?” Robert crossed the room to stand behind the couch and wrapped his arms around Laurence’s shoulders. “Wouldn’t he listen?”

Laurence leaned back into Robert’s arms. “He listened, but then he said it wasn’t proof. Mr. Donovan could have done the same research himself, or I could have given it to him to help the swindle, or it could have been a coincidence.”

“And my testimony?”

“Suggestive but suspect because I employ you.”

Robert pulled back so he could massage Laurence’s shoulders. Gaines wasn’t wrong; the little bit of information they’d managed to gather didn’t prove anything, but it was certainly suggestive. “Do you think he was being thorough or annoying?”

Laurence considered. “A bit of both, I think.”

Robert sighed. “Then we’ll have to find a way to get proof he’ll believe.”

“Can you stay?”

Robert shook his head. “Two nights in a row is suspicious. But I will think about how we can use this to your advantage. Maybe when I’m not distracted by certain things”—he ran his hand down Laurence’s chest until he could brush his fingers along the fall of Laurence’s trousers—”I’ll be able to come up with something.”

Laurence closed his eyes and pressed his cheek against Robert’s shoulder. “I suppose it will have to do.”

 

Robert and Laurence spent the rest of the afternoon finishing up business matters that were being neglected because of the legal troubles. Laurence asked him to stay to dinner, but Robert declined. If he was going to go home, he might as well do it properly and have dinner and listen to complaints and all the rest. 

As he walked home, Robert passed the street where Glasson & Co. had its offices. He realized he hadn’t been back there in ages. He really ought to stop in, he thought, and see if there was anything he needed to finish. For that matter, he probably should have been going to Mr. Glasson with his questions about the Donovans and the rest of Laurence’s troubles, not Mr. Penroy. But he could not see himself trusting Mr. Glasson with the details of those problems, and there was a definite risk that Mr. Glasson would think he was out of his depth and take over Laurence’s legal matters himself. No, going to Mr. Glasson wasn’t an option. 

In fact, once he was certain of Laurence’s intentions regarding him, perhaps he could leave the firm altogether. Mr. Glasson would be angry at the loss of the retainer, but Laurence would still keep Addison and Powell under retainer, so some of his money would still be flowing into the firm. Really all they would lose was their estate specialist, and he’d certainly never wanted to be that. He’d have to avoid starting his own practice for a while to avoid looking like he was poaching clients, but he could call himself Laurence’s man of business or his secretary to smooth things over. 

But all the thinking of Laurence made him wish he were back at the townhouse, sitting beside Laurence and enjoying Mrs. Maguire’s cooking. And then afterwards they would go upstairs and... And it was best to distract himself from that as well. Robert looked around for anything that would serve as a distraction and realized he was passing Miss Evans’s bakery. He didn’t normally buy pastry in the evening, certainly not before going home, but if he couldn’t spend the night with Robert, well then he deserved a little treat. 

Miss Evans was behind the counter. He smiled as he approached. “Do you ever sleep?”

Miss Evans started to laugh then stopped quickly and said in a much more formal tone, “Why Mr. Clarkson, you do tease so.”

So someone must have entered the shop behind him. “Do you have any of the currant buns I like left?”

“Mr. Clarkson, fancy seeing you here.”

Robert turned, surprised to hear Mr. Donovan’s voice behind him. “Likewise, Mr. Donovan.” At least he knew the reason for Miss Evans’s change in tone. That must have been how Mr. Donovan had found him by Larkin’s office. He must have followed him home from Laurence’s or to Laurence’s and seen him stop here. He did it often enough.

“Have you given any thought to our last conversation?”

Robert knew this was a chance, but how to take the best advantage of it? “It has been on my mind.” So what did he need to do? Prove that Donovan was using Laurence’s files without his knowledge. How? And then the idea came to him. “And I think I have the perfect opportunity for you.”

“I knew you could be counted on. Is it something we can begin on soon?”

“At once, if you have a moment.” 

“‘Lead on, McDuff.’”

Robert resisted the urge to correct his Shakespeare and went to find them a hackney cab.

 

Laurence locked the office door behind him and looked at the empty room. It seemed lonely now without Robert, but the office at home had seemed worse. And as there was no way he would settle to sleep alone unless he was exhausted, he might as well work on his defense, or on some of the business that had been neglected, or something useful. He didn’t want to be disturbed, so he left the lights out and the shades drawn and made his way in the dim late-afternoon light to the back office, where the light from the lamps couldn’t be seen from the street. He lit the lamp on his desk and pulled out the post he had been neglecting. If he could make a dent in the replies, that would be one less thing to do when Robert was there.

Laurence had made it through the first five letters, all invitations he’d declined, when he heard the door open. He hadn’t expected Robert, but no one else had the key. He was about to go out to greet him, when he heard Donovan’s voice saying, “You’re certain he won’t know?”

“Of course. He’s never here at this hour. We won’t be disturbed. The files are just through here.”

Laurence froze. What on earth was Robert doing here with Donovan? Whatever it was, clearly Robert expected to find the private office empty. The very things that made his office so good for assignations made it very bad for escaping. There weren’t many choices. Under the desk and hope not to be noticed like a character in a bad French farce, or out the window and hope Robert would be there to let him back in. 

“If you’re certain then.”

“I am, and I have just the thing for you. Exactly the sort of investment you’re looking to use.”

The desk was too risky. The window it was. Laurence scrambled out as he heard the latch on the door click out of place. He pulled the sash down as he knelt, pressing himself against the brick of the wall so he wouldn’t cast a shadow on the window, which he couldn’t close entirely without making noise and drawing attention.

Faintly he could hear the sound of Robert unlocking the safe and shuffling through papers. “Here it is. This is the file I was talking about.”

“How long can I keep it?” Donovan asked.

“How quickly can I get it back?”

“In the morning? Outside the bakery?”

“It will have to be early so I can get back here before he arrives and put it away. Seven?”

“Right.”

“And you’ll do it personally? I don’t want to get a servant mixed up in this. Too much risk.”

“Of course not. I wouldn’t dream of it. Loose ends are what brought this down the first time.” There was a pause, and Laurence fancied he heard the sound of papers being shuffled. “Oh Mr. Clarkson, if this is as good as it looks, you will be earning that retainer and getting your bonus shortly.”

As the light faded outside, Laurence could see shadows on the wall across from him. Robert was moving around the desk. “Just to be clear, what sort of legal matters do you think you’ll have for me? Under the retainer, I mean.”

Donovan chuckled. “I thought we understood each other. All of my legal matters are handled by Kroft and Paulson. The retainer is a—an accounting designation. The only services I’ll require of you are this sort.” Donovan’s shadow held up the folder.

“As I said, I wanted to be clear. Did we have any other business tonight?”

“No, no, I want to get home and get this read as quickly as possible. I think this will be a lucrative arrangement for us both.”

“Allow me to show you out.” Laurence could see Robert’s shadow guide Donovan out of the office. Robert had left the lamp lit. Laurence took that as a sign he was returning and would be able to let him back inside. 

Laurence gave the pair enough time to get to the front door then cautiously straightened up. The office door was partially closed, so he didn’t think his shadow would be spotted. He gave the window an experimental push, but he couldn’t get enough of a grip to open it from the outside. He peered through and noticed that the safe had been left open. Robert had to be coming back. He just had to wait. How long could it take? 

Unless he had to make more arrangements with Donovan to get the file back. It sounded as if they had known what bakery they were referring to, so he assumed Miss Evans would be involved, but perhaps details had to be arranged so the file could be returned. The question was which file, and why did Robert think it was a good choice for Donovan, and why was Donovan there in the first place? And where on earth was Robert? Surely he wouldn’t leave the safe unlocked overnight. It was starting to get cold, and Laurence didn’t have his overcoat. Drat, where had he left his overcoat? On the hook by the door. Maybe Donovan hadn’t seen it. He hoped Donovan hadn’t seen it. The man was not the most observant. And Robert was quick. Perhaps he’d say Laurence left it there all the time, or always forgot it, or something more clever than Laurence could think of when his fingers were starting to freeze.

And then the door opened and Robert came in, heading for the safe. Laurence tapped on the window then knocked forcefully on it when Robert didn’t seem to notice. Robert heard the knocking, and when he turned, he jumped back then ran forward and opened the window. Laurence got his leg up over the sill and tried to figure out how to get through without landing on the floor. 

Robert reached through and took his hand to help him balance. “You nearly gave me heart palpitations.”

“Serves you right after the fright you gave me when I heard the door unlocking.” He managed to tumble through the window without knocking Robert over. “It’s freezing out there.”

“Your hands are like ice.” Robert grabbed the left one and started rubbing it then slipped it into his own pocket and started on the other. The warmth from Robert’s leg started to seep through the fabric of Robert’s trousers and into to his hands, but Laurence kept his hand where it was even after feeling returned to his fingertips, although he did turn his hand to the side and caress Robert’s leg through the fabric of his trousers. Robert grinned a little and pressed against him. “Although it was a good thing you hid. Donovan would never have trusted me again if he found you at your desk after I insisted you weren’t here. He was wary enough until he got his hands on the file. How’s that?”

“My hands are warmer, thanks to you. Of course, there are other bits that could use some attention.”

“Your feet?” Robert teased.

Laurence pulled his hands out of Robert’s pockets and swatted him on the bottom. “So what was the plan that I almost managed to destroy? You could have warned me you were bringing him.” 

Robert grinned at him.

“Did I say something amusing?”

“No, no. Nothing like that. And the opportunity came up by chance, so I had to take it when it presented itself. But the plan. What was the one thing we needed to get from him?”

“Proof that he was using my files without my knowledge.”

“Exactly. So when I ran into him at the bakery I like in the City, and he put his offer before me again, I came up with the perfect way to prove it.”

“By giving him one of my files? How is that going to be more helpful than what Johnson was doing?”

“Because I chose a very particular file. The Larkin proposal.”

Laurence tried to follow the logic of that choice. “I never updated it after you spoke to his clerk.”

“So it still says that Larkin owns the business and has the right to take investments in it, and that you’re considering it.”

“So if he tries to invest with Larkin, we’ll have him.”

“Now if we can just figure out how to pass this information on to Gaines.”

“Leave that to me. I’ll send a note round. If I tell him we can get him proof of the other conspirators, I think he’ll be willing to take part. Where is this bakery?”

“I’ll write out the address. What do you propose?”

“I think if Gaines were to hide near the bakery and see you get the file back, it would prove Donovan had it, then Gaines can monitor his investments and see what he does with the information. Is it your friend’s bakery?”

“It is, and she’ll be willing to help us.”

“Perfect. And I heard him offer you money, so that should prove that he was buying information, although it wouldn’t hurt if you could get him to mention it again within Gaines’s hearing.”

“I’ll try, but if I pretend I don’t know what the retainer is for by now, he’ll know something’s wrong.”

“Then we’ll have to make do without it. The last thing I want is to get you in trouble.”

They were both silent as they wrote out their notes. Robert put the address down on Laurence’s desk. “I should go there while they’re still open and let Miss Evans know about the plan.”

“Will you come to the house after?” As soon as he’d said it, Laurence knew it was foolish. If Donovan was watching the bakery, he would see Robert come from a direction other than home and know something was amiss.

“Of course. Your feet did need some attention after all. I’ll just send a note home saying something’s come up.” He leaned over and kissed Laurence’s neck just behind his ear. “I’ll take a hackney in the morning partway home so it will seem I’m coming from the right direction.”

Laurence leaned back so Robert could reach his mouth. He nibbled on Robert’s lower lip until Robert pulled away. “I won’t be long,” Robert whispered.

“Neither will I,” Laurence murmured back. “If you want to leave a note for your father, I’ll have it sent round with this.”

Robert scribbled a note to his father then grabbed his overcoat and hat as he crossed the office. He paused in the doorway. “And thank you for not thinking I was in league with him.”

Laurence looked up in surprise. He was about to protest when he realized Robert was completely justified in saying that considering how he’d reacted the last times Robert had tried to save him. “I suppose I’m becoming less of a fool. Someone must be having a good influence on me.”

Robert smiled. “If you figure out who it is, I want to thank him.” He disappeared into the front office before Laurence could respond. Laurence turned his attention to the note. The faster it was done, the sooner he could find someone to take it to Gaines, and the quicker he could return home to wait for Robert.

 

{--*--}

 

The next morning, Robert ate his eggs silently and tried not to let Laurence know how nervous he was. This was their best chance at catching Donovan and proving Laurence had nothing to do with his father’s swindle. If he did something wrong, if he let Donovan guess that he was not helping him, they wouldn’t get a second chance. Donovan would find someone else to get the information, and he and Laurence would be left with no options but to try to determine who the spy was and either catch them in the act or suborn them to their side, with no guarantee of success in either.

Laurence pushed the plate of sausages towards him. “Just a little longer, Robert. In a couple of hours, this whole thing will be behind us and we can look into more interesting matters. Like buying the office building.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“It will. I have complete confidence in you.”

That cheered Robert enough to at least consider the sausages.

“Mr. Gaines, my lord.” Mr. Wilkes stepped aside to allow Gaines and another man into the room.

“Good morning, Mr. Gaines. Please help yourself to whatever we have here.”

So it began. Robert clutched his fork until his knuckles went white, and pushed the half-eaten sausage around on his plate, rather glad he hadn’t had time to eat more. He felt Laurence’s foot press against the side of his own for a moment and felt better. Laurence thought he could do this. He had to remember that.

Mr. Gaines sat across from Robert. “A bit of tea wouldn’t go wrong. And those sausages look rather good. Allow me to present Mr. Pruitt, a colleague of mine. He wanted to accompany me to see what will happen today.”

“I am acquainted with Mr. Penroy, who I believe represented your father in some business matters. We’re attempting to root out the other members of the stock swindle before they destabilize the market and cause people to lose faith in shares. Only a cup of tea, thank you.”

Mr. Wilkes brought the tea to Mr. Pruitt and a plate of what appeared to be a bit of everything to Mr. Gaines. Robert tried to manage a bit more toast while he considered this development. Mr. Penroy must have had a reason for sending him. “Who in the government do you work for? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“You must be Mr. Clarkson, our double agent. I’m attached to the Prime Minister’s Office.”

So he most likely outranked Gaines by quite a bit. “I see.”

Laurence seemed to have grasped the significance as well. “We seem to have attracted a great deal more attention than I’d anticipated.”

“The government will be relying more and more on investments from people such as yourself to build canals and roads among other things. It would not do to have the public’s faith in the shares they purchase shaken. What time should we depart?”

Laurence turned to Robert, which made Robert glad he hadn’t eaten much more even though he understood why it was his decision. He was the one who knew the route to the bakery best. He glanced at the clock on the sideboard. “I should probably leave in the next five minutes or so, so I can walk there.”

“We should leave at the same time,” Mr. Pruitt said, “so we can properly conceal ourselves to watch. Unless you’ve already seen this bakery, Mr. Gaines?”

Gaines paused with his mouth full of egg. “Not had the chance,” he mumbled as best as he could around the food.

“I have,” Laurence said. “There’s a back room that should do nicely, if Mr. Clarkson can get him to talk while he’s near the counter. And the clerk seems most helpful. I think she can be trusted to assist us.” 

Robert smiled at his plate. Laurence hadn’t been to Miss Evans’s as far as he knew, but that was the plan he had suggested to Laurence the night before. So Laurence was trusting his judgment in this.

“Then I think we’re ready, unless you haven’t finished, Mr. Gaines?”

Gaines had been chewing furiously and managed to swallow. “Indeed, whenever you are, Mr. Pruitt.”

“Then Heathborough, perhaps you could send someone to arrange for a pair of hackney cabs to transport us to our respective places.”

“Wilkes, see to it.”

“At once, my lord.”

Robert stared at his teacup and waited to be summoned. Now that everything was in place, he wanted nothing more than to have it over and done so he and Laurence could decide what to do with themselves after.

 

It was all Laurence could do not to pace up and down the block as they waited on the front steps for Wilkes to return with the hackney cabs. The first cab arrived quickly enough. They’d barely been waiting five minutes when they heard the clop of hooves and the cab stopped in front of the house. 

“That’s for you, Mr. Clarkson,” Mr. Pruitt said.

Laurence could tell Robert was nervous. He kept shoving his hands into his pockets then pulling them out again. He seemed to think the success of the entire project rested on his shoulders alone. Laurence wished he could take Robert in his arms and keep him safe from whatever madness Father’s stupidity was throwing at them, or at the very least offer him comfort, but the best he could do was a slap on the back and a quick, “Good luck, old fellow,” as Robert descended the front stairs and went to the cab. 

The second cab arrived shortly, and the three remaining players got in, Mr. Gaines and Mr. Pruitt on one side and Laurence on the other. As the cab pulled away from the house, Mr. Pruitt said, “Now my lord, if you would tell me exactly what the plan here is. I understand you are providing false information to Mr. Donovan through Mr. Clarkson?”

“Correct.” Laurence began a detailed description of everything that had led to their coming up with the plan. It took him until they reached the bakery to finish. A shop-girl he assumed was Miss Evans was hovering by the door and ushered them in at once and brought them to the storeroom where she had arranged chairs for them just out of sight of the door and added a curtain to shield them from view. Laurence barely heard her explaining her preparations as he watched the door. It was far too soon for Robert to have walked from the place he’d been left, but Laurence was too nervous to think of anything but watching for him.

 

Robert had the hack drop him off fifteen minutes away from the bakery. If Donovan was going to look out for him on the way, he wouldn’t go much farther than that, but Robert had the driver leave him around the corner. If he was spotted, he could always say there had been some obstruction that had caused him to take an alternate route. Unless Donovan went all the way to Father’s house to watch for him. But that couldn’t be helped. Robert tried to distract himself from that thought. It could very well have been helped if he hadn’t spent the night with Laurence, but if he’d been at home in his bed, he’d have tossed and turned all night and gotten no sleep at all. At least that was what he told himself.

He needed a distraction. Mr. Gaines. Robert had only seen him once or twice, but Laurence had known him a bit and seen him on a regular basis. Robert wondered if he had always been so obviously self-serving or if it simply seemed that way when contrasted to Mr. Pruitt. He’d have to ask Laurence why he’d chosen him as his means into the inner reaches of the government, although perhaps he hadn’t had much choice in the matter. Mr. Gaines might have been the only contact he could find.

Those thoughts brought him all the way to the street outside the bakery. He paused before going in and looked around, but he was still startled by a voice from behind him. “Mr. Clarkson, fancy seeing you here.”

“Mr. Donovan, I hope you’re having a pleasant morning.” As Donovan lived and worked in the opposite direction from which he’d come, Robert assumed he’d been following him at least a little bit. Hopefully not for more than the past fifteen minutes, though. 

“Can’t complain, can’t complain. Were you going in?”

“I thought I’d get a bite to eat.” What if Donovan wanted to make the switch out on the street? Laurence and the others would never be able to see him. “It’s never crowded in here this early in the morning.”

“I see, I see. Then let’s go in, shall we?”

Robert nodded and led the way in. Maybe it wouldn’t be a disaster. 

Miss Evans was behind the counter. She smiled as she always did and let them approach. After giving them a moment to look at the case, she asked, “Can I help either of you?”

Robert glanced over at Donovan, who gestured for him to go ahead and order. Robert glanced over the choices. He knew the morning stock by heart now, but he had to think of what to do, how to make this easiest for Laurence. He spotted the basket that held the currant buns he liked. There was only one in it. That was odd. They were never sold out so early in the day. Odd might be what he was supposed to look for. It couldn’t hurt to try. If it was nothing, it wouldn’t look suspicious to Donovan. “Are there any more of the currant buns?”

“I have a fresh tray in the oven. If you can wait a few minutes, I can get them out for you.” She didn’t wait for an answer before she hurried into the back room, leaving the door ajar.

“Clever way to get rid of her,” Donovan said.

So that had been the right thing to do. “I thought we’d want a little privacy.”

“Good thinking. I like a man who thinks.” Donovan pulled the file out of his document case and slid it along the counter to Robert. 

Robert glanced at the first page to be certain it was the right one and slipped it into his otherwise empty case. “I trust it was useful?”

“Just the thing. I don’t know how he does it, but Heathborough always seems to get in on the best hidden gems. Burfield said he couldn’t have played his part without him.”

Robert’s ears perked up. That sounded like part of the conspiracy. “His part?” Repeating was safe. It wouldn’t add anything to the conversation or influence Donovan, but it might draw him out.

“His part of our little game. All three of them contributed companies for me to work with, alternating. I don’t know where the others got theirs, but Burfield’s were always the best. It’s lucky for me he’s the only one left.”

“I see.”

“And lucky you were there. Do you realize you’re the first employee I’ve been able to get my hands on since Burfield got caught? He was always able to get someone inside. The family connections, you see. Heathborough’s servants never questioned it.”

Robert felt rather bad for Mrs. Maguire. But why would she think her employer’s father was trying to harm him? “Who would?”

“Exactly. And there is one other, small thing you could do for me to help with this.”

Robert didn’t want to do whatever it was. He wanted this whole thing to be over. But he had to stay in Donovan’s good graces until Laurence was free of this mess. “How can I be of service?”

“It would be very helpful if you could slow things down a little.”

“Slow things down?”

“You know, stall a little, buy me some time to plant rumors in the right ears.”

“Rumors?”

“That things aren’t as good as they look on paper. Maybe the land isn’t quite right, or he won’t be able to find workers in the area. Once people hear that Lord Heathborough is investing, some of them might think he knows how to get around the problems, and that makes it less lucrative in the long run. So if you could just slow things up a little on your end, that would give me enough time to get the right people thinking the right way, then I can buy cheap, and when I sell, there’ll be a nice bonus in it for you.”

“A bonus?”

“Let’s just say your retainer will go from one for a man negotiating a few small contracts to one handling corporate matters, all without you having to do a thing beyond taking your time.”

“It sounds intriguing.”

“I knew you’d know a good thing when you heard it. There was something in here about royalties. He seemed concerned about those. Maybe you could drag that out.”

“Royalties can be a tricky subject.”

“Excellent. Then I will leave this with you and be on my way. Tell the girl if she wants my business, she’ll have to be quicker about it.”

Robert refrained from pointing out that privacy was exactly what they had wanted. It wasn’t as if Miss Evans would be getting repeat business from Donovan, not with him likely to be in prison before the month was out. “Have a good day.”

“You too, Clarkson.” Donovan nodded in his direction and left the bakery. 

Robert slumped against the counter. He’d done it. He’d managed to plant the file on Donovan and then draw him out all without Donovan guessing he was on Laurence’s side the whole time, and in front of government witnesses.

The curtain twitched, and Mr. Pruitt and Mr. Gaines came out of the storeroom, followed by Laurence. Mr. Pruitt reached for the document case. “An interesting interaction, Mr. Clarkson.”

“Will that be enough to help you?” Laurence asked.

“It does give us some interesting avenues to explore,” Gaines replied.

Mr. Pruitt nodded. “And it is quite clear that Mr. Clarkson was being paid on the sly for the information. That by itself is suggestive. And then all of the talk about rumors and slowing down the deal—well, that was quite interesting as well. And well done, Mr. Clarkson, for drawing him out without influencing his answers. It will make the information easier to use as evidence. Of course, if he begins trying to get investors for a venture that Lord Heathborough is no longer supporting, that will tell us where he got his information. It is possible, of course, that he will do more research on his own, particularly since this is his first dealing with Mr. Clarkson.”

“I doubt it,” Robert said. “He was quite willing to tell me everything about their plan at our first meeting.”

“Then perhaps he is becoming desperate. You say it has been several months since he had a spy in your employ, Lord Heathborough? What he said suggests he has been trying to reestablish a foothold there ever since. If the traitor lords had become his sole source of income, it would explain why his financial situation has become dire in recent months.” Mr. Pruitt put his hat and gloves on. “In any case, you have both been most helpful. We will contact you if we have need of further assistance. Mr. Gaines?”

“I quite agree, Mr. Pruitt.” Robert was now quite certain that Mr. Pruitt outranked Mr. Gaines, leaving the other man no choice but to agree with his assessment.

“Then Miss Evans, I think I would like a dozen of those buns you have in the basket, and we’ll be on our way.”

“Yes, yes,” Mr. Gaines answered. “Reports to write, you understand.”

Robert was starting to wonder if Laurence had been right, and Mr. Gaines had been considering blackmailing him over this whole mess from the start.

“Of course,” Laurence said smoothly. “I’m sure you have a great deal to do to catch these criminals.”

Miss Evans got Mr. Pruitt’s order together in record time, and the pair were on their way before Robert could think of a way to test the theory. 

Laurence leaned against the counter. “That went better than I expected.”

“We’ll have to thank Mr. Penroy for sending his friend. I think Mr. Gaines has it in for you.”

“I doubt it’s personal, merely financial. Shall we go back to the house?”

Robert nodded. He couldn’t think of any pressing work that required their attention, which made the idea even better. 

Miss Evans winked at him. “I still a few of the currant buns you like in the back. Wait one moment, and I’ll wrap them up for you.”

Why she couldn’t have wrapped them while she was keeping out of their way, he wasn’t certain, at least not until Laurence grabbed his hand and whispered, “Thank you so much for this. I think I’m finally free of it.”

“I hope so. You don’t deserve to be caught up in your father’s crime.”

“Not when I have more interesting things I’d like to be caught up in.” He leaned forward and brushed his lips against Robert’s. Robert was going to protest that they would be seen, but as quickly as he’d done it, Laurence drew back, and when Miss Evans came out of the back room with the parcel, he was at the counter smiling and ready to pay for Robert’s pastry. “Now shall we see if Gaines left us a cab?”

Miss Evans winked at him as they left the shop.

 

{--*--}

 

It was six months before Mr. Gaines sent word to Laurence that they had successfully apprehended Donovan and he and Robert had been vindicated. Laurence sent word to Lord Lynster to let him know how matters stood. He tried writing to Lord Martford’s younger son as well, but after the long-ago letter asking for a position, he seemed to have disappeared. Probably for the best as there were still reported sightings of Lord Martford and his older son in the newspapers every few weeks, none of which proved to be true. 

The press had finally disappeared from Laurence’s doorstep; he shuddered to think what would be happening if there were some mystery about his father. The only other letter of interest was from the builders, letting him know when they would be ready to start on the connecting door. He still hadn’t come up with an excuse for needing it, but no one had asked, and as he was still Lord Heathborough for a little while at least—Penroy seemed to think that would change when the trial started in the dull period after the Season ended—he was hoping no one would want to ask. He glanced over at the desk where Robert was sitting, bent over his own letters. His brow was furrowed in concentration, but he concentrated on everything he did so carefully that Laurence couldn’t tell if it was the sort of thing he could be disturbed at or not. Perhaps when he’d known Robert longer, he’d be able to tell the difference, maybe even tell the difference between him being caught up in thoughts of legal papers and of Laurence’s skin. He was still trying to decide when Robert looked up.

“You are now the proud owner of an office building with flats above. Or you will be once you sign some papers.”

An office building with flats above. Robert in his own flat, not having to answer to anyone, able to stay over whenever he wanted, or invite Laurence up whenever he wanted. “Not a moment too soon. The builders are ready to start next week.”

“Perfect. Then you were planning on taking one of the flats?”

How had they never discussed the flats? Laurence had been so certain Robert would live in the larger one, he must have neglected to tell Robert about it. “Actually, I was hoping to be invited to stay with the resident. I can’t believe I never told you I wanted you to live there.”

“There seem to be a few details you left out. Although I’ll admit I was rather hoping you’d suggest it. The location is excellent between here and Glasson & Co., and it would be nice to have someplace of my own, which is why I insist on paying rent.”

Apparently, there were more than a few things he’d forgotten to mention. Robert had barely set foot in Glasson & Co. since he’d come to work for him. Laurence had assumed he’d known, but then if he hadn’t said... “Were you going back to Glasson? I mean, did you want to? I was rather assuming you’d stay with me.”

Robert put the letters down on the desk and began lining up the edges with the edges of the blotter. “Are you asking me to stay?”

“Of course I’m asking you to stay. At the house, the flat, the office, anywhere I can convince you to. I love you.” Robert was staring at the desk again. He was definitely going to have to learn what the different sort of looks meant. “If you don’t want to, I understand. I don’t mean to...”

Robert sprang up from the desk and flung himself into Laurence’s arms. “Of course I want to stay with you. I didn’t want you to think I was only here to further my career or something.”

“That’s why you were going back to Glasson? To prove to me you loved me?”

Robert nodded and settled himself on Laurence’s lap. “Silly, I know, but...”

“I can think of other ways for you to prove how much you love me. Pity the house is full of servants at the moment.”

“I have the keys to the flats above the office. Perhaps I should insist my new landlord show me around.”

“I think you should be quite firm with him and tell him exactly what you want.”

Robert slid from his lap and went to retrieve the keys from his desk. “Then I think I shall start with a tour of the bedroom. I must be certain I approve of the bed.”

Laurence grinned. “Then I would suggest you make certain to test it thoroughly.”

“I plan to. Although I would never rent from someone with a cravat like that. Here, allow me.” Laurence stood still while Robert retied his cravat, which now seemed to involve caressing his cheek far more than it had when he’d first done it. When he’d finished, he leaned in and kissed Laurence just behind the ear and whispered, “I love you too.”
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BRADLEY GILFORD, DUKE OF MARTFORD, was reported seen in the coastal village of Dymchurch with his eldest son Alfred. Of the three traitor lords, he is the only one unaccounted for. “It is only a matter of time before he and his son are brought to trial,” pledged Magistrate Shepney, who is under investigation for allowing the pair to leave the country. He was found to be guilty only of incompetence. The younger son, Edwin Gilford, was determined by the Crown to have been ignorant of the plan. He was studying languages at Oxford University during the time the conspiracy was being planned. The Crown has vowed to see the pair caught and has begun proceedings to declare the title and lands forfeit due to the taint of the blood.  The first auction of the seized possessions of the Gilford family will be held on the 23rd of June. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Even the things that belong to me?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What about you?”

“What am I to do?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I haven’t any place to go.”

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

Edwin swallowed. “But I haven’t.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You find work.”

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

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

“Thank you, sir.”

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

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

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

“What do you want?” the man asked.

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

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

“Not much,” Edwin whispered.

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

“I’ll do it, sir, but I’ve never...”

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

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

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

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

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

 

 


Chapter 2

><

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You speak Chinese?”

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

“Go on, show me.”

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

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

“Silk from Japan.”

“Open it.”

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

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

“Kittering.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What do the letters say?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I wonder where he learned it.”

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

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

 

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

“All right, Humphries, send him up.”

Humphries nodded and left.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“A little.”

“Can I ask how?”

“Picked it up here and there.”

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

“I suppose.”

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

 

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

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

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

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

“Not what?”

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

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

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

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

“Good, and the one above it?”

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

“I can keep working.”

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

“No.”

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

“Thank you, sir.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

 

 


Chapter 3

><

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Excellent. Were there any problems?”

“None bad enough to mention in the dispatch.”

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

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

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

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

“But you’ll stay anyway?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Please.”

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

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

 

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

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

“I’ve always liked that one.” 

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

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

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

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

“I’ll be certain to look for it.”

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

“Yes, I’ve enjoyed it immensely.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I was hoping for a title.”

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

“Why not? Because I’m in trade?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Coming, Martin?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You could say you accept.”

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

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

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

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

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

“I suppose it is sudden.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who’s she when she’s at home?”

“The bosom friend of a patroness.”

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

“I thought you liked dragons.”

“Not these.”

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

“Johnson?”

“Pass.”

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

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

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

 

 


Chapter 4

><

 

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

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

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

“If you say so, sir.”

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

“A bath, sir?”

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

“You’re expecting someone then, sir?”

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

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

“I know it sounds strange, but...”

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

“Thank you, Sophie.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“If I’m too early...”

“Not at all. I said before nine.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then come along.”

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

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

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

“So the mistakes were most likely simple mistakes?”

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

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

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

“Such as?” 

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

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

 

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

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

Mr. Brideson smiled and went back to his desk.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not more of those dragons, I hope.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you enjoying the work, Martin?”

“Very much, sir.”

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

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

“Leaving, Martin?”

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

“A couple of coins.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Most bosses would say they gave him luncheon.”

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

“Exactly.”

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

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

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

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

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

“And next day’s Friday.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Good night,” Allen called after him. 

 

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

 

 


Chapter 5

><

 

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“If you’re certain.”

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

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

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

Sophie nodded and went back to her work.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s not necessary.”

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

“No, that’s fine.”

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

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

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

“I have lodgings, down by the docks.”

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

“Of course I can. It’s not so far.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Humphries, that’s quite enough.”

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

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

“You should go home, Humphries.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Shall I call him back?”

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

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

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

“Excellent. Come along then.”

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

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

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

 

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

“I’m sure if Humphries says...”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you all right, Martin?”

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

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

“I know. So I’ve heard.”

“Mind if I ask what did it?”

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

 

 


Chapter 6

><

 

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It isn’t necessary.”

“But if you need the money...”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Of course.”

 

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

“No, no. I’m fine.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Martin nodded.

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

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

“Wonderful. I’ll ring for Sophie.”

“I don’t want to be any trouble.”

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

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

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

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

“If you’d like.”

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

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

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

“It’s Edwin, sir.”

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

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

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

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

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

“They are pretty, though.”

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

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

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

“Was your father upset?”

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

Martin smiled. “Mr. Humphries.”

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

“And your father’s business?”

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

“So you got everything he wanted.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re interested in mythology?”

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

“Thank you, sir.”

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

“Thank you, Martin.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“More or less,” Rollins said.

“Seemed like more,” Mrs. Rollins snapped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Very good, Humphries. Is Martin around?”

“I reckon he went to eat too, sir.”

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

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

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

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

“Oh no, that’s not it at all.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You must accept it as a gift.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

Edwin shrugged to avoid answering.

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

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

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

“I didn’t mean that.”

“I know, but it’s still true.”

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

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

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

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

“That you’re checking on the workers?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It’s a very fine fabric.”

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

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

“You think it will work?”

“It might. It wouldn’t hurt to try.”

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

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

“Where is it located?”

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

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

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

“But on Cheapside.”

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

“And who’s going to buy it?”

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

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

“You can see it from back there.”

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

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

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

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

“Mr. Brideson, Brideson Warehouse.” 

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

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

“Why?”

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

“So I don’t have to pay you?”

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

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

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

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

“You still want it?”

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

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

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

 

 


Chapter 7

><

 

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

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

“Got all that pressing work done already?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The man shrugged. “Came Friday night.”

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

“I think so too.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Martin managed a little grin at that.

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

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

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

“I couldn’t...”

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

 

{---*---}

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

“Mr. Brideson, 

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

Mrs. Rollins.”

 

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

 

“Mrs. Rollins, 

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

 

Remembering Humphries and Martin, he added, 

 

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

A. Brideson”

 

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

 

“Mr. Brideson, 

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

Sincerely,

Mrs. Rollins”

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Martin looked up. “It’s beautiful, sir. Thank you.” Martin noticed Humphries had put his on and did the same, fastening it neatly in the middle of the cravat.

Allen smiled. “Humphries, give the men a little something extra to celebrate when they leave. I’ll leave it up to you. Then have someone gather this order together. I should probably deliver it myself to the mantua-maker. She might pass it on to Mrs. Rollins that I took the time to be certain everything was correct. Would you like to come along and help me manage it, Martin?”

He was very surprised when Martin answered, “No, there were some—things I wanted to check in the paperwork. It would be better if you brought Humphries along. I can get the fabric for you, though. I know where it is.”

“If you’re certain.” He hadn’t realized until then that he’d rather been counting on Martin coming along, on Martin sharing his first triumph, no matter how small it was. Perhaps taking Martin somewhere for a drink on the way back. But he wasn’t going to force him. He pulled the cashbox from the drawer and unlocked it so Humphries could get the bonus money.

“I’ll give them enough for a couple of pints, if that’s all right.”

“That sounds appropriate. Thank you.”

Martin got up from his desk. “I’ll get the silk cut for you. It won’t take a moment.”

Allen felt that he ought to say there was no hurry, but Martin had already crossed to the door, so he merely said, “Thank you.”

Martin nodded and hurried out the door. Humphries pulled the cashbox across the desk and counted out what he’d need then closed it and left the office. Allen stared at the empty room for a moment, then took out Mrs. Rollins’s note and re-read it. It was exactly what he’d wanted. There was no reason to keep glancing towards the door. Martin was simply cutting fabric; he’d be back in a moment, although he probably wouldn’t want to talk about the note. But there was no reason for the triumph to feel less triumphant because an employee wasn’t interested in something that didn’t really involve him anyway. Allen smoothed the note out and tried to remember what he had told himself he would do to celebrate when an order like this came.

 

Edwin fingered the cravat pin as he went to the shelves where the silks were kept. It had been so long since he’d had one, he ought to be pleased. But a sale to Mrs. Rollins. If she liked the silk, and Edwin was certain she would, there would be others, and soon people coming to the warehouse and the townhouse, and that would be the end. 

He took out the requested silk and began to measure it out. He’d known he only had until the Season at best, so this should not have been a surprise. And Mr. Brideson had been so kind, he really shouldn’t be upset. Cravat pins and wanting him to go along with him. Edwin filled out a receipt for the material, folded up the length of silk neatly, and put the rest of the bolt away. He wasn’t sure how Mr. Brideson wanted it recorded, so he marked what he’d taken on the shipping label and brought the silk to the office.

Mr. Brideson was sitting right where he’d left him, still reading the letter that would start him on the path to what he wanted. Edwin put the silk bundle on the desk and left the receipt on top. “I didn’t see anything to wrap it in.”

Mr. Brideson looked up from the letter. “There’s some paper in the cupboard. I’ll take care of it. You’re certain you don’t want to come?”

Even though he had never frequented mantua-makers, plenty of people who did would know him. He couldn’t ruin Mr. Brideson’s chances before they even began. “No, I have some things to look over here.”

“All right, if you’re certain. I took your pay out of the box in case I’m not back before you leave. It’s in the drawer with Humphries’s. He has the key. I’ll let him know. We’ll finish going over the orders for the shops on Monday at the office.”

Edwin nodded and sat at his desk. He could feel Mr. Brideson watching him as he packed up the cloth and got his hat, but he didn’t say anything more.

 

Allen found a hack easily enough and gave the driver the address from Mrs. Rollins’s letter. Once inside, he leaned back against the seat and tried to figure out what it was Martin had wanted to finish. He couldn’t think of anything in the office that needed to be done except the orders for the shops, and he’d said they’d put them off until Monday. No, the only conclusion was that Martin didn’t want to come with him. The question was why.

Allen was no further along in the riddle when the hack left him outside the shop on Cavendish Square. He was paying the driver when he heard his name being called.

“Brideson, it is you, isn’t it? Told the mater you could be relied on.”

“Rollins, how nice to see you,” Allen replied automatically.

“So you’ve got the new stuff she wanted? Perfect. That means she’ll be in there another hour at least. Plenty of time.”

Allen wasn’t particularly interested, but he knew he was expected to make conversation. “You have another engagement?”

“Not formally, but I was going to meet Fenny and Wilton at the pub around the corner. Cockfights in the back. We’re going to go around betting on who has the biggest cock.” He laughed at the puerile joke and watched Allen until he managed a chuckle. “Want to come?’

“I’m afraid I have much too much work to do back at the office.”

“Oh, I say, mother’s counting on you for her little art thing tomorrow night.”

Allen didn’t want to put his invitation at risk, even if it meant betting on cockfights with Rollins. “That’s why I want to get back to work, to be certain there’s nothing to distract me from her gallery showing.”

“That’s good then. I’ll see you tomorrow. You don’t have any money on you, do you?”

“Only enough to get me back to the shop,” Allen lied. “Pickpockets, you know.”

“Right, right, I’ll ask Fenny.” Rollins started down the street.

Allen hurried inside before Rollins could decide to come back and ask for what money he had.

 

Inside, the shop was chaos, with pattern books spread out over every available surface, and three shop girls hurrying around with trims and lace. Mrs. Rollins was seated in the middle of it, with a harried-looking seamstress trying to be polite and stop the teacup that was perched precariously on the table by Mrs. Rollins’s arm from falling off and spilling on anything valuable. He caught the seamstress’s eye to let her know he was there before saying, “Mrs. Rollins, this is a pleasant surprise.”

Mrs. Rollins twisted around in her chair, knocking the teacup with her elbow. Fortunately, the seamstress caught it before it could overturn. “Mr. Brideson, how good of you to come. And is that my silk?”

“It is indeed. Allow me to unwrap it for you.” Allen removed the paper and found a receipt to be signed inside on top of the fabric. It was filled out in the neat hand Martin used for formal documents. For an instant, Allen wished the man himself were there. He’d completely forgotten to bring anything for Mrs. Rollins to sign, that was why of course. Martin wouldn’t have been distracted; he would have thought of any little thing like that while Allen dealt with Mrs. Rollins. As he unrolled the fabric for approval, he noticed the seamstress seem to relax as Mrs. Rollins turned her attention to someone else. That movement reminded Allen of Martin and Humphries muttering about being paid. They’d probably say he would soon be as harried as she was. He ignored the voices in his head, which sounded more like Martin than Humphries if he was honest, and spread the cloth out for inspection.

Mrs. Rollins leaned over the fabric. The seamstress hurried to assist him in holding it out. “Oh this is very nice, isn’t it, Mrs. Rollins? The color will be so becoming on you.”

“I suppose it will do.”

“I hope you’re pleased. If you would just sign for it so I can add it to your account.” Allen held out the receipt.

Mrs. Rollins took the pen that was by the teacup. “Yes, it’s exactly what I asked for. But I’m not sure it’s quite right for the dress I had in mind.”

The seamstress draped her end of the fabric over a chair. “It would be perfect for the gown you were looking at yesterday. One moment while I find the sketch.” She started to sort through the mess around Mrs. Rollins’s chair.

Mrs. Rollins ignored her as she searched. “It was good of you to bring this yourself. Now I can give you your invitation to the showing in person. I do hate trusting important things to the servants. As often as not they forget to deliver them.”

Allen was tempted to say his never forgot such things as long as he remembered to ask them to do it, but he knew that would cost him the invitation at least, so he merely smiled. If Martin had been there, he could have joked about it in the hack on their way to where ever they would go to celebrate, but Martin wasn’t there. Foolish to think of what he’d do if he was.

Mrs. Rollins produced the piece of card and tried to unbend the edge of it. “There you are. It will be nice for Freddie to have a friend to talk to.”

Allen hadn’t realized he’d be expected to entertain Rollins, but he schooled his face in as bland a look as he could and said, “Thank you. I’m quite looking forward to this.”

The seamstress reappeared then, holding a book of fashion plates. “Here it is. I think these fabrics would be lovely in something like this, don’t you, Mr. Brideson?”

Allen didn’t want to be in the middle of a debate between Mrs. Rollins and her mantua-maker, but he had the feeling that the woman had been on his side earlier, so he settled for, “I bow to your expert opinion, miss, however, I do think Mrs. Rollins would look quite striking in a design like that.”

“There was another one over here I liked.” Mrs. Rollins pushed some of the books around with her foot.

Allen looked longingly at the door. “I quite like this one, although of course, I would defer to the judgment of the ladies in such matters.” He hadn’t realized how much diplomacy would be needed to navigate the ton. He was starting to think going into foreign service would have been less fraught with traps. He searched for an excuse to leave before the book was found. The story he’d told Rollins seemed suitable. “If you will excuse me, I want to be sure I’m finished with all of my office work before your party, so I can give it my full attention without being distracted by unfinished business. I look forward to seeing you then.” He bowed and made for the door before anyone could stop him.

In the hack on the way home, he considered going to a pub to celebrate on his own. It was what he’d planned to do with Martin, just as they had when Martin had gotten his first pay packet. But he didn’t want to go alone. His mind drifted to Martin. He could have used him during the encounter. He seemed to know the thing to say to smooth over any of the difficult situations he found himself in with Mrs. Rollins. And there were several. For the first time, Allen wondered how Martin had learned to be diplomatic. It seemed to be another bit of the riddle of his origin. That was why he was so distracted by him, Allen told himself. A riddle to solve was always distracting until the solution was found.

 

{---*---}

 

When Edwin got back to his flat, he hid the new pin and his pay and the rest of his good clothes under a floorboard by the bed and pulled on his old ones. He’d let himself forget who he was, and that couldn’t happen. There were still a few hours of daylight left. He would make the most of them. 

On the street, Edwin turned his steps towards the livery stable. He couldn’t go to the docks in case Humphries was still about, but there was always work there, and in heat like this, they would be glad of an extra set of hands to muck stalls or turn dung heaps or clean the yard. If not there, there were the cattle markets or the blacksmith. He might even find work on a night-soil crew. And it would all be money he could save for when he had to leave Mr. Brideson. And if he was starting to get orders from the likes of Mrs. Rollins, that would be sooner than he’d hoped. Planned for. Sooner than he’d planned for. He took a handful of dirt from the street and rubbed it into his face and hands. That and the proper accent would make certain there was no question about his suitability for the work.

 

 


Chapter 8

><

 

ALLEN HAD A RESTLESS NIGHT and woke Saturday morning almost as tired as he’d been when he went to bed. He’d spent the sleepless hours around midnight working on the puzzle that was Edwin Martin. It was a way to relax his mind, which was clearly showing more nerves than he’d anticipated over the gallery showing, something to distract him. Clearly that was why his mind was filled with images of the man every time he woke up. 

Allen attempted to get some work done in the morning, but once his letters were answered, there was nothing to do that did not involve the Gold Flame, and he wasn’t sure what Martin had finished at the warehouse. Certainly he could have gone there and checked, but it would be easier to do it when Martin was around to look at the translations. It would mean they would most likely work late on Monday, then Martin might have to stay to dinner again, and that seemed more a reason to put it off than to work. Allen went to the library to try reading, but nothing held his interest. Nerves, he told himself, or perhaps the heat and humidity that were pressing in all around. If he could have slept, it would have taken up more of the morning.

Allen finally gave in and went to his room to plan what he would wear. He decided on breeches and a dark coat, just as he would if he were invited to Almack’s. It would be better to be too formal than to offend Mrs. Rollins at this juncture. He dressed and started on his cravat. Martin seemed to favor a Gordon knot, and it looked quite becoming on him. Perhaps he should try that. If only he could figure out why Martin had gotten so quiet when he’d read out Mrs. Rollins’s letter. Then perhaps he could put the puzzle behind him. Allen got his knot sorted out on the third try and remembered Martin smoothing the sides of the cravat away from his ears. He did the same, quite clearly remembering the feel of Martin’s rough hands as they’d brushed gently against his skin. That was not the thing to think of when wearing fashionably fitted breeches. Allen pulled the box he kept his jewelry in and sorted through the cravat pins.

Had it been the cravat pin? Was that what had bothered Martin? Had it seemed too extravagant? Would he have preferred to be given a bonus like the dockworkers? Allen hoped not. He wanted Martin to have something nice. Just as he’d wanted Humphries to have something nice, he added quickly and made himself focus on the choices in front of him. 

 

Allen sent Simon out to hire a carriage for the night. A hack was fine when he was working, but this required a bit more flair, and as Simon’s father had been a coachman, Simon knew enough to be able to rent and drive him the short distance through town, even if he didn’t care for the work enough to do it on a regular basis. “You can go to the pub for a little while when I go in, then wait with the carriage for me.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Allen handed a few coins up to Simon to cover whatever he might need at the pub then turned his steps towards the gallery. Inside was a press of people, making the room even hotter and more uncomfortable than it was outside, and Allen couldn’t spot Mrs. Rollins. He set about looking for his hostess, then he could begin looking at the pictures. Before he could find her, Rollins found him. 

“Evening, Brideson. Did you come prepared?”

“Prepared?” Was he supposed to prepare something? What? Martin would have known. Why was he thinking of Martin now?

“Mother’s another one taking after Almack’s and not serving anything stronger than ratafia, but at least here they don’t growl at you if you bring your own.”

Alcohol. He should have known. “I’m sorry, no, I didn’t.” He could see Rollins trying to decide if he was telling the truth or trying not to share, so he added, “The flask was too large for this suit. It ruined the line of the breeches and weighed down the coat.”

Rollins seemed to believe that. “Well, next time wear trousers then. I know they all want to copy Almack’s, but they won’t throw you out for them.”

“It is my first time at one of your mother’s affairs. I wanted to be certain I was dressed appropriately. Perhaps I should find her and say hello.”

“Don’t bother. She’s over there with Lady Jersey and Lady Gorworth and Mrs. Brooking. Ridiculous old things. They wouldn’t give vouchers to Fenning this year after the little mix-up at the Gorworths’ house party. He didn’t know the girl was a younger daughter. Thought she was a maid.”

Allen ignored the rest of the conversation and tried to get a glimpse of the patroness of Almack’s. If he could just impress her... The first thing he noticed was that the ladies were younger than he’d imagined, not much older than the people who frequented their balls. The second was that they did not seem to take kindly to people interrupting their conversations with what he was certain were requests for vouchers. But if Mrs. Rollins could be convinced to intervene on his behalf...

“You’re certain you didn’t bring a flask?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Never mind. Fenny might have some and he might share. Greyson would share, but he never brings any. And Wilton brings it, but drinks it all on the way over!”

Allen knew he was supposed to laugh at that and managed it. Rollins clapped him on the shoulder and led him through the crowd.

They hurried past at least five pictures Allen would have liked to have stopped and looked at. He was getting the impression that Rollins wanted to find his friends before they finished whatever alcohol they had brought with them. Allen wondered if the exhibit would be open to the public. Perhaps he could come back and look at the pictures on his own. Asking Rollins wouldn’t do any good; he probably didn’t even know the name of the gallery they were hurrying through. It would be nice to bring Martin here. Martin would appreciate it. It had been when Martin was talking about the scrolls that Allen had first heard his proper voice, the gentle, educated one, not the gruff, coarse one he used on the docks. Why was he thinking of Martin again? It was one thing to be curious about a riddle, but this was becoming an obsession. Allen turned his attention to Rollins. “I take it you’ve already seen the exhibit?”

“What?”

“We’re going through it so quickly, I just assumed you’d already seen it and knew where the ones worth stopping for were.”

“Oh, I suppose there are some nice things, but no one comes here to look at the pictures.”

Allen nodded. “Of course not.” He wished he could have brought Martin tonight. Martin would look at the pictures and know what to say about them. But then he wasn’t here to look at the pictures either. “But I do need to look a bit to see what the fashionable find fashionable. I import artistic bits and pieces you know, and I like to know what those with taste would like to see.”

“Oh, yes, I see. I’ve always thought I should try my hand at something artistic, but who has the time? I was thinking of a gallery myself. But then there are the artists to be dealt with.”

Allen nodded again. “Yes, there is that.” If he nodded any more, his head would probably fall off.

“There’s Greyson. He’ll know where Fenny and the others are holed up.”

Allen realized the gallery had been a mistake. At a ball, he would be expected to dance with some of the ladies, and that always made an excuse to get away. Or fetching lemonade and punch, either one of which would have been welcome at the moment if it were cold. Here, there was nothing to give him a reason to get away from Rollins and his friends. He resigned himself to an evening of boredom. But if Rollins told his mother that he was an amusing companion, then perhaps it wouldn’t be a complete waste of time.

 

{---*---}

 

Edwin took every job that would have him, pushing his body through the heat of the afternoon until the sweat and dirt stopped mattering, sleeping on the floor of his room to keep the sheets clean for the week ahead, then waking at dawn and doing the same on Saturday and again on Sunday. By the time he went to the inn for a bath on Sunday night, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to climb in and out of the tub, but he managed it, then managed it a second time when he went to a second inn after realizing he didn’t feel clean enough to present himself to Mr. Brideson in the morning. At the second inn, he brought his two good shirts with him and rinsed them out, which was foolish he knew, but he did it anyway.

When he woke on Monday, everything ached. This was what he couldn’t forget. How those first weeks at the docks he’d woken up with every muscle and bone aching and his hands burning, and he’d had to force himself into the same sweat-damp and filthy clothes and go back to do the same work again and again if he wanted to eat. That was what he would return to when Mr. Brideson got what he wanted. And there was no doubt he would. A kind man like Mr. Brideson deserved to have every happiness. Edwin dragged himself from the bed and felt his shirts. Both had dried in the night. He could enjoy what he had now, but he could not forget he was a traitor’s son, and this wasn’t going to last.

 

Monday morning, Allen was awake early again. He was fidgety during breakfast, checking his watch often. He realized he was eager to get to the office. As he flipped through the newspapers, he tried to remember what was in the shipment from Friday. There must have been something interesting that he’d forgotten about if he was so eager to get back to it. He’d ask Martin. Martin would remember.

“Is everything all right, sir?”

“What, oh, yes, Sophie. Everything’s fine.” Allen looked at his plate. He’d barely touched his food. “I think I’m going to go to the office and get started. Would you have the cook send a tray with tea and something?”

“Of course, sir. Would you like it now or when Mr. Martin comes?”

If it was that obvious to Sophie, perhaps he needed to re-examine what was making him so impatient for nine o’clock to arrive. “Maybe closer to when Mr. Martin arrives.”

“Very good, sir.” Sophie smiled a little but didn’t say anything more. Allen was tempted to ask her what she thought of Mr. Martin, but he didn’t. Instead, he asked,

“How is your sister doing?”

“Quite well, thank you for asking. She said Lady Clairmont runs an excellent household, and she’s quite happy there.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Do you have the same days off?”

“Same half day, sir, so I get to see her.”

“If you’d like to change anything, we can discuss it. You can see to the tray.”

“Thank you, sir. I will.”

Allen went down to the office and sat at the desk with the newspapers in front of him. He didn’t pretend to read them until Sophie came in with the breakfast tray, and then it was only until she left. The tray meant Martin would be arriving soon.

Allen heard the front door open, but resisted the impulse to get up and see if it was Martin. He buried his nose in the newspapers instead, trying to look casual as the office door opened. He recognized Martin’s step at once and looked up. “Good morning. There’s tea if you’d like some.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Allen watched Martin as he crossed to the tea service. His movements seemed a bit stiff, and his skin seemed more tanned than it had been, but he seemed in fine spirits and he was wearing the cravat pin and he smelled faintly of bergamot again and it looked like he’d gotten his shirts laundered, so perhaps everything was all right. “Did you have an enjoyable time off?”

Martin shrugged, but it was a controlled movement, like he was in some pain. Allen nodded as if that were an answer. “Are the orders from the Mayfair shops on your desk?”

“Yes, right here.” Martin gathered up the papers and brought them to Allen’s desk. “I trust Mrs. Rollins liked the silk?”

“It seemed she did. She added me to a list to see the exhibit at the Morris Gallery on Saturday night, so she must have, right?”

“And did you go?”

“I did. It was interesting. I didn’t get to see many of the paintings. No one seemed interested in them.”

“No, I would think they’d be more interested in who was there and what they wore.”

“Exactly. I was thinking of going back when there are fewer people and having a proper look. It might be useful when I order more items to see what the fashion in painting is now. Would you like to come along?”

Martin put the papers on the desk and shook his head quickly. “I couldn’t.”

Allen got a glimpse of Martin’s hands, which were rawer and more painful-looking than usual for a Monday. So the man must have worked himself to the bone while he was away from the office. That explained the stiffness in his movements. Allen didn’t want to worry him, so he didn’t press the point. Still, he wished he knew why Martin had felt he needed to take any job, no matter how awful, particularly on days the heat could only be described as brutal. “I’ll let you know when I’m going in case you change your mind. Would you look at these translations on the silk prints? I want to have plenty of fabric on hand before the little season starts, just in case we become fashionable.”

Martin seemed relieved to be able to bring the papers to his desk and keep his head down over his work.

 

The day was busy enough to pass quickly, but Allen found himself more and more distracted. It was obvious to him now that Martin was a great deal more to him than a riddle to be sorted out. He was the most interesting man Allen had ever met, not because of what he didn’t know about him, but what he did. He was intelligent and gentle and when he forgot to pretend he was nothing more than someone Allen had pulled off the docks, he was an excellent conversationalist, and diplomatic, and handsome. And there was something he let Allen see flashes of, some hurt that he kept closely guarded. He’d seen it for an instant when they’d discussed the gallery, but long enough that time to recognize it for what it was. Martin had said good things didn’t last for him; Allen should have remembered that. Martin had a gentle heart, and it had clearly been hurt badly. Once Allen realized that, he realized that was why Martin worked so hard when he was away from the office, he was building up the protections around himself. And that was what bothered Allen. He wanted to be the one to protect that soft, hurt place, or fix it if he could. 

Allen had always been good at figures, so he knew what all of that added up to; he was in love with Edwin Martin. He should have realized it sooner, when he’d been trying to find the right words to engrave in a watch. And he’d bet Humphries had suspected from the start; it explained why he had teased them both about their proclivities early on. Allen had known Humphries would never betray him, so it had confused him at the time, but if he’d known Allen was interested, well it had been his way of finding out if there was anything for Allen to pursue. And he hadn’t said a thing about Allen until he’d sounded Martin out. And Sophie seemed to have guessed as well, but heaven knew how. 

When they stopped to eat, Allen realized it wasn’t only Sophie who had guessed. Mrs. Armstrong had made roasted chicken with apples and cream sauce. Martin rarely expressed preferences at meals, and Allen assumed those were a luxury he hadn’t been able to afford, but he had always seemed fond of Mrs. Armstrong’s roasted chicken. She seemed to have noticed and was being sure to include it on the menu often when Martin stayed, although Allen hadn’t made the connection until he was looking for it. Clearly, he had been blind to this for some time.

Not that he was surprised at himself. It was a difficult situation. Martin was his employee. While that meant he could spend most of the day with him, it also meant he had to be careful. He was not the sort to go chasing after the maids, even if the maids had been of interest to him. The footmen, he was not the sort to go chasing after the footmen. If only he could have met Martin at some gallery showing or ball. Then there would be no question of what he should do.

“Were the paintings nice?”

“Hmm?” Allen realized he wasn’t paying any attention to what was going on.

“At the gallery showing, were they nice? The ones you got to see, I mean.”

“Yes, they were, the ones I caught a glimpse of while Rollins was dragging me off to find someone who might have smuggled in some whiskey.”

“You should have brought some. You’d have been his boon companion.”

“I’ll remember that.” Allen started to describe what he could remember. He was rewarded by seeing Martin’s interest in the subject.

 

By the time Allen called an end to work that evening, they had managed to sort out what would be offered to the various shops and what Allen would keep to sell on his own. Allen watched as Martin straightened his desk. The man was definitely still sore. He wished Martin would trust him enough to ask for money if he needed it, but then Martin was sure he’d be out of a job at any moment; he’d said as much when he’d first been hired. Good things never lasted for him. At least Allen could see that he had a proper meal every day. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”

Martin shook his head without looking up. “I should be leaving. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Allen didn’t want to have to worry about Martin, and he had no engagements himself. “I simply thought it would be more convenient, seeing as we’ll have to get the orders together tomorrow, for you to stay the night. We’ll have to finish the paperwork here in the morning, but then we can go to the warehouse together to supervise the order preparation, and you could go home from there. It seems such a waste for you to walk all the way to the docks tonight and all the way back in the morning just to leave for the docks again.”

“It’s kind of you to think of it, but I don’t mind.”

Allen sighed. Martin might not mind, but he seemed so tired it made Allen mind. And the thought of a long night in the library with a book or the study with a newspaper knowing Martin had no such luxury... “It’s a bit lonely here at night. I just thought it would be nice to have some company while I finish the accounts.”

Martin sighed. “I suppose I don’t have anything waiting for me. I could finish the manifest translations.”

Allen relaxed. He’d have Martin here for a little while at least. “After dinner, though. We don’t want to keep Mrs. Armstrong waiting.”

“I don’t want to bother her. I can...”

“You won’t bother her. And I’m sure she’ll be upset if you don’t dine here. She’ll wonder why you didn’t want to.”

Martin sighed, but it turned into a chuckle before Allen could worry too much. “All right. I’ll stay for dinner. But then I’ll work.”

Allen nodded. “Of course. That was the idea.” 

 

Mrs. Armstrong was pleased enough to have Martin at dinner that she came upstairs herself to tell him he was no trouble. After that, Martin relaxed enough to talk about something other than the upcoming shipment, even if it was only about some stories they’d seen in the newspaper. When the last of the pudding had been eaten with a small glass of the good whiskey, they returned to the office. Martin went straight to his desk and began going through the translations he was working on. Allen didn’t have any other work to do, but he didn’t want to leave the room and Martin’s company, so he picked up a newspaper and began to read the weather forecasts. He kept looking up to see how Martin was doing and if he might be at a point where he could talk without disturbing him. As the evening wore on, more and more often Martin seemed to be rubbing at his shoulder. Allen finally felt he had to say something. There was no reason for Martin to push himself so hard when Allen had merely wanted to be sure he had a good meal.

“Your shoulder is still bothering you.”

“It’s nothing to be concerned about.”

But Allen couldn’t help himself. He remembered Martin in the warehouse resting after what must have been for him a small amount of physical work. Was that what had bothered him? “That’s what you meant when you said you didn’t want to forget. You didn’t want to forget how to do hard work like that.”

Mr. Martin nodded slightly.

“Not all of it then.” Allen went back to his newspaper. He didn’t want to make Martin uncomfortable, and it seemed that was all he was good at doing. What else wouldn’t Martin want to forget? Being cold and dirty no doubt. And alone. He had the feeling Martin was alone. That was why he had responded to the argument that Allen was lonely; it was one he understood. And he was kind enough to want to help. Allen glanced up and saw Martin rub at his shoulder while trying to hide it.

“Here, you’re making me ache just looking at you.” It was true in its way, and if Martin didn’t know quite the right way, that was fine. He didn’t give Martin a chance to protest, just went to the desk, leaned over the back of his chair and began to knead the muscles of Martin’s shoulder. He expected Martin to protest, but he didn’t. He sat very still and stared straight ahead. Bearing up, Allen thought sadly. Just when Allen was about to pull away, Martin relaxed and seemed to melt into the chair. Allen moved his hand across the muscle until he found the spot that seemed to please Martin the most. At least he made a soft sort of moan when Allen touched it. Allen worked his fingers into the flesh, letting himself enjoy what he was sure would be a rare chance to touch Martin.

Martin’s shoulders were broad and muscled, but he was thin. There was nothing but bone and muscle under Allen’s hands. He wondered if the man had been so deprived before that he hadn’t had time to put weight on now, or if he was scrimping in his strange insistence that Allen would be rid of him at any moment. Either way, Allen resolved there would be more lunches together, and suppers if he could manipulate it. He would not have Martin fading away in front of him, no matter how badly the man wanted to be prepared to be thrown back to the gutter.

Martin’s shoulder felt loose now, relaxed. Allen knew he should stop. But he didn’t want to stop touching the man in front of him. This would most likely be his only chance. He slid his left hand along the back of Martin’s neck, feeling the soft skin behind his ear and along the base of his skull. Probably the only soft skin on him he realized, and then he realized how very much he’d like to gather evidence to prove or disprove that theory. To slide the shirt over the man’s head, slide his trousers over his legs, to...

He had to stop thinking like that. Martin would be shocked if he said a word of that. He’d be shocked if he turned around and saw what this touch was doing to Allen. He ought to stop. Ought to leave the room. Ought to...

Martin leaned back in the chair, tipping his head back so he could look up at Allen through his thick lashes. Allen wanted to lean down and kiss those lips, find if they were hard or soft, find how his mouth tasted. Allen swallowed. The look in Martin’s eyes seemed to want the same thing.

Martin pulled away and snapped to his feet. “I should go. I should go.” 

“Upstairs,” Allen found himself saying with no apparent help from his brain. Surely any reasonable part of him would have stopped that word from leaving his lips. Martin was an employee. An employee who seemed to think he was one breath away from being discharged and sent back to live in squalor on the docks. If he thought his job depended on bedding Allen... “I’m sorry. I’m very sorry. I’m not that sort of man.”

“Oh.” A look of worry passed over Martin’s face. “Mr. Humphries said...”

Now the man would think he’d not only be sacked but have the watchmen on him. “Mr. Humphries was right, I didn’t mean...”

“Of course. I understand. I’m—what I am. Good evening.”

Allen went back to his desk. He was making a mess of it. “I don’t know what you think I mean, but I would never expect someone who worked for me to bed me as part of the position. I don’t want you to think your employment is in any danger because of my inability to control myself.” If he scared Martin away... If he sent him back to the docks because he couldn’t control his urges...

“What if I don’t want you to control yourself?” It was spoken so softly, Allen almost didn’t hear it.

Allen looked up. Martin was standing by the door, staring hard at the knob, trembling. He’s as frightened as I am, Allen realized. That melted his reserve in a way nothing else had. He crossed the room and leaned against Martin so he could slide his arm around Martin’s waist and reach the key in the door. Martin watched him turn the key and slide it from the lock. Allen didn’t want him to feel trapped, so he slipped the key into Martin’s pocket. Martin could leave anytime he wanted, but they wouldn’t be disturbed. Then Allen stepped back and waited.

Martin’s fingers brushed the pocket with the key, and then he turned and wrapped his arms around Allen. Allen leaned towards him and tipped his head back. And then there were warm, firm lips against his. Allen let his mouth fall open and tasted the whiskey and bit of saltiness and something warm and sweet. He pressed closer, wanting more. Then his lips were released and hands seemed to be everywhere, brushing his back, his arms, his chest. “Edwin,” Allen whispered. Thank God he knew the man’s proper name. 

“Allen, dearest Allen.” 

His name sounded so good from Edwin’s lips. And then he was pressed against the door, Edwin kneeling before him, unbuttoning the fall of his trousers. He felt he should say something. Tell Edwin not to kneel. Suggest they move to the settee or... And then Edwin’s tongue slid along Allen’s cock and there was no more thinking, only the warm wet feeling of Edwin’s mouth as he ran his tongue along Allen’s length to the base and back to the tip and slid the head inside his mouth. Allen let the door support him as Edwin worked his way down Allen’s length, alternating between sucking and stroking with his tongue. It was all good, all making Allen shiver and think of nothing but those amazing lips. He looked down, wanting to see Edwin, wanting to see his cock sliding in and out of those firm, wonderful lips. Edwin felt his gaze and looked up. He met Allen’s gaze and sucked hard, hollowing his cheeks and making Allen moan and struggle to hold still. He felt Edwin’s hand kneading his arse, then a small slap that made his hips snap forward. Edwin made a small sound in his throat, erotic and wanton. 

Allen let his hips move, thrusting his cock in and out of Edwin’s mouth, feeling the warmth and wetness and the press of his tongue. He looked down again to watch and noticed Edwin had his other hand wrapped around his own cock, pumping it in time to Allen’s thrusts. That was all he needed to see, his cock thrusting in and out of that beautiful mouth and Edwin pleasuring himself in time to it. As Edwin’s tongue slid along his cock, Allen came, spilling into Edwin’s mouth. Edwin started to suck harder, as if he were trying to get every drop. Allen was still shaking from it when he felt Edwin’s release against his leg. He was too shaky to do anything but moan softly. 

“Sorry,” Edwin whispered. He felt one work-rough hand brush against his stocking, trying to wipe it clean.

“For what?” Allen murmured. “Kiss me again, and it’s forgotten.”

Edwin’s lips were as wonderful the second time, warm and firm and now with Allen’s own flavor on them. He wrapped his arms around Edwin, pulling him close, close enough that their cocks rubbed against each other in a way that was so private and intimate and arousing.

Allen broke the kiss but kept his face close to Edwin’s as he whispered, “Stay the night.”

“I...”

“Please.”

“All right.”

Allen smiled. “Then we’ll tidy in here and go upstairs.” He reached down to refasten his breeches then glanced at the floor. If the servants saw... But somehow Edwin had dragged the newspaper over in time to protect the carpet, so it was an easy matter to hide the evidence. 

 

They hurried up the stairs, Allen not caring if the servants noticed, not with Edwin just behind him. He led the way to his bedroom and pulled the door closed behind them. He’d barely gotten the latch to catch when Edwin’s arms were around him. He turned and pressed his lips to Edwin’s, sliding his tongue along the seam until Edwin opened to him then letting his tongue dart inside. His lips against Edwin’s felt amazing. Almost as amazing as their cocks brushing against each other had felt. He wanted that again. And skin. More skin touching Edwin’s. Allen pulled back and began fumbling with his buttons. Edwin started to do the same, removing his coat and waistcoat as quickly as he could manage.

Allen finished first, perhaps because he didn’t care where he flung his clothes, only that they were out of the way. Edwin was far more careful with his. Someone who was used to taking care of his own things, Allen thought as he watched, naked from the waist up, not wanting to look away from Edwin long enough to remove the rest. 

Edwin looked over and paused, admiring, Allen hoped, liking what he saw perhaps. Edwin approached slowly, shyly. He reached out to touch Allen, then hesitated, his hand almost brushing Allen’s chest. Allen took one of Edwin’s calloused hands in his and stroked it, then gently massaged the palm. He could feel Edwin watching him, but he kept at it. He would have liked to rub lotions into the cracked skin, but he knew Edwin might still feel the need to go back to his old work and softening his hands would do him no favors. Instead, he brought the palm to his lips and gently kissed the hollow of his hand, then each fingertip, then he rested his cheek against Edwin’s palm. Edwin slid his hand along Allen’s face until he was tangling his fingers in Allen’s hair. Allen kissed the skin of Edwin’s wrist, the inside of his arm, any bit of skin he could reach. His precious Edwin. He wanted to take care of all of him, kiss him everywhere, make him feel he wouldn’t lose this, make him feel loved. 

Edwin’s hand slid down Allen’s back, brushing along the spine. Allen made a small sound in his throat and pressed against Edwin, drawing him close so their chests were pressed against each other, warm skin against his, the hand sliding over his back. It was wonderful, better than he’d imagined, better than anyone else before. But he wanted more. “Bed?” he whispered.

Edwin nodded, and they fumbled across the room, shedding the last of their clothes as they did until they were both sitting on the edge of the bed, pulling off stockings and shoes. Edwin leaned against Allen. It took Allen a moment to realize it was intentional, not an accident as they were fumbling with stockings. He leaned back, then tossed his stocking away and wrapped his arms around Edwin, pulling him close, letting his hands wander over Edwin’s skin. Edwin was thin, too thin. He’d have him stay for dinner, have him stay always if he could. Always. Edwin with him always. That was a wonderful thought.

Edwin pulled away from Allen and lay back on the bed, letting his legs fall open and letting Allen admire everything about him. Allen looked his fill, then wanted the feel of Edwin’s skin against his again and crawled closer. He slid his hand up Edwin’s thigh, along his hip and waist, then over his chest, sliding over the hard planes and lightly pinching the pink nipples. Edwin gasped at that, so Allen followed the path of his hand with his mouth, then ran his tongue over Edwin’s nipples while Edwin tangled his fingers in Allen’s hair. 

Allen wanted to feel more of Edwin’s skin against him. He stopped playing with his nipples and kissed his way along Edwin’s chest, his neck, and finally pressed his lips to Edwin’s, pulling him close so they were pressed together from chest to thighs. Any small movement made his chest rub against Edwin’s and his cock slide along Edwin’s thigh. Allen’s lips slipped away from Edwin’s as he moaned at the wonderful friction. 

Edwin slid his hand down Allen’s chest and hip then wrapped around their cocks, holding them together. Allen gasped at the intimate contact. Edwin slid his thumb over the tips, gathering the fluid and using it to let his hand slide over their lengths as he held them together. Allen closed his eyes to enjoy the feeling of the calloused hand gently working his cock, then opened them almost at once so he could see Edwin. He slid his hands over Edwin’s chest, then wrapped his arms around Edwin’s waist, holding their bodies close as they rubbed against each other. “Dearest, dearest Edwin,” he whispered over and over as his world narrowed to nothing more than the man beside him and the feeling of rubbing his body against him. Allen felt his body tense as the sensation became close to overwhelming, and then he heard Edwin moan and felt the warm wetness of his climax spill across them. That was all Allen needed and spent as well, mixing his scent with Edwin’s. Edwin’s hand fell away and came to rest on Allen’s thigh. Allen pulled Edwin close, nestling Edwin against his chest and stroking his back.

They lay there panting for a few minutes, then Allen slid from the bed and went to the washstand to bring back a damp cloth. He sat on the edge of the bed and gently wiped the remains of their passion from Edwin’s skin. Edwin seemed ready to protest, but Allen ignored him and took his time sliding the cloth over Edwin’s body until he felt Edwin relax under him. How long had it been since someone had taken care of Edwin, or even been kind to him? He would see to it that Edwin became used to kindness, even began to take it for granted. Allen leaned over and gently kissed Edwin, then went back to the washstand to clean himself up. 

When Allen climbed back into bed, Edwin nestled against him and sleepily draped and arm over Allen’s waist. Allen pulled him close and drifted to sleep with his head resting against Edwin’s.

 

 


Chapter 9

><

 

EDWIN WOKE EARLY, WHEN the sun was just starting to come through the window. The servants would be up. He knew he shouldn’t have stayed. He should have gone to the blue room at once. No, he should have gone home last night. But Allen had said he was lonely. He couldn’t leave him when he was lonely. That was all this had been, a lonely man wanting some company, no different from the times he’d gone to Moorefields to make a few coins rubbing off the men who came looking for a bit of rough. Then Allen shifted against him, nestling against his chest, and he knew he was lying to himself. Allen was nothing like them. He may have been lonely and wanted the nearest willing warm body, but he’d been so kind, and he’d called him “dearest”, not once, but over and over. And they’d kissed, and it had been tender and rough and needy all at once. 

And if he was there when the servants came in, it would not go well for Allen. Edwin pressed a quick kiss to Allen’s forehead, then crawled out of bed and gathered up his clothes. He opened the door to Allen’s dressing room and was already halfway across the small room when he remembered the connecting door to the blue room had been blocked by a table, although if the door pulled into the dressing room, he might be able to shift it without alerting anyone. Otherwise, he’d have to dress and sneak through the hall and hope no one saw anything. 

The door opened out into the blue room as he’d feared. Perhaps, if he was very careful, he could still open it enough to slip in without making noise moving the table. He tried to open the door gently, only to meet no resistance at all. The table had been moved a few feet to the left. Edwin didn’t question his luck. He draped his clothes over the nearest chair and crawled into bed. The curtains had been changed, he noticed. Now they were the blue silk that had almost been lost to Mrs. Rollins. Edwin smiled and stretched out in the soft sheets, hoping to get a little more sleep

But Edwin didn’t sleep. He lay very still in the bed after he’d left Allen. If only he were really Edwin Martin. Then he could stay here, with Allen. No one would notice Edwin Martin if they came to the office or the warehouse; he’d just be another clerk, anonymous and unimportant. With Edwin Martin, Allen could have everything he wanted. But Edwin Gilford, the traitor’s son, couldn’t go unnoticed anywhere. And if Allen was seen with him, all of his chances for the life he wanted would go up like candle smoke. Edwin sighed. It would be so nice to be able to see Allen in the morning and sink into his embrace and feel those gentle arms wrap around him, maybe try to get him to fall in love. And that would be a disaster for them both. 

 

Allen rolled over in the bed and tried to figure out what was wrong. He was alone. That was it. There was noise in the room. Had Edwin woken already and... and what? What would he be doing in the room?

“Sorry, sir. Didn’t mean to wake you.”

Sophie. It was Sophie. So where was Edwin? Allen’s sleep-muddled mind couldn’t keep up. “S’all right.”

“As you’re awake, did Mr. Martin stay the night?”

That woke him. How had she known? Had they left clothing somewhere they shouldn’t have? Had they made more noise than he’d thought? “What?”

“It’s just I saw his hat and coat in the front hall when I went to light the fire in the office, so I thought maybe he’d spent the night.”

No evidence then. Merely a coat and bright maid. “Oh, yes, yes he did.”

“I’ll bring hot water to the blue room then, and tell Mrs. Armstrong to send up extra at breakfast.”

“I hope it isn’t a problem.”

“Not at all, sir. It’s good for you to have a gentleman friend to talk to. Someone other than Mr. Humphries, if you don’t mind my saying.”

“He might. What’s wrong with Humphries?”

“Not a thing, sir, but he’s not your sort. If you don’t need me, I’ll see to the other rooms. Oh, and I hope you don’t mind, but I moved the table in the blue room. It was so hard to dust behind it without hitting against the doorknob. I can move it back if you’d like, though.” Sophie curtsied and left before he could process everything she’d said.

Allen dragged himself out of bed. Everything was all right. Edwin had woken sometime in the night and realized he shouldn’t be found by the servants in his bed so had gone to the blue room. He hadn’t run. And Allen wasn’t going to let him. He grabbed clothes at random from the wardrobe and dressed hurriedly, staying close to the door so he would hear any noise from the hallway.

 

Allen stayed by his door until he heard the door to the blue room open and then hurried out into the hallway. Edwin paused just outside his door, but he couldn’t pretend he’d forgotten something in the room; Allen knew there was nothing to forget. And he would have to pass Allen to get to the stairs, so Allen waited.

Edwin kept his head down as he started towards the staircase. He didn’t speak. Was he regretting what they’d done? Would he leave now? Did he want to avoid Allen? Hadn’t he believed him when Allen said he would never expect an employee to bed him as part of the position? And then Allen remembered him saying nothing good lasted for him. He probably thought he’d ruined something here. Allen reached out and touched Edwin’s shoulder lightly.

Edwin turned, and for a moment Allen saw a look of such sadness in his eyes all he could think of was making it go away. He smiled at Edwin, not wanting to make him uncomfortable or push him away. Edwin hesitated, then his arms were around Allen’s chest and his head was on Allen’s shoulder. Allen wrapped his arms around Edwin and held him tight, wanting to be certain the man knew he belonged right where he was. He rubbed small circles on Edwin’s back, hoping to relax him. Edwin clutched at him, starved for affection, Allen realized, for someone to touch him kindly. He was warm and soft now, all the hard edges gone.

Then just as suddenly, Edwin stepped back. Allen kept his hand on Edwin’s arm. He wasn’t going to let the man run away now that he knew he was needed, wanted. “Breakfast?” he murmured.

Edwin smiled a little. “Yes.”

 

Edwin couldn’t take his eyes off Allen as they went to the breakfast room. He’d been so kind, so gentle, so wonderful the night before. If only he were really Edwin Martin. Then this would be the beginning of something wonderful. But Edwin Gilford, the traitor’s son, knew that this would only last until the Season started at best. But Edwin Martin could still enjoy this moment, with Allen smiling at him and looking so handsome as they entered the breakfast room.

Allen kept smiling as Edwin went to the sideboard, as if he were glad Edwin was there, beside him, filling his plate and sitting at his table. Perhaps he was. Perhaps he knew how many meals he’d done without and was glad to provide some. Edwin took an extra helping of Mrs. Armstrong’s excellent ham and was rewarded with another smile from Allen.

Edwin didn’t know what to say to Allen as they ate, and as Allen didn’t start any conversation, they ate in silence. But they did slide their chairs closer than normal so their legs touched accidentally. Every time they did, Edwin lowered his gaze and felt ready to blush, although he kept his legs where Allen could reach them. As they were sipping the last of their coffee, Edwin let his hand slide across the table to rest next to Allen’s. He almost drew back at once when he saw the contrast between Allen’s smooth hand, as soft and beautiful as his had been once, and his own cracked and calloused with dirt that never seemed to wash out of the seams. But Allen put his hand over Edwin’s at once, tenderly stroking it with his fingertips as he had the night before. Edwin smiled and leaned over so their shoulders brushed. Allen glanced at the door, then bent over and quickly brushed his lips against Edwin’s. “Shall we move to the office?”

Edwin nodded and followed Allen out of the room.

 

{---*---}

 

If Mr. Humphries noticed anything had changed when they arrived at the warehouse, he kept the observation to himself. Not that there was time for much more than stolen glances at each other as they sorted and packaged the items to be delivered to the shops at once and prepared the catalogs of new items to tempt the shops for more orders. But they were able to sit near each other in the little office, and pass papers back and forth and talk about the orders. If only he really were Edwin Martin, this would have been a perfect morning. The start of a new life perhaps. At least the start of a very happy interlude.

Then there was a new thought. What if Father hadn’t been a traitor? Might Allen have decided he needed a translator and written to Oxford for a suitable candidate? His tutors would certainly have mentioned the position to him, as a chance for practical study if nothing else. And he would have seriously considered taking it for the chance to see what sort of things were delivered. Then he would have met Allen without the Season looming over them. He would have been in a position to help him get everything he wanted. And perhaps, just perhaps, friendship with the younger son of a duke would have been enough for him. Perhaps he wouldn’t have wanted a titled wife if he could have a titled friend. Edwin glanced up and saw Allen was watching him. Allen seemed to watch him as much as Edwin watched Allen. He looked back at his paper with what he was certain was a silly smile on his face, although he’d caught a glimpse of the same look on Allen’s.

 

The day passed in a happy blur of translations and looking at pretty things and talking to Allen about all of it, but all too soon Mr. Humphries came to the office to get the money to pay the men for the day. Edwin stood and straightened his desk.

“Will you come back with me?” Allen asked as he gathered his hat and coat.

Edwin wanted to very badly, but he knew he still only had until the Season started, and if he started to think of Allen’s home as his, it would be that much harder to return to his little room. “I shouldn’t. It would be safer not to. Not every night.”

Allen frowned a little but nodded. “All right. Perhaps I could come there?”

Allen, beautiful Allen, in his miserable little room? Sitting on the fifthly chair with uneven legs? Sleeping on the thin mattress with the threadbare blankets? Seeing the bare cupboards with the tracks of rodents? That couldn’t happen. “No, no. It’s best not. I’ll see you at the office in the morning.”

“If you prefer.” Allen stepped closer to him and very lightly rested his hand on Edwin’s shoulder. 

Edwin leaned against him and tilted his head so his cheek could brush against Allen’s hand. “It’s for the best.” 

Allen’s hand tightened for a moment, then his lips brushed Edwin’s neck and he stepped back. Edwin brushed his hand against Allen’s and left the office.

 

Allen tried to convince himself that Edwin was right to return home. It wouldn’t be prudent to spend every night together. But still, the evening seemed to stretch out before him now, empty. It didn’t help at all when Sophie opened the door to him and said, “You mean Mr. Martin didn’t come back with you?” sounding almost as disappointed as he felt.

“Not tonight. We didn’t have any business to work on.”

“Seems a clever person could come up with some. I’ll tell Mrs. Armstrong not to expect him.”

So everyone had been hoping Edwin would come back with him. Perhaps Edwin was right and it was too dangerous to spend too much time together if the servants had already noticed something. But Sophie had moved the table away from the door to the blue room. He’d been half-asleep when she’d said that, so it hadn’t properly registered in his brain. She’d already known why Edwin was staying. Perhaps he didn’t need to worry. He wandered towards the office, hoping for a distraction to pass the time before dinner. He turned back before he was fully through the door. Any work he did now would be less of an excuse to keep Edwin late tomorrow. No, it was much better to read the papers upstairs and save all of the work for when it could serve as an excuse. Sophie was right, a clever person ought to be able to come up with plenty of reasons to keep Edwin there.

 

{---*---}

 

The next morning, Allen didn’t even pretend to be doing anything other than waiting for Edwin to arrive. He barely noticed what he took for breakfast, although he did note that Mrs. Armstrong hadn’t sent up any of the ham Edwin had liked, and barely touched what he did take, instead checking his watch every few minutes as the time for Edwin to arrive crept closer while pretending to read the paper between glances at his watch. The only thing he did notice besides the time was when Sophie asked, “Would you like Mrs. Armstrong to send up a tray to the office?”

“That would be very nice. Thank you.” Then Edwin could have something to eat as well.

Forty-five minutes before Edwin normally arrived, Allen gave up pretending he was doing anything other than waiting and went to the office with his newspaper, which he didn’t bother to pretend to read, even when Sophie came up with a tray of tea and toast and butter and some of the ham Edwin liked. “I’ll bring up some fresh when Mr. Martin gets in.”

Ten minutes later, Allen heard the front door. Why did someone have to call now? He’d have to get rid of them quickly. He didn’t want anyone poking around when he was greeting Edwin. Perhaps the post was early. That would be good. The post could be ignored. Whoever it was, he would tell Sophie to say he was out. It would be an obvious lie, but he didn’t particularly care. 

And then he heard the footsteps in the hall and recognized them. He was on his feet at once. A moment later, Sophie opened the door and announced, “Mr. Martin, sir. I’ll bring the tea in ten minutes,” and left before he could thank her, closing the door quite firmly behind her.

Edwin smiled a bit sheepishly. “I’m a little early.”

Allen grinned. “Good. I was missing you terribly.” 

That made Edwin smile properly. Allen crossed the room and drew Edwin into an embrace. Edwin seemed to melt into his arms, then tipped his head back for a kiss, which Allen gladly gave. They stayed wrapped in each other's arms until they could hear Sophie in the hall, making more noise with the tea tray than Allen could ever remember hearing. It gave them plenty of time to step apart before she came in, cheerfully saying, “I brought some fresh toast as well.”

“Very good. We’ll ring when we’re ready for you to take it away.”

“Yes, sir.” Sophie curtsied to them both and left.

“Go on, take something,” Allen encouraged, and they were soon both sitting near each other on the edge of the desk, enjoying the tea and toast, not really talking, just sitting close and smiling a truly foolish amount while letting their hands brush and their feet bump against each other. They stayed like that until they heard the front door again. “The post. I suppose we should begin the day.”

“Of course,” Edwin said, but Allen was very glad to see he took some of the ham and toast with him to his desk. Allen did the same so Edwin wouldn’t feel out of place.

When Sophie came in with the post, they were the very model of proper businessmen Allen thought, except for the glances he kept stealing in Edwin’s direction. If Sophie noticed, she didn’t say anything, even when she leaned over to pour the last of the tea into their cups before taking the tray away. Allen stole a grin at Edwin then began flipping through the morning post. He immediately spotted handwriting he recognized. He quickly broke the seal and read the note.

 

“Mr. Brideson, 

The peach silk was most becoming. I have decided to purchase the blue we looked at. Please send six yards to Madame du Clarke at your earliest convenience. 

Mrs. Rollins”

 

Another order, and she was pleased with the first. Then he realized she was asking for the blue silk which was hanging over the bed in the guest room. He glanced up and saw Edwin was looking at the ledger but had a dreamy sort of smile on his face. Hopefully that was for him and not the ledger. He took the note over to Edwin’s desk and stood behind him so he could lean over and brush against Edwin’s shoulder as he put the note down. “What do you think?”

He was very pleased when Edwin leaned back against him as he read it. “You want her to take the waterlily one, right?”

“Mmm,” Allen murmured against Edwin’s ear. He was rewarded with another smile.

“Then tell her you’d be delighted but need to know which of the two she looked at she wanted: the cranes at some ridiculous price per yard or the waterlilies at something reasonable.” Edwin bent his head back to look up at Allen. “Tell her when you know the answer, you’ll see if it’s still in stock and get to it straightaway. That lets you out if she doesn’t choose correctly.”

“Brilliant.” Allen brushed his lips against Edwin’s forehead and went to compose the letter.

 

Knowing leaving Allen the night before had been the right thing to do hadn’t stopped Edwin from missing him, or from leaving as early as decently possibly for his house the next morning. The only thing that had stopped him from running all the way there had been the thought that he didn’t want to arrive out of breath and sweating. But Allen had seemed just as eager to see him, practically running across the room to embrace him when he arrived, and even Sophie had seemed happy to see him and Mrs. Armstrong had sent up the ham that she must have realized he liked. He actually felt wanted at Allen’s house, and that was a completely new feeling. 

And not one he should be getting used to, not if Mrs. Rollins was already ordering more fabric from Allen. She wasn’t the most fashionable by far, but she was friends with many of them, or had been when he’d known Freddie Rollins at school, and Allen’s things were so fine, it was only a matter of time before he was selling to the lot of them. And then Edwin would have to leave.

Besides, Allen could have his pick of men. It was only his focus on business that had led him to Edwin. If he had been less focused on going places where he could meet people like Mrs. Rollins and more on his own interests, he would have found plenty of willing partners. As it was, Edwin was merely close and convenient, and he would do well to remember that, even if it was difficult when Allen was smiling at him as he was now, soft and kind and as if he saw nothing but Edwin. Edwin smiled back before looking down at the papers in front of him. There was no reason he couldn’t enjoy it all while it lasted, as long as he remembered it wouldn’t last.

 

The morning seemed to pass faster than any Allen remembered. Edwin smiled whenever Allen caught his eye, a happy, gentle smile that made Allen feel warm and protective at once. And if there were moments when he thought Allen wasn’t looking when he seemed melancholy, well, Allen couldn’t expect him to be used to being cared about all at once. He would simply have to keep letting him know he was wanted here until Edwin started to believe it. He’d have Sophie get some bergamot soap for the blue room; that was something small but it would show Edwin that Allen considered it his room now. That was what he needed, small signs that he was welcome here, that Allen wanted him here, that this could be his home. It would simply take a little time. 

It certainly helped that the staff seemed to want him here as well. Sophie had certainly shown her preference for him, and Mrs. Armstrong sent up roasted chicken for lunch, and Charlie was sitting in the hall cleaning Edwin’s shoes along with Allen’s. Everyone seemed to think he belonged there; it was only a matter of time before Edwin started to believe it. And perhaps it would be sooner rather than later. Edwin certainly seemed happy as they ate lunch, although his mood seemed to dim when he picked up the post from the hall table on the way back to the office. Allen flipped through the letters, hoping to spot what had bothered him. He didn’t see anything particularly disturbing, but there was one that was clearly from Mrs. Rollins. A quick response. He took that as a good sign.

 

“Mr. Brideson, 

I was referring to the lovely waterlily fabric, not the gaudier cranes. Please deliver it as quickly as you can so Madame du Clarke can begin on the dress. 

Mrs. Rollins.”

 

Allen grinned. “It worked, Edwin. She took the waterlilies.” It was so nice to share the excitement of the sale with Edwin.

Edwin smiled back. “Money usually does.”

Allen chuckled. “I’m going to go down to the warehouse and get the cloth and take it directly to her. Do you want to come?”

“Do you need me, or can I finish these?”

Allen had wanted Edwin along, but he didn’t need him. “You’ll be here when I get back?”

“If you’d like.”

As long as he’d see Edwin again. He was acting like a lovestruck boy not wanting to leave Edwin’s side. “All right. Do you think it would prudent to bring her something to match the silk as a thank-you for the gallery showing?”

Edwin sighed. Allen wondered if it was his imagination or if Edwin always seemed a bit distant when discussing invitations. “Since this is really all about getting invitations and not business, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. Nothing too dear, though; you’ll be doing it every time she invites you somewhere.”

Allen nodded. “There’s the plain silver silk.”

“That should do. Send about as much as she ordered of the contrast silk last time. Maybe a hair more in case the pattern is different.”

Allen nodded. It made perfect sense when Edwin said it. “You’ll be here when I get back?”

Edwin smiled down at his translations. “Yes, Allen, I’ll be here.”

Allen left grinning. He loved hearing his name from Edwin’s lips.

 

{---*---}

 

Allen was in an excellent mood as he walked home from delivering the cloth. He had just completed his second sale to the quality. He hadn’t been paid, but it was still a sale. And Mrs. Rollins had not been at the shop, so he had delivered the cloth directly to the modiste and gotten a receipt from her, making it a much easier transaction than the last time. Edwin would be at home when he got there, and he was certain he could persuade him to stay the night. Everything seemed perfect. He glanced in the shop windows as he walked. This wasn’t quite the neighborhood he wanted for his own shop, but close enough to get ideas.

He was passing a jewelry shop when he spotted a pocket watch. It was gold and had one of the Japanese characters Edwin could read on it. He smiled. Edwin deserved something nice. It seemed he never had anything but bad surprises, and he deserved better. Hopefully Allen could give it in such a way that Edwin wouldn’t feel obligated to reciprocate, but he’d worry about that when it happened. He went in.

The man behind the counter looked up. “Good afternoon, sir. Can I help you or would you rather look around first?”

Allen made a note of that phrasing since it seemed less mercenary than many. “There’s a watch in the window I’d like to see.”

“Of course. I’ll get it out.”

Allen waited by the counter as the window was unlocked and the watch removed. “Quite an unusual piece. Never seen another like it.”

“Do you know anything about it?” Allen wound it a little and found the gears were sound.

“Before my time, I’m afraid. I inherited the shop from my father two years ago, and it was part of the stock. I do think it’s an unclaimed pawn as there’s no order slip for it, and probably a custom-made piece as I really have never seen another like it, although the inner workings look like they came from Rundell.”

“Do you know what the symbol means?”

“Good fortune. It was written on a bit of paper attached to the chain, but it’s fallen off.”

Good fortune. Surely if anyone needed good fortune it was Edwin. “I’ll take it.”

“Very good, sir. Did you wish to start an account?”

“I can pay now, if that suits.”

“That suits, sir. I could even give you a bit off for that.”

Somehow it seemed wrong to get a discount on Edwin’s gift. “That’s all right.”

“Suit yourself, sir. I’ll get you a nice box for it, though.”

“Thank you, that would be very nice.”

 

Allen spent the walk home trying to decide how to give Edwin his present. He hadn’t decided by the time he got to his door, but he had narrowed it down. He’d try to gauge Edwin’s mood and, if he seemed relaxed, give it at once. Otherwise, he’d present it to him in the evening, after dinner, when they were sitting together in the study or the library. He’d have to remember to be certain Edwin knew he could borrow as many books as he wanted, and take them with him if he’d like. Perhaps Edwin’s evenings apart were as lonely as his own. He understood it was practical for them to be cautious, but he didn’t like it. But they didn’t need to be alone during the day. He hurried up his front steps and had the door unlocked before any of the servants could answer. He hung up his overcoat and concealed the watch box in his inner pocket. Hopefully, Edwin wouldn’t feel it when they embraced. Allen hurried to the office door. He hoped Edwin was feeling comfortable. He wanted to give him his present at once.

Edwin wasn’t in the office. Allen stared at the empty desk, almost willing himself to be wrong, then went back into the hall and checked the coatrack. Edwin’s coat and hat were gone. Allen stared at the empty space. He’d been looking forward to seeing Edwin. He’d been looking forward to it the whole way home. And Edwin had said he’d be there. Had he scared him away?

Sophie came down the hallway. “I didn’t hear you come in, sir.”

“Sophie, have you seen Mr. Martin?”

“Yes, sir. And he asked me to tell you that Mr. Humphries heard one of the Donovan ships had come into port, so he went to the warehouse to help.”

So he hadn’t scared him away. Nothing more than business. “Is he coming back?”

“He didn’t say, sir. I suppose it depends how much of the afternoon is left when he’s finished.”

“I suppose it does. Thank you, Sophie.” No point snapping at her when it wasn’t her fault something had come up while he’d been away. And of course Edwin would go to help Humphries; the pair of them had been as excited as schoolboys to come up with their system of pointing and taps to show what was worth buying. He was certain neither one could wait to try it out.

Sophie curtsied and left quickly. Allen went back into the office. He sat at his desk and started to go over the accounts he’d left. But as the afternoon wore on, he found it harder and harder to concentrate on any of the work in front of him. It would be foolish for Edwin to come all the way back to the house from the warehouse at this hour. It would almost be time for them to quit working. It would be obvious he’d come to have dinner and spend the evening with Allen. No, at this hour he was quite certain Martin would not return. It would not be practical or prudent. He shouldn’t expect it, even if he had been looking forward to giving Edwin his gift. Allen pulled the watch out and looked at it.

It was a very nice watch. Perhaps it had been a gift to a student for passing his exams. The inside of the case was blank. Just the sort of spot for engraving. Pity he couldn’t really get it engraved, not with the kinds of things he wanted to say to Edwin. But perhaps... He looked through his desk until he found a sharp stylus. It could work. Pressing as hard as he could, he managed to scrape a small heart on the inside of the case. It looked good, so he added a small curving bit of scroll-work behind it. He was concentrating so intently on making a pleasing design, he didn’t hear the front door and didn’t realize anyone had arrived until he heard the door to the office open. He pulled his hand back quickly so he wouldn’t unintentionally scratch the watch. “Yes, Sophie?”

“It’s not Sophie.”

Allen looked up. “Edwin, you came back.” He couldn’t believe how relieved he was. He sprang to his feet. “I thought, since it was late and you were at the docks, that you’d leave for the night.”

“I said I’d stay, and I...” Edwin fiddled with his cuffs, picking at the tear that was still there. “And I wanted to.”

He sounded so shy and uncertain. Allen hurried around the desk and stood very close to Edwin to whisper, “I wanted you here so badly. I was looking forward to it all the way home.”

Edwin smiled and leaned against him. “Then I’m glad I came.” He nodded to the desk. “Was there some work we needed to finish?”

“No, nothing that won’t wait until tomorrow.” It seemed the right time. “But would you close the door?”

Edwin took care of the door while Allen went back to the desk and arranged the watch as nicely as he could manage in the box, wrapping the chain neatly and making certain the symbol on the front was right side up. He heard Edwin cross the room and held the box out to him. “I saw this on my way home, and I thought it looked like something that should belong to you.”

Edwin stared at it as if he’d never seen a watch like it before and couldn’t quite believe he was seeing it now.

“The man in the shop said he thought the symbol means good fortune. There had been a tag on it that said as much, but it was lost.”

“It does mean good fortune.” Edwin ran a finger along the case, then drew his hand back as he did so often. Allen wondered what that habit was, but didn’t ask. He suspected it had to do with his rough hands and reminded himself to have Sophie get some lotion while she was buying the soap. Or perhaps he’d go himself.

“I thought if anyone deserved a bit of good fortune, it was you.”

“I met you. That’s all the good fortune I could want.”

Allen knew he was smiling like a fool but he didn’t care. He wrapped his arm around Edwin and pulled him close to his side, resting his head against Edwin’s shoulder. “Go on and look at it.”

Edwin took the watch from the box and opened the case. He slid his finger over the heart Allen had carved into it and smiled. “That’s what you were doing when I came in.”

Allen nodded. “I would have gotten it engraved, but I didn’t know how to word it, so that will have to do.”

“It’s perfect.” He slipped the watch into his pocket then wrapped his arms around Allen.

Allen stroked Edwin’s back as he held him close. Edwin had accepted the gift. It felt like he was accepting them. “I love you so much, Edwin,” he whispered against the dark hair brushing his cheek.

Edwin’s arms closed more tightly around him. “And I love you, Allen.”

 

 


Chapter 10

><

 

ALLEN FELT THINGS WERE SETTLING nicely as the summer progressed. Edwin seemed more confident in his employment, in the idea that everything wouldn’t suddenly be taken from him At least he seemed to have stopped taking extra jobs, and he no longer came to the house Monday with hands that were red and raw. Allen couldn’t get him to stay at the townhouse for two nights in a row and there seemed to be no question of Allen accompanying him to his own lodgings, but he did stay some nights, and when they were alone, Edwin was sweet and thoughtful and seemed happy to just be near him and talk. Whenever he did stay, the blue room was his, and he would slip through to Allen’s as soon as the staff had finished walking about upstairs, which was surprisingly early on nights when Edwin was staying.

As the weather started to get chilly, Allen noticed that Edwin showed no signs of moving to better lodgings. He assumed the reason Edwin would bristle at the suggestion Allen visit him at his home was that his lodgings were poor at best, and that made Allen worry as the weather turned. Would he have a fire? A warm bed? Could he perhaps be convinced to live full time at the townhouse? They’d have to come up with something to tell the servants, but none of them ever seemed to find it odd when Edwin spent the night. Perhaps they would merely think he was eccentric or working too hard and ignore it. And he knew they all liked Edwin. They all tried to make him comfortable when he was there, and Sophie ignored anything in the mornings that might have been a clue to the actual reason he stayed over, and Mrs. Armstrong served him roasted chicken at least once a week, and ham all the mornings he stayed over.

They were in the warehouse office one particularly blustery day with wind rattling the windows when Allen began to wonder if Edwin would accept the gift of an overcoat. He would look very handsome in a dark grey, the color of the yak-down felt that was still in the safe. The sort with capes over the sleeves, which would be warm. And if it was cold in his lodgings, he could put it over the bed as an extra blanket. That thought startled Allen. When had he started thinking of things like that? He was relieved to hear footsteps on the stairs. It would be a distraction.

Edwin looked up as well when Humphries came in. “Lad brought the mail from the house. And here’s the list of what we’ve got from the boat so far.”

Allen took both from Humphries. “The manifest said six crates from Shanghai.”

“And I only saw two. I double-checked.”

Edwin got to his feet. “Would you like me to see if they were mislabeled?”

“Please.” Allen passed the manifest and the log back to Humphries and flipped through the letters. He recognized one set of handwriting at once and broke the seal immediately.

 

“Mr. Brideson, 

We have a small dilemma here I was hoping you would aid us with. My nephew is unable to escort his sister to Lady Gorworth’s ball this evening. As it is her first ball, we certainly cannot allow her to be a wallflower. If you are not otherwise engaged, we would greatly appreciate it if you fill in for him. 

Mrs. Rollins.”

 

A proper ball. Mrs. Rollins had continued to order fabric from him and had been pleased with the screen although she seemed to forget about it almost as soon as she received it, but this was the first invitation to a proper ball he’d received. He’d have to dress and fix his cravat and have Simon bring out the carriage he’d finally gotten around to buying. It wouldn’t do to arrive in a hack. But he’d send Simon home from the Rollins house if he was going with them to the ball. No point making him wait when Allen would be home in the small hours of the morning, probably when Simon and the other servants were waking up. “I’ll be leaving soon.”

Humphries looked up from the notes he was showing Edwin. “Not bad news, I hope.”

“Not at all. I’ve been invited to Lady Gorworth’s ball this evening.”

Humphries snorted. Edwin took the papers from him and started for the stairs to the warehouse. Humphries watched him leave. “A ball, hmm? It seems awfully short notice.”

“I’m filling in as an escort for Mrs. Rollins’s niece.”

“So this is the Season already then? Or the little season? Whatever that is. Is this what we’ll be expecting the whole time?”

“It isn’t either; the girl’s simply practicing for the real thing. I’ll have more notice during the Season. And if I impress Lady Gorworth, I’ve as good as got my vouchers. And you know I trust you and Edwin to take care of anything that happens in my absence. I would never second-guess your decisions.”

“Martin. There’s something you haven’t thought of.”

“He wouldn’t want to come anyway.”

Humphries snorted again and stormed out of the office.

Allen stared after Humphries at a complete loss as he put the letters in the proper drawer. Humphries would calm down. He always did. And Allen understood his worries. They had developed a friendship over the years. Humphries could tell him he was being a fool and not worry about getting sacked. He was worried about how things would be when Allen moved into the ton. Once he saw that society and business life were two different things, he’d be more amenable to it. And once Allen was married, he’d turn over more of the day-to-day running of the business to Humphries along with a nice rise in pay. No one else knew it as well. He and Edwin could manage anything that came up, leaving Allen free to find an estate for his new bride and... And he wasn’t sure what after that. He couldn’t picture what would happen next. He hadn’t really thought of children, but that would be expected. He closed the drawer firmly as if he thought something might try to jump out at him. One thing at a time. No point worrying about what came after the marriage until he’d met a few eligible debutantes.

“Mr. Brideson?”

Edwin’s tone surprised Allen, and he glanced around looking for a client. But how would a client have slipped unnoticed into his office? “We’re formal all of a sudden.” He rose to stand closer to Edwin, even if they couldn’t do more than that, but Edwin stood very still.

“It’s a business matter. I thought it was best. I was coming to ask for my pay. I asked Mr. Humphries, but he said I had to come see you.”

“Your pay? Of course. How much do you need?” He went to the safe and extracted the lockbox. What did Edwin need money for? All sorts of ideas pushed around in his head. Was he ill? Did he need a doctor? Or maybe it was something to be celebrated. Maybe he finally felt secure enough in his employment to look for lodgings somewhere a bit better than a cheap room in the warren of backstreets by the docks.

“All that I’m owed as of today, please.”

That stopped Allen. That wasn’t a request for some unexpected expense. That was... “What do you mean, Edwin?”

“I’m leaving. I’m sorry not to give more notice, but it’s best it be quick. I located the crates and marked them so Mr. Humphries can identify them properly.”

As if the crates mattered. Allen grabbed Edwin’s arm. “Have I done something? Are you unhappy? Would you rather we hadn’t... I mean I never meant for you to feel that you had to...”

Edwin didn’t move away from his touch, but he didn’t seem to react to it at all. If anything there was a slight stiffening of his arm. “No, no, it’s not that, not at all. I’ve been very happy here, and...and with you this summer. But you’re about to enter the ton, and find your bride, and get all the things you want, and it’s best for you if I’m not here when that happens.”

“If you would be more comfortable, you could stay here and share this office with Humphries if there’s a chance someone might come to the house.” He remembered what Edwin had looked like when he’d first seen him on the docks, exhausted and fifthly and probably half-starved. He stroked Edwin’s cheek, brushing a lock of hair out of the way. He couldn’t bear to think he was driving the man back there, back to that.

“No, no, it’s best I leave before you start seeing potential brides. You’ll want to show them your warehouse and your shop when you get it. But if you’re seen with me, it will be the ruin of you.”

Allen was confused. Edwin had never seemed unduly concerned about being found out, about scandal or a sodomy conviction. No more than a reasonable man would. They were cautious in public, and even in all but the most private of privacy. No one would suspect. “But they won’t know what we’ve done, not if we don’t tell them. And I know you won’t, and we both trust Humphries.” Then another thought struck him. A bride. That meant... “I mean I knew you would not want to continue that part of our relationship once I was betrothed. Neither of us is that sort of man.” Why hadn’t it occurred to him before that his engagement would be the end of his—what did he even call it, it was so much more than an affair—with Edwin? And yet it had to be. He knew he had to be a good husband to whoever he ended up with. He would no more cheat on a wife than on a client. And Edwin was one of the most honorable men he’d ever met. And yet it had never really occurred to him that it would have to end. He’d never really imagined what his life would look like after the Season he’d been working so hard for. “Still, it’s no reason for you to leave your position.”

“I’m decided, Mr. Brideson. I don’t want to hurt you. You’ve done too much for me, and not only the position. I can’t repay you by ruining your chances. Can I have my money?”

“At least think about it for a day or two.”

Edwin went quiet, too quiet. He wasn’t getting angry or yelling, simply quietly watching. “I’ve thought about nothing else for far longer than that. If you don’t want to give it to me, I’ll understand. I’m giving you no notice. It’s quite all right. I’ll leave without it.”

He meant it. Edwin would really leave with no money. Allen pulled the strong box open and grabbed a handful of coins without bothering to count it. “Here. If you’re set on going, of course you should have your money.  And a reference. I’ll write you a good one.”

Edwin sorted through the money. Allen realized he was counting out what he was owed. Edwin put the rest back on the desk. “Thank you.” He tucked the money into his pocket. “Not for the money, for all the rest.” Edwin leaned across the desk and pressed his lips to Allen’s. Before Allen could respond, could twine his fingers in Edwin’s hair or even part his lips, Edwin had pulled back and gave him a gentle smile. “Now go find your titled lady and be happy.”

Allen wanted to say something, something brilliant that would bring Edwin back, but there wasn’t time. One instant Edwin was caressing his cheek, and the next, he had crossed the room and was gone.

Allen collapsed into his chair. What had happened? What had he done? He should have known something, and yet he hadn’t wanted to know it. And now he wanted to break something. It was a surprisingly calm reaction. He could pick up the vase on the end of the desk and fling it at the wall and it would make a noise and break and then he’d have something to be mad about because he was certain what had just happened was entirely his fault, but he had no idea why.

He was still staring at the vase, trying to get up the energy to grab it, when Humphries came into the room. “So he did it. I thought it was something he needed to say to you himself.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s between you and him.”

Allen roused himself enough to look at his friend. “Not that. Why did he leave?”

Humphries shrugged. “Maybe he really thinks he’s protecting you.”

“But he won’t let me protect him.”

“We don’t know what chased him down to the docks. Maybe it’s still after him.”

Allen put his head in his hands. He should have pushed harder, asked more questions. He’d been so happy to have Edwin near him, he hadn’t wanted to scare him away. Now he had no idea how to get him back.

Allen felt Humphries’s hand touch his shoulder. “Now you’ve got your ball to go to. If you miss that, he’ll have left for nothing.”

“Now I know the world is coming to an end. You’re in favor of me going to a ball.”

Humphries laughed.

“Go find him,” Allen whispered. “Tomorrow. Make sure he’s all right.”

“I will, and I’ll try to get him something better than he had. Now try to enjoy yourself. You’ve worked for this for too long.”

Allen smiled and tried to look like he intended to follow the advice. He hoped he’d fooled Humphries since he certainly hadn’t fooled himself.

 

Edwin walked straight home from the warehouse. He’d known this day was coming since he’d first gone back to the Brideson Warehouse to accept the guinea a week, and he’d known it would be right around this time of year. None of it was a surprise, not even the hollow feeling inside. It wasn’t that different than the feeling he’d had when he’d first landed on the docks, or when he’d seen everything being carried out of his father’s house. It was simply worse, emptier, leaving him wanting to do nothing but lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling, if he could get up the energy to make it to the bed. But he didn’t have the luxury of that now. Not if he wanted to eat this winter. And so he kept putting one foot in front of the other down the street.

In his room, he sat at the table and took stock. He had some money left from his salary at the Brideson Warehouse, plus what he’d just gotten, although not as much saved as he would have liked. He should have worked harder before his baths and given himself fewer luxuries. And worked all through the summer, earned money to save and to pay for his baths, not tried to keep himself clean for Allen. He’d known this was coming. 

He wouldn’t be able to go back to the docks. Mulgrave would find him jobs again, but he would also tell Humphries if the man asked, and Humphries would ask. So he’d have to look for work somewhere else, with no references since even that would get back to Humphries, if Allen sent him looking. 

Edwin looked down at his hands. They’d started to soften under Allen’s care. He’d have to toughen them up again, toughen himself again. He glanced at his cuff. He wouldn’t need fine clothes anymore. Those could go. He stripped them off and folded them neatly then pulled on his dock clothes. Those would do for him now. He took the cravat pin and placed it on top. There was no room for sentiment now. The pin would bring him money, and that was what he needed. He went through the pockets, making certain to get every coin. The watch was there too. The watch that had been his back when he’d been a student at Oxford, pawned so he could eat and recovered by Allen because he’d known him well enough to know it was something he would treasure. Allen had given it to him the afternoon he’d said he loved him. Edwin opened it and touched the heart Allen had carved inside. It was a mistake he knew, but perhaps it wasn’t sentiment if he kept it in reserve, to pawn if things got worse. A kind of savings account. He closed the watch and hid it under the floorboard by the bed. He took the new overcoat from the hook and added it to the stack, then left for the Rag Fair.

 

 


Chapter 11

><

 

ALLEN LEANED AGAINST THE WINDOWPANE and wondered when it would be over. His fourth ball as a member of the group just outside of the ton, and they were already all beginning to blur together. If he had to come up with another way to avoid giving someone half a shipment of silk, he’d probably scream. Or throw his wineglass at them, causing the wine to spill, making him feel obligated to offer them the cloth as a replacement. Humphries had been right; he should never have given the cloth to Mrs. Rollins in the first place. He glanced at his watch. He really ought to stay another hour at least.

As he slid the watch back into his pocket, he realized what he was saying. Allen MacBride was standing in the ballroom of Lord Longridge’s house, with people coming to speak to him not throw him out, and all he could think of was how soon he could leave. That was ridiculous. This was everything he had been working for, and he’d gotten it down to the last detail. A wife with a titled family was the last bit of the puzzle, and he was in the right place to find that. And what would he be doing if he weren’t here? Sitting by the fire at home, or in the office with Humphries teasing him a bit before he left him to his solitary dinner. It seemed so solitary since he’d gotten used to inviting Edwin to stay so he could be certain the man had a proper meal. 

But there would be no Edwin tonight. He’d left. It had been almost two months, and Allen still expected to find him in the office when he went down in the morning, or coming through the door every time Sophie let someone in. Humphries never commented on the disappointed looks he received when he arrived, but Allen was certain he noticed them. Humphries had tried his best; he’d gone to the hiring station where he’d first found Edwin every morning for weeks after Edwin left and offered the man in charge of it money for any information he had, but there had been no news of Edwin there.

Allen tugged at his waistcoat so the watch would hang properly. There were two young men coming towards him. As they got closer he recognized them. Fenning and Rollins. Neither one would be asking for cloth. That should put him in a better mood.

“Brideson, we were looking for you. You belong to White’s, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do.”

“You couldn’t get Fenny in, could you?”

They didn’t want cloth, but they did want something from him. Everyone seemed to. “You mean a membership? I haven’t been a member very long myself. I’m not sure I could be much help.” That had been Mr. Calwen’s doing. He’d been one of the ones to visit the warehouse after they’d developed a reputation for finding the best things in the receiver sales, due entirely to Humphries and Edwin, although he couldn’t tell anyone that.

Rollins poked Fenning in the ribs. “Told you, Fenny.”

“I just need to get a look at the betting book,” Fenning said.

The betting book. Of course. What else would it be? “I could invite you to dinner there as my guest if that would help.”

“It would, but it has to be by Thursday. I had Wilton put me down for sixty guineas on whether Miss Clement gets seduced at the Brooking house party, and I wanted to be certain he’d got it down right. I’m saying she will, even though she’s an old Apollo.”

That confused Allen enough to get his attention. “Apollo?”

“You know, wisdom and all that, but I think she’s ready for seduction.”

So he’d meant Athena. Allen considered correcting him, but it didn’t seem worth the trouble.

Rollins nodded. “Brooking’s parties are notorious for the seductions. It’s all the twisting hallways in the old wing. You can sneak about and no one the wiser. Have you been?”

“Not yet.”

“I’ll get him to invite you next time. Probably already booked up for the one. Last time, Fenny saw Miss Clement’s younger sister sneaking into Brooking’s valet’s room.”

“That was a scandal. Everyone heard about it. That’s why I’m saying her sister will. She won’t want to be left out. Do you remember when we sent the footman up to get him? And he came running out of the room with her stocking caught on his cuff?”

The names were vaguely familiar to Allen, but he didn’t particularly care who seduced whom. Let the whole lot of them have an orgy at Brooking’s and be done with it. This wasn’t helping him find Edwin. And that was what he ought to be doing he realized, finding Edwin, not standing around here offering to take young fops to his club so they could place bets that would have kept Edwin warm and fed for a year and listening to gossip just to convince their families that he was one of them. These people wouldn’t pay their accounts anyways. And he didn’t want a titled bride; he never had. He wanted Edwin.

“And have you heard the scandal about Brooking and Mrs. Cadwell?” Fenning asked.

“Oh, that’s such old news.” Rollins was looking through his pockets, no doubt for his flask, which was probably empty already.

“But old scandals can be such fun. You know how they all turned out.”

That reminded Allen of something Edwin had said when he’d taken him to the pub to celebrate his first pay packet. Could there be a clue in it? Something to help him figure out how to find him? “Just the other day someone mentioned the Martford scandal to me.”

Rollins shook his head chuckling. “Haven’t heard that name in years.”

Fenning laughed. “That’s an old scandal, all right. Three years old at least. But my God, what a seven days’ wonder that was.”

Rollins chuckled. “You know I saw Martford’s younger son—you remember Edwin, don’t you Fenny?—about a month after it happened down by the river. Filthy as a pig and stank to high heaven. Had to ask the driver what he was doing. Told me he was a pure collector. Edwin Gilford collecting dog turds for the tanneries. What do you think of that?” He howled with laughter.

Fenning joined in. “I’d pay to see that. Serves him right. But then Wilton always insisted he’d seen Gilford down in some alley cleaning out cesspools as part of a night-soil crew. ’Course he was foxed at the time.”

Allen swallowed. “Gilford?”

“No, Gilford never drank. Not enough to count anyway. Wilton. But he said he saw him clear as anything. Full moon, he thought. Didn’t want to get too close, though. Don’t know why I never get to see these things.”

“You wouldn’t have wanted to get too close either, believe me.” Rollins laughed. “Still it was fun to see.”

Allen didn’t know what to say. He’d wanted a clue, but he seemed to have gotten his answer, and it was worse than he’d imagined. “So you think he was part of the conspiracy?”

“Edwin Gilford? Too honest,” Rollins said at once.

Fenning nodded. “Wouldn’t even cheat on exams.”

But they still thought he deserved his disgrace. “Did you know him at school then?”

Fenning shrugged. “Well, everybody knows everybody in our set. But we weren’t friends. I was at university with him. We lived on the same floor. In fact, I saw him the day he found out they were seizing the property. No one told him; he had to read it in the newspaper. So I suppose I did see something. Never any fun, though. We stopped asking him in on our pranks. He studied something strange. Do you remember what it was?”

“Strange languages. Oriental. Never knew what he was going to do with that.”

“What did you study?” Allen asked.

“Classics, of course.”

“Of course.” The man hadn’t known the difference between Apollo and Athena, but he’d studied Classics. Edwin had been right about the books. “I’m going for another drink.”

“I could use one too.”

“So could I.”

He should have known that wasn’t the way to get rid of them. Allen wandered towards the drinks table with the two of them in tow, hoping for a way out. 

“Hey, is that Lady Jersey trying to catch your eye?” Rollins asked.

Allen turned. “I’d best see what she wants. If you’ll excuse me.”

Neither of the men thought it was odd he was hurrying across the room to speak to Lady Jersey, not that he particularly cared what they thought now. When he reached her chair, he made a proper bow. “You wished to see me, my lady?”

“Yes. I have spoken to Lady Longridge, and she has a young lady under her protection who she thinks you would suit. Fourth daughter of an earl, in need of a fortune. I will approve a stranger’s ticket for you through Mrs. Rollins so you may meet her at Almack’s. If it all goes well, I will see about arranging for you to receive vouchers for the next set of balls so you may continue the acquaintance.”

Almack’s was the least of his worries right now. He had to get home to think, to plan. “That is most kind of you.”

“I will tell her you are suitably grateful.”

“Thank you. I am indeed grateful,” he answered automatically. He had the feeling he was expected to say more, but those words were all he could manage. He bowed and backed away as quickly as he could. He had the feeling he looked like a fool, but maybe they would all think he was drunk and laugh. Or hopelessly gauche. It didn’t really matter. He made for the door and almost knocked over a silk-clad obstacle in his path.

“What’s wrong, Mr. Brideson? You look terribly pale, and Lady Jersey was trying to get your attention for almost ten minutes before you noticed.”

It was only Lady Clairmont. Allen was tempted to pull away, and Lady Clairmont would understand, but she might know something. “Do you remember the Martford scandal?”

She seemed confused by the abrupt change of topic but didn’t question it. “Of course. Why?”

“What happened to the younger son?”

“I have no idea. There were all sorts of awful rumors the first year of him doing absolutely dreadful things, but I never put much store in them.”

“Dreadful how? Criminal? Violent?”

“Edwin Gilford a criminal? Hardly. He was such a kind, gentle boy. No, just the dreadful sort of work you don’t like to think of people you know doing.”

“But you didn’t believe it?”

She shook her head. “He was always so quiet and studious. I don’t think he even played at boxing or hunting like the others. That’s why he was at school when the whole thing was planned. I don’t think I could imagine him hauling coal or any of the other things they said.”

Things were starting to add up in his mind like a set of figures in the ledger, and the totals were making him ill. “Do you think they could have recognized him?”

“What are you babbling about, Allen?”

He ignored her use of his first name, even though it meant she was truly worried about him. “If someone did see him somewhere, would they recognize him, even if they hadn’t met him?”

“There was a strong family resemblance between all three of them, the brothers and their father, so I suppose so.”

“Strong enough to make it hard for him to hide who he was if he were looking for work?”

“Allen, you’re starting to worry me.”

Reassuring her didn’t seem worth the time. “Was it?”

Lady Clairmont considered. “It’s been close to four years since I’ve seen any of them, but I suppose, with all the drawings that circulated in the newspapers when they were looking for the two that ran away, yes, I think it would have been obvious he was related, to someone following the story at least. Allen, would you like my sal volante?”

Allen almost said he would. He did feel light-headed. The whole story was making perfect sense now, and he was a fool. “Do you know where I could find any of those drawings?”

“I may have an old newspaper or two in Frank’s old things. I’ll check if you promise not to faint in my arms. It would give quite the wrong impression.”

“I have to leave.”

“I’ll make your excuses to Lady Longridge.”

He almost told her not to bother as he tried not to run for the door.

 

Once he was through the door, Allen kept walking, not bothering to look for a hack and rather glad he’d come with the Rollinses so he wouldn’t have to go looking for Simon and his carriage. The weather was cool but dry. He could walk part of the way home and think. It was too much of a coincidence, Edwin mentioning the Martford affair and Rollins and Wilton seeing the younger son in such dire straits near the docks. It fit too closely to what he knew of Edwin’s history. And how many men studied Eastern languages at university? His Edwin had to be Edwin Gilford, younger son of the Duke of Martford. Martford. Martin. The more he thought about it, the more sense it made. 

And that was why Edwin left. Not embarrassment. Not hiding what he was. When he said being seen with him by the ton would be the ruin of Allen, he’d meant it quite literally. Edwin was protecting him, protecting his chance to marry into the nobility. He should have known it was something like that the day Rollins brought his mother to the warehouse. No wonder Edwin had hidden; Rollins would have known him at once. He thought about what Fenning and Rollins had said, how they’d reacted to the story of Edwin’s poverty. No one would let him marry their daughter if they knew he was friends with the only innocent member of the Martford family. Not after the father and brother ran rather than face justice or do the honorable thing. He’d shoot them himself if he could. 

Allen reached the street corner, and the sweeper darted out and began clearing the road. Allen reached into his pocket automatically for some coins. At the corner, he dropped them into the man’s hand. “Thank you.”

“You’re the first what’s said that to me tonight.”

Allen turned. The man was older than he’d thought and was watching him with clever eyes. “I should say it more often.”

“Or others ought to learn their manners.”

“That lot won’t.”

The man grinned. “Pigs’ll fly first.”

Allen smiled a little. The man seemed intelligent. It was worth a try. “If you were looking for someone, where would you start?”

“Pub. Everyone I’d be looking for would be in the pub. Who’re you looking for?”

“A man.”

“And yer asking me because?”

“Because he used to live by the docks. I think he’s gone back there.”

“He in trouble?”

“Not at all.”

“Then why’s someone like you looking for someone who used to live near the docks?”

Because he was protecting me. Because I love him and can’t imagine being without him. But the street sweeper wouldn’t understand that. “He was wronged. I want to make it right, as much as I can.”

The sweeper nodded. “Pawn shops. I’d try the pawn shops.”

That surprised Allen. “But he didn’t steal from me.”

“But he took. Did you give him anything? New clothes? Shoes? A coat? A pen? Buttons? String? A piece of ribbon? Someone like you’d be amazed what you can sell if you need to. If you’d recognize anything you gave him, find the pawn shop where he sold it and bribe the owner.”

“What shops would you try?”

“Well, if he’s by the river...”

Allen pulled out his notebook and wrote down every name the old man gave him. When the man ran out of ideas, Allen put the notebook away and pulled out another coin. “I own a warehouse, if you’d be interested in steady work.”

“You think these old bones could work in a warehouse? But thank ’ee for this.” He pocketed the second coin. 

Allen turned towards home.

“If you was serious about the warehouse, I’ve a fine strong son, but I don’t want to get his hopes up to be dashed down.”

Allen pulled his notebook out again and turned to a blank page. “Give your son this note, and tell him to bring it to Mr. Humphries at the Brideson Warehouse. Mr. Humphries will find him something suitable.”

The man tucked the note in his pocket. “Why?”

“Because I might not be able to find my friend, and if I do, I might not be able to make it right.”

The sweeper smiled. “Good on you for trying. And good luck.”

“Thank you.” Allen turned and hurried down the street. He hailed the first hack he found and gave the driver his address.

 

The next morning, Allen scribbled a quick note to Humphries to let him know he would be out most of the day, stayed home long enough to break his fast and see that there was nothing of great urgency in the morning post, and at the moment the only things that would have qualified were a note from Edwin or news that the warehouse had burned to the ground, then hailed a hack and set out for the pawnshops on his list. 

He was surprised at first to find that the shops he was sent to were in a slightly better neighborhood than he’d been imagining Edwin living in, further away from the docks and filled with people who looked to able to afford three meals a day. When he realized he was watching low-level clerks leaving for work, he understood. This wasn’t Edwin’s neighborhood. It was where he might have moved had he been more confident in his employment, had he really been Edwin Martin, not Gilford. Selling it here was simple economics. Dockworkers would have no use for cravat pins, but a low-level clerk might, so he’d be likely to get more for it here than by the docks. 

Really, he should have paid Edwin more. Not because he loved him, but for his specialist language skills. Had Allen written to the universities asking for someone with knowledge of languages rather than hiring him off the docks, he would have offered double at least, then given Humphries a rise in pay as well to avoid any hard feelings. 

The hack stopped outside of the next pawnshop on his list, and Allen got out. He’d mention it to Humphries when he saw him next. He could certainly afford to pay him more anyway, even if he didn’t find Edwin. He froze. That wasn’t going to happen. He would find Edwin. Edwin would come home. It would all be fine. It had to be. 

 

The sixth pawn shop was the same as the others he’d visited. The man behind the desk looked up when he entered and became very polite when he sensed money. Allen wandered around the shop, pretending not to be interested in anything much. The owner went back to his ledger, but Allen could feel him watching and ignored him as he tried to find where the cravat pins would be kept. 

Allen was about to ask about cravat pins directly when he recognized the coat hanging behind the counter. Edwin’s coat. The one he wore every day. The only one he probably had. And his shirt and his trousers. The whole outfit he’d worn to the office every day. That meant he didn’t think he’d be getting work that needed something better than the rags he’d worn when they first met. Allen stared at his hands until he could speak without betraying any emotion then turned to the clerk. “How much for those?”

“What would a fine gentleman like yourself want with those?”

What indeed? It was a very good question. All he could think was that he wanted something of Edwin’s, but he certainly couldn’t say that. He tried to think what Rollins and Fenning would say. “A bet. I need them for a bet.”

“Twelve shillings.”

Allen pressed his nails into his palm. He knew the man was gouging him, but if that was his inflated price, how little had Edwin been paid for them? “Seems high.”

“I suppose I could go to ten shillings then. How much is the bet for?”

Allen couldn’t bring himself to say any of the amounts he knew Rollins bet. “A lady’s favor.” 

“Now isn’t that worth half a bar?”

Allen wanted to be done with it. “I suppose.” He went to the counter. “Do you have any pins or the like?”

“For the lady?”

“For the cravat.”

The man pulled out a box and showed it to him. Allen pawed through under the watchful eye of the clerk until he spotted what he’d been looking for. Edwin’s jade pin. “That’ll do.”

“I can let you have it for a crown.”

“I’ll give you four shillings.”

“Done.”

He’d accepted the deal too quickly.  So that price had been inflated as well. How much was Edwin living on? “What about watches?”

The man brought another box, and Allen looked through them all twice but didn’t see Edwin’s watch. “I’m looking for something unusual. I’d get double points if there’s foreign writing on it.”

“Like French? I think there’s...”

“No, something no one can read.”

“Can’t help you there.”

Allen sighed. “Do you know of anyone who would have something like that?”

He shook his head. “I haven’t seen anything around. Did you need to find anything else?”

Allen shook his head. “No, only the watch left. Would you wrap those for me?”

While man wrapped the clothes in not very clean brown paper, Allen counted out the money. Now was the tricky bit. He needed to get a proper answer without seeming too interested, although at least now he had an idea of how to do it. “What can you tell me about the man who brought those in?”

“Not much.” 

“Anything. We’re supposed to have a story, see. But a real one. For the bet. Before the winner can collect, we have to go and see where the former owner of the clothes is.” It was ridiculous, but no more ridiculous than some of the bets he’d heard.

“It was just some laborer. Don’t know how he got them. He was going over to the dust yard to look for work.”

“Which one?”

“Down by the bridge. Not sure you want to take the lady there, though.”

“Oh, no, but the fellows. They’ll go. Can you describe him?”

“They all look the same once they get the first layer of dirt on ’em.”

Allen didn’t think he could ask more without seeming too interested. “Right. Well, thank you.” He took his parcel and left. 

The driver was not particularly enthusiastic about going to the dust yard until Allen offered him double the fare for the route. The dust yard proved to be a dead end, but the workers found the idea hilarious and offered suggestions for other places he might look, none of them helpful, until some of the women heard the commotion and told them to shut up. They gave Allen a list of other dust yards to try, in the order someone looking for work would try them. They also pointed out it was almost dark and he should go back where he belonged before the serious thieves came out.

 

Allen tried to be pleased with his progress as he returned to the townhouse. He’d found Edwin’s clothes, that was something. And he knew the dust yards were a place to start. That was something. But he hadn’t found Edwin yet.

“Mr. Brideson, we were getting worried.” Sophie hurried forward to take his coat. “And what have you done to your boots?”

Allen glanced down and noticed he was more than a bit worse for the visit to the dust yard. “I had some business...”

“Nevermind. Charlie will have them sorted out in no time.” She shook his coat out and hung it on the rack.

Allen pushed his boots in the back the way Edwin always did. “Tell him not to bother. I’ll be going out again tomorrow.”

Sophie looked at him sideways but only said, “If that’s what you wish, sir. Would you like me to unwrap your parcel and put it away?”

He stared down at the grubby bundle. “I’ll open it myself. I suppose supper’s been waiting for me.”

“Mrs. Armstrong said there’s nothing that wouldn’t keep. I’ll let her know you’re ready for it and send Simon up with some hot water for you.”

“Thank you.” He hesitated as he looked at his boots. “Sophie, who is Charlie?”

Sophie stopped on her way to the stairs and smiled a little. “I’ve been wondering when you’d think to ask that. He was a sweep’s boy. Mrs. Armstrong sent the sweep away because she won’t hire anyone who doesn’t use the new brooms with the long handles. When Charlie ran away a few weeks later, he remembered and came here, and we sort of took him in.”

“Without telling me?” He was more amused than annoyed.

“Well, we figured you’d say it was all right, so we thought it wouldn’t hurt.”

“And you wouldn’t have to risk me saying no?” 

Sophie didn’t answer but did shrug a little. 

“But how is he paid?”

“We all put a bit in for him. He doesn’t know it’s us.”

Allen sighed. “Tell Mrs. Armstrong to add him to the payroll and to pay the lot of you his back pay.”

“That’s very kind, but you don’t need to.”

“Tell her anyway.” 

“Then thank you, sir.” Sophie hesitated then asked, “Will we be seeing Mr. Martin?”

“No, not tonight,” Allen whispered. He was going to try for a more hopeful answer, but Sophie leaned over and patted his arm then hurried away. Allen brought the bundle of clothes up to his room and unwrapped them. They were definitely Edwin’s. He fingered the little tear on the sleeve Edwin had fretted at when he was nervous. If only he’d known, but Edwin must have thought he’d be thrown out if Allen found out who he really was. It wasn’t unreasonable considering how he’d been treated. Hadn’t Allen figured out there was some hurt place inside he’d been protecting? He simply hadn’t imagined the cause to be betrayal and abandonment by everyone he’d known. Allen brought the sleeve to his lips and gently kissed the tear.

The doorknob turned, and Allen shoved the clothes under his pillow. Simon came in with the pitcher of hot water. “Mrs. Armstrong said to tell you dinner would be ready in a trice. I think that means soon.”

“Thank you. Tell her I’ll be down as soon as I wash up.”

“Yes, sir. And Mr. Humphries is in the office.” 

“Humphries?” What would bring Humphries to his house in the middle of the evening? “Is something wrong at the warehouse?” He couldn’t think of anything Humphries couldn’t deal with short of a finding a dead body, and even that would most likely only need him to deal with the magistrate or the runners. Unless there was something about Edwin.

“I don’t think there’s any trouble, sir. I think he was worried about you.”

“About me? All right. I’ll be down in a moment. Has he been offered a drink? Then tell Mrs. Armstrong he’ll probably be staying for dinner.”

“Very good, sir.” Simon left the water and went to deliver the message.

 

Allen washed up quickly, then folded Edwin’s clothes neatly and put them away in the nightstand before hurrying down to the office. Humphries was leaning against the fireplace with an untouched glass of Scotch in his hand. Allen closed the door behind him then realized he’d gotten into that habit when Edwin had been there, so he wouldn’t have to worry about someone passing by in the hallway seeing if he touched Edwin for too long or wanted to steal a kiss. He forced his mind to the conversation at hand. “Hello, Humphries. Is something wrong?”

“That’s what I came to ask you.”

“I told you I’d be out today.”

“From your trousers, I can tell it wasn’t about Almack’s.”

Allen glanced down and saw evidence of his visit to the dust yard was obvious. He tried to come up with an answer, but Humphries went on in a kinder voice. “Did you find him?”

“I found the trail.” Then he realized Humphries didn’t know any of it. The ball seemed like ages ago, but it had only been the night before. One day he’d known who Edwin was, that was all. 

Humphries shoved the untouched glass of Scotch into Allen’s hand. “That’s something then. Go on.”

Allen drank half in one swallow. “At the ball, I found out who he is.”

“That’s a lot to go on then. At the ball, though? How did that happen? I never figured him for a servant. Schoolmaster I always thought. Maybe a tutor in a good household, or the son of one, I suppose. Got caught with one of the grooms or the footmen and tossed out. Am I close?”

Allen shook his head. “Edwin Gilford, younger son of the Duke of Martford.”

Humphries stared. His jaw actually dropped, and he gawped at Allen. Allen went to the cabinet and got him a replacement Scotch.

“If that don’t beat all,” Humphries whispered as he took the glass. “The traitor’s innocent son. But it does explain everything, doesn’t it?” Humphries drained the glass in one swallow. “But if someone at the ball put you on the trail, he must have had somewhere to go. But then why was he at the docks to begin with?”

“The trail wasn’t at the ball, only his identity.”

“You’ve been busy.”

“Come and eat before Mrs. Armstrong comes looking for us, and I’ll tell you the lot.”

When they were settled in the dining room, Allen sent the servants away then told Humphries everything that had happened from the time he figured out who Edwin was, to the street sweeper’s help, to finding the clothes and pin, to visiting the dust yard and getting another list, although he did leave out the part where he kept the clothes near his bed where he could look at them. 

When he’d finished, Humphries glared at him. “You shouldn’t be going places like that on your own.”

“How else am I supposed to find him?”

“You send me to do the asking.”

It had never occurred to him to ask Humphries, not that he didn’t trust him, but it didn’t seem to be his problem to fix. “You’d do that?”

“’Course I would. He’s a good man no matter what his family did, and he makes you happy. Give me your list, and I’ll go tomorrow and start asking at the dust yards. They’ll be more likely to talk to me anyway.”

“All right. But don’t talk to him. Let me.”

Humphries nodded. “There’s a good chance he’ll run when we find him, and I don’t want to be blamed for it. Now, do you want me to ring for Simon to come and get the plates and bring the pudding?”

Allen nodded. He knew he could trust the search to Humphries, but he was the one who had driven Edwin away; he should be the one to go looking for him.

 

{---*---}

 

The next morning, Lady Clairmont sent over a footman with part of an almost four-year-old newspaper and a note telling Allen he could keep it. The article he wanted was on the second page. He remembered enough of the details of the scandal that the article was of little use, but the picture drew his interest at once. It was an engraving that had clearly been done with some skill. Allen assumed that the Crown had wanted the fugitive lords caught badly enough to have provided the likeness. It was a likeness of the duke, Edwin’s father. The resemblance was obvious. No one who looked at the picture would think Edwin’s name a mere coincidence. The structure of the face was the same, as was the hair. Edwin was handsomer, of course, and younger, with slightly larger eyes and finer features, but clearly the two were related. He sighed and dropped the newspaper into the top drawer and took out the list of orders that were expected on the next ship.

Allen had finished most of the list when Sophie opened the door. He had to fight down the little bubble of hope that Edwin would follow her in. “Mr. Harcliff, sir.”

He would be a distraction at least. “Thank you; show him in please.”

Mr. Harcliff smiled as Allen rose to greet him. “I was in the neighborhood so I thought I’d bring you a few new possibilities. None are ideally suited to your needs, but I do think we are slowly closing in on what you want.”

Allen took the papers he was offered and flipped through them. None of them were quite right, although they were in the right area of London. “I’ll look through these carefully and let you know if I decide on anything.” They would be another distraction at least.

“Very good, Mr. Brideson. As always, anytime I can be of assistance.”

Allen thanked him and continued to flip through the papers. He noticed the Cheapside property was there again. Mr. Harcliff was still championing it apparently. He looked at the drawing that covered the top sheet. “Your daughter is a bit of an artist, isn’t she?”

“I like to think so.”

“I believe I’ve seen her architectural drawings.”

“You have, yes.”

“What about portraiture?”

“She can draw a fine likeness. Did you wish a portrait drawn?”

“I did. Based off of this.” He took the newspaper out of the drawer and tore out the picture of Lord Martford, being careful that no bit of the text came away with it. “But with larger eyes, and hair that goes sort of like this.” He made a rough sketch in a blank part of the page. “And younger by a good twenty years.”

Mr. Harcliff leaned over the page. “In other words, you want it to look like your clerk that was always around.” Allen searched the comment for anything to take offense at, but Mr. Harcliff seemed more curious than condescending.

“That’s right. I’d pay her for her time. I’m sure she’d like some pin money for new pencils or paints or something.”

“I think it can be managed. I’ll take this and—wait, that’s a picture of Martford, the traitor lord that’s been on the run.”

Allen closed his eyes. “It’s important, please.”

Mr. Harcliff looked up at him. “Is he in trouble? Your clerk, I mean. I don’t want Eliza mixed up in any sort of trouble.”

“No trouble. There was a misunderstanding. He left, and I’m trying to find him. Two copies would be best.” One for searching and one to keep by his bed, but he wasn’t about to say that.

Mr. Harcliff considered for a moment, then nodded. “I’ll ask Eliza this evening, and if she agrees, I’ll bring it by as soon as it’s done.”

“Thank you.”

 

 


Chapter 12

><

 

HUMPHRIES SPENT THREE DAYS GOING through the list of dust yards with Miss Harcliff’s drawing, three days during which Allen was no use at all in the office. He made himself sort through the letters in case there was something that required his attention and was very surprised by how little of it seemed important. Only the imminent arrival of the Drake’s Progress seemed worthy of his attention, and then he began to miss Edwin all over again, this time because he would have laughed at the name and then been such a help checking the manifest. At least it kept his mind occupied, and he needed to have a thriving business in place for when Edwin came back. How else could he give him money without bruising his dignity? At least it gave him something to fill his mind. Humphries came by every evening at dinner to report on his lack of progress. 

On the third day of searching, Humphries seemed nervous, nervous enough that Allen began to wonder if Humphries felt he was reacting badly to the lack of success. He knew it wasn’t Humphries’s fault, and he was trying not to seem overly disappointed, but perhaps he was failing in that. His mind was certainly not on anything but Edwin. In fact, when he’d gone out to purchase some shaving soap for himself, he’d spotted a jar of bergamot-scented salve and had spent most of the walk home thinking how he would enjoy working it into Edwin’s hands, massaging them and taking care of him. Once he was back, there would be no reason to worry about leaving the callouses to protect him. The images had been so appealing, he’d stopped on the way home from the warehouse and purchased a jar, which had gone in the drawer by his bed with the clothes.

“Are you all right, sir?”

“What? Oh, yes, sorry Humphries. I’ve been distracted.”

“I wonder with what.” But Humphries smiled when he said it.

“I was thinking we ought to go into the study and have some brandy.” It would be good to do something friendly. Then Humphries might realize he wasn’t being blamed for their failure to find Edwin.

“That’s what you were thinking, hmm? But I won’t say no to your brandy.”

But when they were settled in the study with their drinks, Humphries didn’t seem any calmer. Allen tried to think of something to say that would ease the tension, but he kept getting distracted by his thoughts. It was chilly outside, did Edwin have a fire? Had he eaten? Was he somewhere safe?

It was Humphries who finally broke the silence. “You know the Drake’s Progress is coming day after tomorrow.”

So that was the trouble. Of course Humphries would be worrying about that. “You’re saying you don’t really have time to continue the search.”

“Only for the next few days. I should hire men, see the warehouse is in order...”

“And when it comes, you’ll have to supervise them. You’re right, of course.”

“I’ll start again as soon as the ship is sorted out.”

“I know. And I know you’re behind on your work because of me. You should go to the warehouse tomorrow and get everything sorted out. Hire whoever you need.” That reminded him of the street sweeper. “There was a man. I offered his son a job.”

“I already took care of it. Told him things were a bit strange at the moment but he was to come the day the Drake’s Progress came into port and there’d be work with the possibility of a permanent position if he worked out. I’ll find him something steady to do. Maybe delivering the goods to the shops.”

“That’s a good idea. I should have asked you before I offered.”

“I may have offered a job or two myself these last few days. You did say we were close to taking on regular staff.”

Allen smiled. “All right. Can I see what you’ve accomplished so far?”

Humphries handed over the list. “I’ve been taking a few detours if they seemed promising.”

Allen scanned the notes Humphries had made. Along with the dust yards, he’d tried several livery stables, two shipping offices, and the job broker Edwin had used. “They sound promising, but I take it they weren’t.”

Humphries shook his head.

Allen tucked the list into his trouser pocket. “Then go to the warehouse and get the ship settled. We’ll talk again when that’s done.”

“And you’re keeping the list.”

Allen shrugged and offered Humphries more brandy.

Humphries held out his glass. “Be careful. It’s not always safe for someone like you in some of the places he frequents.”

“Thank you for not telling me not to do it.”

“Would you listen? Just send me a note on where you’re going so I know where to start looking for the body if you don’t come back.”

“Thank you for your optimism then.”

Humphries merely chuckled and sipped his brandy.

 

Edwin dragged himself back to the dust yard. At least it was money, he told himself. It had taken him longer than he’d expected to find work even though he was willing to take any job. He hadn’t fully appreciated how much simpler it had been when he could simply go to Mulgrave’s table and get a job if there was one. Going from place to place to ask meant that, if he started in the wrong place, everything was taken before he got there. In the heat of the summer, there had been jobs in stifling barns no one wanted, but the cooler weather seemed to make those palatable to more. The dust yard paid a pittance, but it was steady. But Edwin hated the job. His hands had softened up at the warehouse offices and were still aching from using the shovel all day, along with every muscle in his body. He blamed that for his discontent, although he knew that wasn’t the reason at all. He tried blaming Allen for giving him a taste of a full belly and clean hands, but that wasn’t it either. 

“You’re in sorting today, Martin.”

Edwin nodded without saying anything. He knew he ought to be glad of the change. Sorting meant shoveling the contents of the dustcarts into buckets to be taken away and sorted through the meshes. It should have been a welcome change from his normal task of spreading out the contents of the night-soil carts and shoveling up what had dried to be mixed into fertilizer, but he couldn’t work up any interest. He made his way to the carts and grabbed a shovel. The next runner dropped the bucket in front of him, and he started to fill it. At least in the night-soil yard, the smell was bad enough to keep all other thoughts out of his mind. Here he could think, despite the dirt and the damp that would turn into cold rain any day now. He couldn’t help it. And he missed Allen. Missed talking to him. Missed the rare times he laughed. Missed the warehouse with its stacks of mysterious boxes from places he’d only read about. Even if he had never gone to bed with Allen, he’d have missed him now. He was kind, and gentle, and clever. When they’d talked about the ships and the things they brought and the places they’d been, he’d been so interested and curious, they had been the best conversations Edwin had had since he’d left school. 

He’d done the right thing, though. Father and Alfred had ruined his life with their plot, but he’d be damned if he let them ruin Allen’s as well.

 

Allen spent breakfast trying to attack the list logically. It was possible Edwin had moved, but as Allen had never been to his lodgings and only knew its location as “by the docks,” it was quite possible he was still there, which meant he would be working somewhere near the docks as well. Besides, there was no way Humphries could object to him walking around the docks; his own warehouse was there, after all. It was a start, and if it didn’t work, he could pretend he’d been on his way to the warehouse all along.

When Allen arrived at the docks, he realized finding Edwin’s home would be more difficult than he’d thought. The area around the docks away from the warehouses, the area he never went to, was a warren of small lodging houses and places that rented single rooms. And he didn’t need to ask to know the landlords would not be inclined to be helpful. So he’d need a different approach. 

Edwin had to eat. Perhaps he had regular haunts. He hadn’t seemed to know the pub they’d been to, in fact, he’d actively resisted going there the first time Allen had proposed it, so the street vendors were more likely. Allen began a methodical questioning of every one he found. It was mid-afternoon when he found a man selling truly vile-looking meat pies cheaper than most he’d seen who recognized the drawing of Edwin as someone who bought from him some evenings. A little questioning told him the direction the man in question came from and gave him the name of some likely places he might be coming from.

The third place Allen tried was a large dust yard by the river. The man in the small shed that seemed to be both the office and guardhouse came out as soon as Allen approached and looked him over, clearly wondering what he was doing there.

Allen didn’t give him a chance to throw him out or question his arrival. “Are you in charge here?”

“My name on the sign.” The man pointed to the sign above the entrance, which was peeling and unreadable.

“Then perhaps you can help me. I’m looking for a Mr. Ed Martin. He wouldn’t have been employed here for very long. This is a fair likeness.” He held out his copy of Miss Harcliff’s drawing.

The man ignored the drawing. “And why’re you lookin’?”

“I want to discuss something with him.”

“You a solicitor or something?”

“Something like that.”

The man glanced down at the picture. “All right, it could be him, but he don’t get off work for a while.”

Allen wasn’t about to let the chance to find Edwin get away from him. “Then I’ll arrange a meeting with him while he works.”

“Come on then.”

Allen followed the man into the yard. The further they walked, the worse the smell became, and Allen had to remind himself not to look down whenever he took a step. There probably wasn’t anyplace there he’d normally consider putting his boot anyway. He tried to focus on the man in front of him, the man who might be leading him to Edwin. He realized he ought to get the man on his side, if no other reason than to avoid getting Edwin in trouble. He tried for a suitably impressed tone as he said, “Quite a large place you have here.”

The man seemed pleased by the compliment. “Aye, and profitable. Amazing what you can sell with a little work.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“There’s the dust sorting. Over there’s for spreading the night-soil, dries it afor it’s sold to farmers. Thought we had him working there. Hey! Henry! That Martin bloke not show up?”

The man standing in the middle of the mess waved back. “He did. Cooper never came and Ted showed up too drunk to stand, so I sent him to sorting.”

“Right. Looks like you get to save your boots. Come along.”

Allen thought his boots were already beyond salvaging, but he followed his guide away from the worst areas of the yard and towards an area of carts being unloaded. “You’ll find him over there with the shovelers.”

“May I ask what he does?”

“Shovels.” 

Allen hesitated, but the man chuckled as if that had been a great joke so he managed a smile. 

“Carts drop off the dust. He’ll either be emptying a cart into those big piles or filling buckets from the piles to be delivered to the screens where they start sorting it.”

“But only today?”

“Aye, but it’s the same thing really, only not dust he’s shoveling. One of the men’ll tell you the way out. I ought to warn you, he’s not the friendliest one here.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you.” Allen slipped the man a couple of coins, which did more than anything else to make him friendly, then set off in the direction he’d indicated.

As soon as the shovelers came into view, Allen recognized Edwin. His head was down, apparently completely focused on the bucket he was filling, so he didn’t see Allen. Allen stayed quiet, watching until the urge to run forward and fling his arms around Edwin passed and he could approach with something like calm. When he was close enough to be heard, he called out, “Martin?”

The other shovelers looked up, but Edwin kept his head down. Allen suspected Edwin had recognized his voice. He waited until he was close enough that he couldn’t be ignored before he tried again. “Martin, I need to talk you.”

“I’m working.” Between the harsh accent and the gruffness, Allen almost didn’t recognize Edwin’s voice.

He reminded himself that he was supposed to be a solicitor looking for him. “I can see that. When would be convenient?”

Edwin moved the bucket he’d been filling to the side and pulled another one over, making as much noise as possible.

Allen went on. “We could have the conversation here, but I think you’d prefer a bit of privacy.”

Edwin became very interested in filling the bucket in front of him.

“If you’d prefer we talk here, all right.”

“Not here.”

At least he’d gotten Edwin to say something. “I passed a tavern on the corner. We could meet there when you’ve finished for the day.”

“Won’t be finished for hours. I gets off at eight.”

Allen hadn’t heard the coarse accent Edwin was using before; even at the warehouse, he’d softened it. “Then I’ll go to the tavern and wait for you.” Eight at night, and what time had he started in the morning? Allen knew better than to ask here, but he wondered if he could ask someone on his way out. 

“And then you’ll leave me alone?”

“If you want me to.” But please don’t want me to, he thought.

“All right. I’ll find you there, the Red Crow. But you don’t have to wait if you change your mind.”

“I’ll wait.” Allen turned and made his way back to the entrance of the dust yard then crossed to the tavern he’d seen. The sign said “The Scarlet Feather” with a painting of a black bird with one red feather. Allen assumed the illiterate of the area had made up their own name for it and Edwin was trying to fit in. He went inside and ordered a glass of ale.

 

Edwin kept his head down until he thought Allen was gone, then kept it down until he schooled his features into some expression that wasn’t the one he was sure was there when he realized Allen was gone. He didn’t look up until Rockbrook next to him asked, “You in some kind of trouble?”

“No, no trouble.”

“So not a thief-catcher then?”

“Not a thief-catcher.”

“Solicitor?” one of the other men whose name Edwin hadn’t heard asked. “He talked like a solicitor.”

“Something like that.” It was a good story, and Allen would pass for a solicitor around here.

“You coming into money?” Rockbrook asked.

“Not likely.”

“Oh.” Now that it had been determined that he was not a criminal and able to be turned in for a reward or an heir and able to be hit up for money, they went back to ignoring him, which was how Edwin liked it.

The first question was how Allen had found him. Edwin had been careful never to mention anything that could connect him to any particular place other than the docks in the most general way. It would have taken a great deal of searching for Allen to stumble upon him here. How long had he been looking?

At least he’d been in the dust side of the yard and not the night-soil today. Or maybe he shouldn’t be glad; let Allen see him for what he was now. Or perhaps it didn’t matter. He hadn’t bought himself a bath since he’d left Allen’s, so he was still filthy, still smelled like he belonged there. Even the other shovelers had moved away when he’d arrived. And it hadn’t scared Allen away. Nothing so easy for him. If he wanted to protect Allen, he’d have to send him away himself. Or hope he got bored and left.

Allen Brideson sitting at a table in the Scarlet Feather. What would Rollins and Fenny think of that? Considering what he knew of those two, they probably would have laughed it off as a bet or asked him if there were any good games or women there. But Mrs. Rollins, that would be another story. Or Lady Jersey. No, Fenny might have been able to weather a rumor like that; he had a title in the family. Even Rollins, whose money was several generations from the shop and whose uncle had a minor title, could still find a wife, but Allen had to watch everything he did if he wanted to prove he fit into the crowd he wanted to join. If he were caught in a pub frequented by dustmen, pickpockets, and procurers, Lady Jersey and the other patronesses would never let him into their circle, even if their own men did worse. At least no one from that circle would see him there. And maybe he’d get bored and leave.

Edwin rubbed at his neck. Allen would wait for him, and the longer did, the greater his chance of being robbed. He finally put down his shovel. “I got to go see somebody.”

The other shovelers glared at him but no one tried to stop him.

The foreman didn’t look up when Edwin told him he was going out. “Shift’s not done.”

“Can’t be helped.”

“You lose the job.”

“Then I suppose that can’t be helped either. Do I get paid for what I did?”

The foreman snorted.

Edwin sighed. He’d known the answer, but he’d had to try.

 

Allen stayed at the table where he could see the door and continued to order ale so they wouldn’t ask him to leave. One look at the glass told him he wouldn’t be drinking any, but he made several friends by offering the untouched glasses to nearby tables whenever the barman’s glare told him it was time to order another. It gave him time to think. At least he’d found Edwin. That was something. And Edwin had looked all right. He was filthy, but Allen had expected that. He was thinner than he’d been, but not as bad as when he’d first come to the warehouse. Allen wasn’t sure what to make of that. Was he eating better than he had been back then, or hadn’t he had time to lose the weight he’d managed to gain from Mrs. Armstrong’s ham and roasted chicken?

Thinking of Edwin eating reminded Allen that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. He’d been too determined to find Edwin to bother stopping earlier, but now that he was sitting with nothing to think of for he didn’t know how many hours, he was starting to notice. He was debating whether to order some food—it all looked disgusting but it was what his Edwin was eating now—when Edwin came through the door. Allen hadn’t been expecting him for hours, but perhaps he had been given time for dinner or something. Allen raised a hand in greeting. Edwin strode over to his table, irritation in every movement.

“I’m here.” The accent was still there, Allen noticed.

“I’m glad. Please sit. Would you like to order something?”

Edwin sat and glared. “What did you want to say to me?”

Allen studied Edwin’s face. He wasn’t angry so much as defensive, Allen decided. Probably never thought I’d find him, Allen thought. “I wanted to know that you’re all right. And I wanted to ask you to come back.”

“You don’t want me. I’d drag you down. Look at me. I work in a dust yard, and I’ve done worse and will again. I’m not what you need. Not to get your vouchers and...” Edwin trailed off then turned to stare at a faded picture of a hunting scene on the wall behind the bar as if it were the most interesting thing he’d ever seen.

Allen wanted to reach across the table and take his hand, but he didn’t think Edwin would let him. He had to settle for saying, “I don’t care that you worked on the docks or in a dust yard.”

Edwin gave him a mocking sort of look. “Why? Because no one has to know?”

“Well, they don’t.”

“Just because I was hauling cargo and mucking out ships when you met me doesn’t mean that’s what I always was.”

“I know, I didn’t mean...”

Edwin leaned in until Allen could see the trails of sweat through the dirt on his face and what looked like the bite of a flea on his neck and hissed, “My name is Lord Edwin Gilford. That’s right, Lord Martford’s son. The son of a man who tried to kill the king. And that’s not something that can be hidden from people like Rollins and Fenning.”

Allen froze. His first thought was to reach across the table and gather Edwin in his arms and tell him none of it mattered if only he’d come home, but of course he couldn’t do that in the middle of a pub, in the middle of anyplace except perhaps their bedroom at home. His second thought was that he’d guessed right. It had made perfect sense when he’d deduced it from the bits and pieces Rollins and Fenning had said, and when he and Humphries had discussed it, but to hear it confirmed from Edwin’s own lips was something else altogether. Almost from the day he’d met him, Allen had known Edwin had fallen far to land on the docks, and he’d admired him for working back from whatever had thrown him there in the first place. But to know his dear Edwin had been used to wealth and privilege beyond anything Allen could dream of, and then had been thrown into the gutter through no fault of his own to make his way as he could all alone, it was beyond what Allen could imagine. How frightened he must have been when he had nothing, when he realized he couldn’t use any of the skills he’d been taught to earn his bread and rent but would have to learn to scrape by. That was the hurt place in his heart Allen had caught glimpses of, the place he’d wanted to protect. Allen wanted to wrap his arms around Edwin and tell him it would be fine now. But he couldn’t do that here, in a pub. Couldn’t even take his hand for comfort.

Edwin nodded. “I thought so. Goodbye, sir. Thank you for the break from what my life is now.”

Allen sat frozen as Edwin stood and left the pub.

 

{---*---}

 

Edwin left the pub and kept walking. He’d done it. He’d pushed Allen away. He hadn’t known if he’d be able to do it, but he’d thought about how much the truth about him would hurt Allen’s chances, how it would keep him from what he wanted, and he’d managed it. Now Allen would be free of him, free to pursue whatever future he wanted. Edwin kept reminding himself of that as he walked home. Allen would be able to have everything he wanted.

Edwin closed the door to his tiny rented room and shoved the bolt in place. It seemed smaller and shabbier after seeing Allen, but he knew that was an illusion. It was the same as it had been that morning. The same as it had been for the last four years. At least he had his own room, with only a few mice for roommates. Then he could cry if he needed to; the mice didn’t mind. The rat might glare, but he wouldn’t tell. 

He’d known Allen wouldn’t understand. There was no way he could hide who he was among the ton. They would recognize him, no matter how shabby he’d become. Son of a traitor. Being seen with him would ruin any hope Allen had of finding his titled bride. Edwin rubbed a hand across his eyes and went to the cupboard to see what there was to eat. He should have ordered something at the pub. Allen would have paid. Edwin took out the bread he’d saved from breakfast. The mice had found it. He cut off a slice and ignored the teeth-marks. He learned early on at the docks not to waste a crumb of food, especially now that he no longer had the job at the dust yard. Edwin slammed the loaf down on the table in frustration. 

Maybe he shouldn’t have thanked Allen for the respite. It had made it harder to come back. He’d have to look for work again, and after the trouble he’d had finding the place at the dust yard, he’d most likely be looking at a place on a night-soil crew, although that wasn’t so different from his work now, and he’d done it before, the first winter, when there’d been nothing at the docks. Maybe there would be something else, but it would be similar. He couldn’t try at the docks; everyone there knew he’d been friendly with Mr. Humphries, and they wouldn’t hire him without telling Mr. Humphries if he asked. He didn’t have enough money to get out of town, out to the country where he could try to work in stables of an inn or at the docks in some coastal town. He rubbed at his face again. 

He should have lied, should have told Allen some story about why he couldn’t go out in public with him. But if Allen got the life he wanted, there’d be members of the quality at his house, maybe at his office; where could he have hidden? And if that had happened, if he had lied, it would only have been a matter of time before someone saw him and recognized him and thought Allen was somehow knowingly connected to the traitor’s son. No matter how much they both denied it, the rumors would spread. Allen would be disgraced. He’d lose everything he’d worked for, all the status and the influential friends.

Perhaps he should have told him at once, let Allen throw him out of the warehouse that first day. Not that Allen would have done that, he’d have been polite and kind and sent Humphries to move him along.  Edwin ate a bit of the bread, but his appetite had left him.

He’d spent more of his savings than he’d wanted to while he’d been looking for a position, and now he’d have to spend more while he looked for another, and he had no idea how long that would take. 

There was a pounding on the door. Edwin ignored it.

Perhaps it would be worth the risk to see if someone would pay him to bend over for them. Maybe down under the docks. There wouldn’t be anyone willing to report sodomy there. Or one of the parks, he’d done that the first winter too, when he’d been too hungry to care, although no one in the parks would want a dustman who hadn’t bathed.

The pounding started again. His landlord must have already heard he’d lost his job. News traveled fast by the docks, and he’d be worried about his rent. Edwin had been very careful that no one knew about the money he’d saved up while he’d been working for Allen. “The rent’s not due for two days,” he called out. 

The pounding started again. He threw down the bread and stormed to the door, jerking it open. “I’ll get your rent if I have to let them fuck me under the docks, just leave me be tonight.” Edwin froze.

Allen was on the other side, his hand up ready to pound again. He stared at Edwin, searching his face. “It’s not about the rent, although I’ll gladly give you what you need. Please don’t sell yourself. Whatever else happens, please don’t, not at the docks.”

“I’ve done it before. What would you rather I do? Crawl in the sewers looking for something to sell? Go back to being a pure gatherer and clean up after dogs and sell it to the tanners? I can get six shillings a bucket. That’s how poor I’ve been, Allen, I know the price of dog shit.”

Allen ignored him. “May I come in?”

Allen in his depressing room with the mouse-eaten bread and dirty chairs?

Allen took his silence for permission and slipped around him, brushing against Edwin’s shirt as he did. “I went back to the yard to ask for you, but they said you’d been sacked for leaving early, for coming to see me. I didn’t mean for that to happen. I’m sorry.” He looked around the room. His gaze fell on the bread with human and rodent bite-marks, then the chair that was filthy from the times Edwin had sat on it after returning from work, to the narrow bed with the ragged blanket. 

Edwin closed the door and rested his head against it. Why had Allen come? To see his disgrace? To explain how it could work when he knew he’d never be able to hide his identity?

He felt a hand rest gently on his back. “I think you misunderstood my silence. Let me explain. I knew from the start you had fallen on hard times, but I’ll admit I thought you were a missionary’s son or perhaps a schoolteacher. Until the other night when someone described the scandal to me, I had no idea you had fallen so far.”

Edwin held himself very still. If he didn’t move at all, didn’t breathe, maybe he wouldn’t start to cry. Allen thought he was a disgrace.

“I’m not saying it well, I’m afraid. You had to be so brave to survive after what your father did to you, what everyone did to you. I don’t think I could find myself penniless and alone and hunt for any work I could find. I don’t have that kind of courage.”

“You would if that was the only way you’d eat.” 

“I’m doing this all wrong. What I’m trying to say is that I admire you all the more knowing who you really are, and more than that, I want you to know I love you, and I want you to come back with me and work with me and do all the things I said before. Because I love you, and I don’t want to be without you.”

Edwin held very still, not allowing himself to lean into Allen’s sympathetic touch. “And what happens when you enter society and the quality start coming to your house and your office? I can’t hide in some storeroom whenever somebody comes. And they all know my face, or they will if I scrub off the muck.”

“Hang the quality. I don’t care if they don’t come to the house, as long as you’re there. And if they would make you unhappy or uncomfortable, then I don’t want them at all. If you come home, I’ll stop trying to cultivate their business and their patronage. I have more than enough without them, and even if I didn’t, even if I needed them, I’d still say hang them all if I could have you.”

Allen was so kind. It was so hard to be near him and not melt into those gentle arms and rest against his chest. “You say that now when you feel sorry for me, and I know you mean it now. But what happens in a week or a year? When I’m not some pathetic wreck you can help but the one thing standing between you and acceptance by Society? Don’t you see, I got used to this life I have now once. If I thought I could have one with you, and then lost it, I couldn’t get used to being here again.”

Allen kept rubbing his back, slow gentle circles against the sweat-soaked cloth. “I already said I wanted to hire you to work in the business, that always meant a salary of your own. I’ll write you references under your new name if you like. I’ll put money in an account in your name. You wouldn’t ever have to go back to being a dustman or night-soil man or anything like that again.”

Edwin felt the tears start and nothing seemed to stop them, although he thought he was hiding them from Allen. How could Allen not understand? He could face the work, the poverty, the hunger; he’d faced all that before. It was thinking he could have Allen, seeing him go from loving to resentful when he realized the world of the quality was forever out of his reach, and it would all be Edwin’s fault. He couldn’t watch that happen.

Allen slipped under Edwin’s arm so he could look up at his face. He saw the tears and reached up to wipe them away. “Why do you think I’m here? I can’t get used to being without you, my love.”

Edwin stared at him. It would be so easy to kiss him and say yes and go home with him. He closed his eyes. Edwin leaned in just a bit, and Allen tipped up his head, clearly waiting for a kiss. Edwin leaned forward, trying very hard not to brush against Allen’s fine suit with his mucky clothes as he pressed his lips to Allen’s. Clearly, Allen was not concerned about his clothes at all. He twined his arms around Edwin and crushed himself against Edwin’s chest, wanting to be as close as possible. It would be so easy to surrender, but then Allen would lose everything he’d worked for.  Maybe not everything; he’d still have the warehouse and the shop he was buying, but all the status he’d been working towards would evaporate in a moment. Allen might not see it, but he hadn’t been in that world as long as Edwin had, and he hadn’t seen someone fall there.

Allen felt warm and comfortable against him. He’d missed being touched so gently, so kindly, being treated like he mattered. 

But Allen deserved better. He deserved everything he’d wanted. Even if he couldn’t see it, Edwin could. And he could only think of one way to be certain Allen left. The fact that he would get a little comfort from it would have to last him through the long months that followed. He let Allen brush his lips, then slid down to his knees and reached for the fall of Allen’s trousers.

“Edwin, you don’t...”

He ignored Allen’s protests just as he had on their first night together and unbuttoned him, pushing the fabric aside until he could run his tongue down Allen’s length. Allen made a soft sound of pleasure as Edwin flicked his tongue along the tip of his cock. He knew what Allen liked now. He’d paid attention every time they’d done this and knew just where to slide his tongue, how hard to suck, where to stroke. And Allen tasted wonderful, clean and familiar and precious. His Allen. If only he’d really been Edwin Martin, disgraced schoolmaster, this would all have been so easy. 

Allen tangled his fingers in Edwin’s hair, rubbing his scalp and clutching at him when Edwin toyed with the spot on the underside of his cock, just below the head, that always made him moan so prettily. He slid all the way down, until his nose was brushing the curly hair on Allen's belly and filled with the scent of Allen’s passion. This would be the last time he touched his lover; he had to remember every moment to replay in his cold bed. 

Edwin heard Allen gasp out his name as his mouth filled with Allen’s spend. He tried to hold it on his tongue for a moment, to remember the taste of it, then swallowed so Allen wouldn’t know and pulled away. And now for the hard part, the part that would drive Allen away from him and to the life he’d worked so hard for. Edwin pushed himself to his feet and crossed the room to the table. Better to have something between them for this. “You have to go now.”

Allen pushed himself away from the door and started doing up his trousers. “Pack up what you want to take and...”

“No, Allen. I’m staying, you have to go.”

“But I...” The crushed look on Allen’s face almost broke Edwin’s heart, if there had been any bit of it left unbroken.

He had to say something to make the man leave while he still had the strength to make him. “You got what you came here for. I’m not an employee anymore, you don’t have to worry about taking advantage. Do up your trousers and leave me in peace. Unless you think I’m one of those chits you’ll meet at the balls willing to trade my title for your fortune. I haven’t a title to trade anymore, and I certainly can’t get you into Almack’s or even White’s, not now.”

“I don’t want...”

“Goodbye, Allen.” Edwin started for the door. If Allen wasn’t going, he’d have to. If he stayed, it would be too easy to give in, and then, when it all fell apart, it would be his fault.

“Where are you...”

“There’s work at the docks at night. I lost my job at the dust yard. I need what I can get.”

Allen reached into his pocket. Money. Like he was some common whore. But wasn’t that what he’d wanted Allen to think? So he could push him away? He should get used to it. Hadn’t he just thought of selling himself under the docks? 

But Allen didn’t take money from his pocket. He placed something else on the table. “Your cravat pin. I found it in a pawnshop and bought it back. You can pawn it again and get your rent money. If you go to Humphries, he’ll give you a proper reference under this new name, or any name you like. You can get a better job than whatever you were going to do. I couldn’t find the watch. I’m sorry.” He looked ready to say something else but made a sniffing sort of sound instead then hurried out the door.

Edwin stared at the doorway for longer than he should have, but Allen wasn’t coming back. That was for the best. That was what Edwin wanted. Allen could go back to his life, find himself a nice bride with a titled family. He was rich and handsome; it wouldn’t be easy but it would certainly be possible. And then in a few months, when he was going to balls at Almack’s and spending summers at the country estate, if he thought of Edwin at all, it would be as a nice interlude and a near escape. Edwin sighed and closed the door then went to stare at the pin. Allen had gone looking for it. A gentleman like him didn’t go to the kind of pawnshop he’d left it at by accident. 

He couldn’t keep it.  That was obvious. It was admitting he needed the help. But if he returned it, Allen was likely to come bring it back, and they’d have the same argument all over again, and Edwin wasn’t certain he’d have the strength to push him away again. So he would have to move. He’d find another part of town with jobs for him and move there. It wouldn’t be that hard. Maybe down by the tanneries. That was different. He didn’t know much about it beyond the brief visits when he’d collected dung for them, but surely there was heavy work he could do. And that was why he couldn’t go to Mr. Humphries for the reference; if an employer checked its validity, Mr. Humphries would tell Allen. 

Edwin rubbed his neck. His rent was paid through the end of the week. He shouldn’t waste that. And it made sense. He’d find someplace else, and on Friday, he could drop the pin off at Lady Longridge’s. She always had balls or receptions on Fridays during the little season to introduce whichever girls she was trying to marry off to suitors, or she had when he’d known her, and they were just the sort Allen was looking for, and as she was a close friend of Lady Gorworth, Allen would be there, or the staff could hold it until he came, as he surely would. A clean break, at least for Allen. 

Edwin pushed away from the door and put his boots back on. He needed money for the new lodgings. He’d go back to the tip and humbly apologize and beg them to give him any kind of day labor, or night labor at this hour. He’d let a little of his old accent creep into his voice and then wait while they laughed and enjoyed the thought of ordering someone who had once been their better around. It would be the worst jobs they could find for him, but it would be money and it would be away from Allen. Allen would be safe from him.

 

 


Chapter 13

><

 

WHEN ALLEN RAN FROM EDWIN’S TINY ROOM, all he could think of was how much Edwin’s words had hurt him. How could Edwin think he’d sought him out for nothing more than a quick fuck? He’d wanted him back, wanted him to come home—he thought of the townhouse as Edwin’s home now—and Edwin had said the most hurtful thing he could imagine. If he’d planned to hurt Allen, he couldn’t have come up with a better way to do it if he’d thought about what to say for days. 

When Allen got to the familiar streets around the warehouse and turned his steps in the direction of a main road where he knew he could find a hack, he began to think clearly again. Of course Edwin had planned it. He’d wanted to get rid of Allen, to drive him away, and once he realized simply leaving wasn’t enough, hurting him had been the most effective way to do it. But why? That was the question.

He knew Edwin loved him. No matter what Edwin had said or done, he loved him. That had been obvious when they’d been together. So why had he said the most hurtful thing he could think of? It couldn’t have been merely a desire to cause him pain. He had to know it would hurt, but Edwin wasn’t cruel. Allen got into the first hack he found and gave his address. He’d been so certain Edwin would be here with him tonight, warm and safe in his arms.

Safe. It was the same as it ever was. Edwin was trying to keep him safe, safe from the association with the Martford family, safe from the scandal. He’d said over and over he didn’t care, and Edwin didn’t believe him. No, he’d said he believed he meant it now, but he didn’t trust that it would last, that he wouldn’t begin to resent Edwin once he realized that the world of the ton was forever closed to him. Good things never lasted for him.

And Allen knew that was his fault. He’d spent so much time thinking about getting his vouchers, getting into society, of course Edwin would think that was all that mattered. How was he to know that, the moment he left, everything had seemed wrong? Everything was wrong if Edwin wasn’t there. Even before he left, when Allen had realized he couldn’t have both his relationship with Edwin and the bride-from-Almack’s story he’d always thought he wanted, he’d known he couldn’t live without Edwin, but instead of telling him that he didn’t want a bride anymore, he’d started making plans for how to keep Edwin close while ending the physical part of their relationship, so he could have some part of both dreams. What was Edwin supposed to think? And how was Edwin supposed to trust him now? It was entirely his fault that Edwin was still in that little garret, still cold and alone. Allen leaned against the seat of the hack and tried to puzzle out what to do next, but he had no idea how to fix what he’d broken.

 

{---*---}

 

Allen was in no better of a mood the next morning. He forced himself to eat breakfast as it seemed a pity to waste the food when Edwin seemed to have nothing more than mouse-eaten bread, then went downstairs to the office before any of the staff came to clear up. He didn’t want to feign cheerfulness, and Sophie would know at once what was wrong. As his mind was definitely not on his work, he attempted several small tasks that could be done by rote, but nothing held his interest for more than a minute or two. Edwin’s desk was still where it had been. He hadn’t bothered to clear away the pens and paper that had been left there, ready for him to return. 

That would have been something productive; maybe not having to see the desk every morning would make him not forget, but able to ignore the idea that Edwin ought to be there. He went to the desk and fingered Edwin’s pen then went back to his own desk, grabbed the stack of morning post, and left for the warehouse.

 

Allen had hoped the change of scene would help his concentration. After all, Humphries often used Edwin’s desk at the warehouse as it had originally been put in the office for his use. Allen left the letters he’d brought on his desk and went to look at Edwin’s desk. Humphries’s desk. The surface was clear of anything personal. Both men were careful to put away anything they’d been working on so as not to disturb the other. It meant there was nothing there that should be distracting to Allen, and there was no reason for him to be disappointed in that. He went back to his own desk.

There was no business at the warehouse that needed him, but he’d known that when he’d left the house. If anything had occurred since he’d been there last, Humphries would have sent word. With nothing else to distract him, Allen sat at his desk and stared at the stack of letters. Edwin didn’t want him. Did anything else really matter?

Of course it did. He pulled the stack to him and started looking. A note from Lady Longridge asking why he had neglected to attend the ball. He’d been so busy looking for Edwin that he’d completely forgotten he was supposed to meet some girl at Almack’s that would have him for his fortune. Another from Lady Jersey saying she expected him at the reception on Friday to meet the girl and her father.  So they could begin negotiations, no doubt. He put the letter aside. Then there was one from Mr. Harcliff telling him about a shop in Mayfair that was the closest he’d seen to what Allen wanted and outlining the terms he’d reached for its rent. He put that one on top of Lady Jersey’s. 

The other letters were mainly invitations to places he didn’t intend to go and a few inquiries about ordering items from him. He put the inquiries aside until he could check the requests against available stock and dealt with the invitations quickly, but his gaze kept drifting to the two letters on the end of his desk. Once he’d answered those, he’d set his course. He trimmed his pen and pulled out a fresh sheet of paper.

 

Humphries came into the office as he was finishing. “I have another one, sir. Just wanted to check.”

Allen took the grubby slip of paper from him. “Yes, that’s one of mine.” One of the ones he’d given out the day before, when he’d been trying to find where Edwin lived. A man standing on a street corner in a ragged army uniform who’d told him about the food vendors in the area. “He seem all right?”

“Sober, walks with a limp, but says he can follow orders. I think he’ll do fine in the warehouse.”

“Very good.”

“Best be careful or you’ll have every lad looking for work following you down the street.”

“Hmm.”

“How many more should I expect?”

“I gave out three altogether yesterday. There won’t be more.”

“You found him then?” Humphries’s voice was filled with sympathy.

Allen looked up. “I did.”

“Why isn’t he here?”

“He doesn’t trust me.”

“Can’t blame him, sir. Not because of you, but a man like that doing the work he did when we found him, he must have been hurt badly, and not only by his family, and that was bad enough.”

Allen sighed. “And then I got him sacked from the dust yard where he was working.” He’d tried so hard to avoid having that happen, but it seemed he’d been nothing but bad luck for Edwin. “He hasn’t asked you for a reference, has he?”

“No.”

“Oh. I told him to.”

“I’d give him one, of course, but...”

“I won’t ask where you send one, I promise you that. I only want to know he’s all right. If he hasn’t come to you for a reference, then he’s...” Allen shook his head.

“Mucking barges or sweeping streets,” Humphries said. “I’ll keep an eye out.”

“Thank you.” He held up the two letters he’d just finished. “I’m going to post these. I’ll go home after, unless you need me.”

“I’ll send word if we do. And I’ll ask around again if anyone’s seen him looking for work. Maybe some of the men we’ve hired will have spotted him around.”

Allen nodded his thanks and hurried out the side door.

 

Allen intended to spend Friday working in the office; in fact, he had gone downstairs directly after breakfast to begin. He’d had the idea in the night that, if Edwin went to the warehouse for a reference and saw him there, he might turn and leave without seeing Humphries. So it was best for Allen to avoid the warehouse for a few days.

But the office still had Edwin’s desk in it, and that was still a distraction. Twice he got up to clear away some of the things left behind on the desk—he couldn’t think of it as clearing away Edwin’s things and expect himself to actually do it—and twice he simply stood there, touching the pen Edwin had cut, the paper he’d scribbled a note on, the seal he had handled. The third time he started for the desk, he turned and went into the hallway for his coat instead. If Humphries saw Edwin coming, he’d be sure Edwin was kept away from Allen.

 

When he got to the warehouse, Humphries was in the office logging the names of the day’s workers. Allen muttered something about orders as he sat at his desk. Humphries merely nodded in greeting and went down to the main floor. Allen was grateful. Normally, he and Edwin would sort out the orders in the office first, using the inventory lists to reply to requests for pricing and availability and double-checking that the items ordered were in stock before bringing them to the warehouse to be pulled and filled. But there was no reason he couldn’t do the same here at the warehouse. The change of scene did seem to help. At least Allen made it through whole letters without looking at the place Edwin should have been. 

Humphries stayed out of the office for most of the morning. When he did come up after sending the men off for a tea break, Allen was staring at the page in front of him, not writing anything but not putting it aside.

“Were you getting something to eat?”

Allen considered, but he wasn’t hungry at all. “No, you go ahead. I’ll keep an eye on things here.”

Humphries hesitated and Allen was worried that he was going to insist, but all he said was, “All right. I won’t be long.”

Allen read the order in front of him for the fourth time and finally pulled the inventory lists to him and began marking what would be pulled to fill the order. At least he was making progress. That was something to be pleased about. And there had been whole minutes when he’d been too busy looking at the lists to think about Edwin.

When Humphries returned, Allen had gotten five orders checked and ready to be pulled, which was more than he’d managed the entire morning, so he felt he’d accomplished something. 

Humphries put a pasty in front of him. “You need to eat, so no arguing. You can add the cost to my pay.”

Allen still wasn’t hungry, but he felt he owed Humphries something for not saying anything to make him feel worse, so he meekly accepted the food.

“Are those orders ready? I need to give our new hires something to do when they get back.”

Allen remembered that Humphries had been almost as anxious to find Edwin as he’d been. “Yes, they’re ready to be pulled and delivered. And now that we have some permanent workers, you should be promoted. We can discuss wages when you’re free.”

“I’m not fool enough to say no to that, but you know you don’t need to, not to get my help.”

“I know, but you are going to be doing more work here supervising, so it makes sense.”

“Then thank you, and I’ll see to the orders.”

Allen pulled the next order towards him and started checking it against the inventory lists. Maybe there would be enough orders to make him forget.

 

{---*---}

 

Edwin was already tired when he finished the walk to Mayfair. He’d spent the day tromping around St. John’s Street looking for new lodgings and not finding anything cheap enough to suit. It had been the same the day before in Cowcross Lane and the day before that near Tooley. He still felt a twinge of panic every day he didn’t work and had to dip into the money he’d saved from his salary at the warehouse. But he had returned to the dust yard and by using his old trick of begging and letting his proper accent creep into his voice had gotten hired to work on the night-soil crew for the past two nights, once when Ted was too drunk and once when Sivering’s joints were too bad from the rain that had been threatening for days. So it had only been the one day he’d been dipping into the savings. As he’d told the landlord he’d be leaving in the morning, he would have no choice but to find someplace he could afford or take something slightly above his means and make up the difference with Allen’s money while he searched for something cheaper. And that might not be until the spring when the people who couldn’t afford the miserable rooms he could moved back to the streets. He hated the idea of spending that much of Allen’s money. He knew there would be no more savings, nothing extra except the sale of the pocket watch he foolishly didn’t want to part with. He fingered the cravat pin in his pocket. He had to return it. There could be no connection between him and Allen. He had to sever it as completely as possible.

 

Lady Longridge’s townhouse looked exactly as Edwin remembered it, all lit up for the ball with carriages arriving at their appointed times. Allen would look very distinguished getting out of his carriage in his evening clothes. Would it be Simon or Fred who drove him tonight? Most likely Simon, but Fred had been learning when he left as Simon wasn’t particularly fond of the task. 

Edwin didn’t recognize any of the carriages lined up at the door. He wasn’t certain whether to be relieved or disappointed that Allen had not been in the last group invited. He made his way along the side of the house and down the kitchen stairs. The kitchen staff wouldn’t be happy to be disturbed in the midst of a ball, and certainly not by the likes of him, but he couldn’t go to the front door. He followed the path around the foundations of the house until he found the kitchen door and knocked. The servant who answered glared at him, waiting. Edwin didn’t blame him; he wouldn’t have wanted the likes of him near the kitchen either. “Was asked to deliver this to Mr. Brideson. He should be here.” He held out the note with the cravat pin inside. He’d managed a passable facsimile of a wax seal using a bit of candle he’d found and pocketed while he’d been with the night-soil crew, and the paper he’d used was something he’d had in his coat pocket from the warehouse. The back had been blank and suitable for addressing. Allen would recognize the notes on the Juliana inside, but that didn’t matter.

“Wait for a reply?”

“No, the toff what gave it to me’ll pay.”

“Very good.”

Edwin nodded and started back down the street. There it was, his final break from Allen. In the morning, he would leave the docks and find some room down by Jacob’s Island outside of town even if he had to pay a bit more than he wanted, and then see what jobs there were at the nearby tanneries. And Allen wouldn’t be able to find him, not without a lot of searching, and once he’d been around the tanneries he’d give up quickly.

There were footsteps running behind him. Edwin groaned. Allen had gotten the note already and sent someone to fetch him. He sped up, but whoever was chasing him was quick and sped up too.

“Wait!” The voice was young, probably the boot boy or someone from the kitchen. Edwin didn’t stop.

It didn’t matter. The kitchen boy was young and fast and caught up to him at the corner. “Mr. Jenkins says to come back. He can’t deliver it.”

“Why not?”

“Said the gentleman’s not here. Said I was to bring you back. You don’t want me in trouble with Mr. Jenkins, do you?”

Edwin sighed and shook his head. He let the boy lead him back. If this was some trick of Allen’s...

But when he got to the door, it was only the footman holding out the folded page. “Sorry, lad, but this man’s not here.”

“Can you hold it until he comes? I’m sure he’ll be at another ball.”

“I’m sure he won’t. Quite a scandal really.” 

The man seemed eager to talk to a new audience, and Edwin was certainly eager to hear anything of Allen, although a scandal, he didn’t want his Allen involved in a scandal. “What sort of scandal?”

“Well, the gentleman in question is looking for a wife, everyone knows that. Wants to marry into the quality. Her ladyship is close friends with Lady Jersey, one of the patronesses of Almack’s, and Lady Jersey took a liking to him and found him a willing bride from her ladyship’s protegées. He’s rich, she’s the fourth daughter of an earl who needs money and is willing to marry into trade to get it. It was arranged for them to meet at Almack’s on a stranger’s ticket, and the fool doesn’t arrive at all.”

Edwin stared. It was what Allen wanted. His vouchers to Almack’s, his titled bride, his entry into the quality. How had he missed that? “What was his excuse?”

“He didn’t give one. Not even when she asked directly.”

Edwin was almost afraid to ask, “And when was this?”

“Wednesday last.”

The day he’d come to find him. Allen had missed the most important night of his life to come and find him at the dust yard. He was responsible for destroying all of Allen’s hopes. How was he supposed to live with that? He deserved to work in the sewers or under the docks, or...

“And then she sends him a note personally to tell him to come to tonight’s reception and meet the girl, and he writes back to say he’s busy. No explanation. Not even an attempt at a graceful lie. If he’d said his mother was ill or something, perhaps he would have been forgiven, but to simply brush off a personal request by a patroness, well his vouchers were revoked before they were even given.”

Allen had declined a second time. Even he could see the second time wasn’t his fault. A second time when he thought Edwin was gone for good. That made no sense at all. Edwin knew a response was expected. “Shocking. Thank you for telling me.”

“I’m sure the gentleman will understand when you tell him.”

“What? Oh, the letter. Yes. I’ll try Mr. Brideson’s shop in Mayfair in the morning. I can leave it with someone there.” Mr. Harcliff had been close to finding him something when Edwin had left. Perhaps there would be a street sweeper or someone he could ask to point him in the right direction. If he went now, he could slip it under the door or through the slot for the post and be done with it.

“Cheapside.”

“What?”

“Mr. Brideson’s new shop is on Cheapside, not in Mayfair.”

The Cheapside property? Why on earth would Allen have decided to take the Cheapside property? “Gentleman must have been confused. Thank you.” Edwin stared at the letter in his hand as he walked away, so lost in thought he barely noticed when it started to pour rain.

 

{---*---}

 

Allen stayed at the warehouse after Humphries had dismissed the workers, and even after Humphries himself had left. Working kept his mind on something besides Edwin, and he knew every empty room of the house would remind him of how much happier he had been when Edwin had been there. He stayed until he had finished confirming every new order. He considered staying to go over the price inquiries, but it was already late and raining, and he wanted to be certain he could get a hack, so he stacked the finished orders on Edwin’s—no Humphries’s desk where he would find them when he arrived and left.

Allen managed to find a hack two streets over despite the rain that was already threatening to become a downpour. By the time he got out of the hack in front of his house, the rain had gotten worse. His first thought was of Edwin, as it always seemed to be now that he was gone. Where was he in this weather? Was he able to dry out somewhere? The dust yard would be a bog of mud if he was working there. Anyplace he’d said he worked would be, though. And there hadn’t been any place for a fire in his little room. Allen considered sending someone to check on him and rejected the idea again. If he did, Edwin would run, and he wouldn’t know where to find him. Perhaps Humphries could go looking for the pin; then at least he’d know Edwin had a little money. He handed the driver the fare and a bit extra. “Get something to warm you up with that.”

“Thank ’ee, sir.” The driver drove slowly away, looking for another fare, Allen assumed. The hack disappeared into the rain before he’d finished the thought.

Allen walked slowly towards his door. He told himself it was to avoid hitting anything in the rain, certainly not to punish himself because Edwin was probably out in the wet and cold. He was so lost in his own thoughts, he didn’t realize there was a shape lurking near the front steps until it was too late to pretend he was going elsewhere. Maybe Humphries had been right and he would attract every vagrant in town looking for a job. He couldn’t turn a man away on a night like this, though. He’d give him some coins and send him to a pub. At least he’d be warm. Unless he wasn’t waiting for him at all. Or what if he was a thief? Best to go to the steps and see what he did. Allen could jangle the bell if need be and summon help from inside, although how much help Sophie would be he wasn’t sure. But she was clever; if he made enough noise with the bell, she’d know to bring Fred and Simon along.

As Allen approached his front door, the man unfolded himself from the corner he’d been hiding in and hesitantly stepped towards him. It took all of a second for Allen to recognize that step. “Edwin. You’re here.” Everything would be all right now. Edwin was back. He’d come back. Allen would figure out how to keep him warm and safe, even if it was without him. But he hoped... No, best not to think of that. “Come inside. Let’s get you warmed up. And dinner. You should eat. I’m babbling. I’m sorry.” 

“I like it when you babble,” Edwin said so softly Allen barely heard it over the rain. He smiled. That had to be a good sign, didn’t it? Allen wrapped his arm around Edwin’s shoulders and steered him towards the door. Edwin didn’t pull away.

 

Edwin wasn’t sure what to say. He hadn’t known what he wanted when he’d come to Allen’s house, when he’d stood in the rain outside the door, but it was the only place he thought of going. And now he was shivering and dripping filthy water on his entryway floor. All he could do was stare at Allen, although Allen seemed to be doing a fair bit of staring himself. And grinning. He’d never seen Allen grin so much.

Allen reached out his hand and stroked Edwin’s cheek. “You’re here. You’re really here.”

Edwin wanted to lean forward and kiss Allen, tell him he loved him, but he stopped himself. Standing in the townhouse in his mucky clothes, he knew Allen deserved so much better.

“Are you staying? Let me get you something to eat. I’ll ring for Sophie. Just a moment. Then we’ll go into the office and get you warmed up. There’s a fire in there.” Allen hurried to the bell-pull.

“I...” He rested his hand over Allen’s before he could ring. “Why did you ignore Lady Jersey’s invitation?”

“I was looking for you.”

“And Lady Longridge’s?”

“How did you know about that?”

“I went to bring back the pin. I was going to leave it with a footman, but he said you’d offended one of the patronesses and wouldn’t be back. Why would you do that?”

“I don’t want them. That was what my father wanted, not what I wanted. I realized I was absolutely miserable doing all the things I needed to get into that set. I don’t want to have to be friends with Mrs. Rollins to get into places instead of Lady Clairmont who I find interesting. I don’t want to stand there and listen to them talk scandal about someone who wasn’t at fault or ramble on about bets that would keep the warehouse going for months if invested. And most of all, I don’t want to be anywhere without you. And you’re here. I didn’t think it would happen, but you’re here.” Allen reached up and stroked Edwin’s face again. “You’re here. I don’t want you to be nervous or feel like you have to hide. Please tell me how I can make you stay.”

“You’ll resent me.”

“No, no I won’t. It will never be your fault I’m not related to some title. It doesn’t matter. I don’t want that anymore; I never did, not when I really thought about it. I never thought about what it would be like once I had the titled bride and her family and the rest. When I did, I realized it would be more of the same that I did to get her, all the plotting and diplomacy, and if I didn’t like it then, and I certainly couldn’t face a lifetime of it. I didn’t even take the store in Mayfair. I took the one in Cheapside. I’ve decided to let Barrington and the others handle my sales to the ton. Then I don’t have to worry about their credit and their accounts and how to negotiate around their petty grievances and them asking me for free fabric. All of that’s over and done with. None of them will be coming here or to the warehouse or the shop.” 

Edwin stared at him. Allen was serious. Allen had been preparing for him to return when there had been no hope of it. He wanted him that badly. Edwin felt his eyes welling up again and tried to stare at some spot on the rug to get control of himself. It didn’t help. “I’m still the son of a traitor.”

Allen reached over and slid his thumbs along Edwin’s cheeks, wiping away his tears. “The son, not a traitor yourself. You didn’t do anything wrong. And you couldn’t have stopped it. It’s all right, sweetheart. You protected me; let me comfort you now.” He gently gathered Edwin in his arms and pressed Edwin’s head to his chest. Edwin was going to protest, to tell him he’d ruin his clothes and the servants would see, but it was so comfortable leaning on Allen he couldn’t bring himself to move. At least not until he looked up and saw the full pink lips gently murmuring nonsense to soothe him. He moved back just enough to let him slide up and cover Allen’s mouth with his. Allen’s lips parted against his at once. Edwin could feel Allen’s hand slide up his spine and tangle in his hair. Edwin would have been content to stay there all night, but they both heard footsteps coming from the direction of the servants’ stairs and pulled apart at the same time.

“Come on,” Allen said. “There’s a fire in the office.”

Edwin slipped off his shoes out of habit and followed Allen.

They were both standing by the fire, possibly a little too close together but not enough to cause comment, when Sophie came into the room, talking as she did. “You’re back, Mr. Brideson. We didn’t hear you. Mrs. Armstrong ordered you a bath; she thought it would warm you up on a wet night like this.”

“That was very kind of her, Sophie. Would you tell Simon and Fred to prepare one for Mr. Martin as well? We’ll put him in the blue room again.”

Sophie’s face lit up when she saw Edwin. “Mr. Martin, you’re back! I am glad. Sorry, sir.” Sophie smiled at Edwin then curtsied to Allen.

Allen stifled a grin at that. “Nothing to apologize for, Sophie. I’m glad you’re glad he’s here.”

Edwin smiled at Sophie’s greeting. “Hello, Sophie. The kitchen is fine for me, though.”

“The blue room, Sophie.”

“I’ll carry my own water then. I’m not too grand for that.”

“And tell them if they do it sharp and quick, there may be tickets to Vauxhall Gardens waiting on their next day off. Satisfied?” He looked at Edwin.

It was Sophie answered, “Yes, sir. I’ll tell them, sir.”

“And then put together a bit of something for us to eat out of whatever Mrs. Armstrong has down there. She makes enough to feed the armies on both sides. We’ll have it while we wait for the water to heat. Be quick about it and you might find a ticket waiting for you too.”

“I’ll be back before you know it, sir.”

“You know she has a sister in town,” Edwin said when Sophie had left.

“And Fred and Simon have sweethearts. At this rate, I’ll be sending Humphries to buy the place out.”

 Edwin chuckled.

“Worth it to see you smile, though.”

Edwin stared at the hole in his stocking to avoid looking at Allen. He felt Allen come closer and the brush his fingers against his own. Edwin sighed and let himself lean against Allen’s shoulder. He noticed the fine linen of Allen’s shirt and wondered if he should pull back, but then Allen’s arm was around his shoulders, stroking his arm and keeping him close. It was so comfortable beside Allen. He glanced up and saw that Allen was smiling, clearly pleased to stay just as they were.

Then they heard Sophie rattling the tray in the hallway as she navigated her way around the staircase, and pulled apart. Edwin smiled a little. “She’s doing that on purpose, you know.”

“I thought it always seemed noisier than usual when we were in here together.”

Sophie bustled in with her tray. “Cold ham and cheese and a bit of hot soup, and the bath will be ready in a trice.”

“Thank you, Sophie. That will be all for now,” Allen said.

Sophie curtsied and left the room.

Edwin was going to hang back and let Allen approach first, but then he remembered it was only Allen, and he had probably ordered the tray for Edwin more than himself, so Edwin crossed over to what looked like a feast to him and helped himself. 

 

Allen filled his plate from the tray Mrs. Armstrong sent up, but he spent most of his time watching Edwin enjoy his food. He’d come back. It had seemed impossible, but he had come back. Every time Edwin stole a look in his direction, it made Allen smile. He knew he was grinning ridiculously when Fred and Simon came to tell him the baths were ready, although both of them were too busy telling Edwin they were glad to see him to notice anything odd, even when Allen put an arm around his shoulders and led him to the blue room as if he’d never been there before.

Allen stayed in his bath long enough to warm himself, then climbed out and wrapped himself in a dressing gown and made for the connecting door. When he entered the blue room, Edwin was still in the tub by the fire, with his hair damp and curling like he’d just scrubbed it. He turned when Allen approached. “Should I...”

Allen knelt by the tub and ran his fingers along the edge. “Stay where you are. I got lonely.”

Edwin brushed his hand along Allen’s. “Perhaps I can help with that.”

Allen leaned over and took the soap out of Edwin’s hand, the bergamot soap he’d kept in the blue room just in case. He rubbed a nice bit of lather in his hand then began to rub it into Edwin’s back, massaging and washing at the same time.

“You don’t need...”

“Shh, I want to.” He took his time, touching every inch of skin he’d missed so terribly, exclaiming over new bruises, gently touching the spots he knew Edwin would find arousing, and stealing kisses every time he leaned over Edwin’s shoulder. His soap-slick hands glided over Edwin’s skin, remembering every contour and plane that only an hour before had seemed lost to him.

“I missed you,” Edwin whispered as Allen poured water over him to rinse away the soap. 

Allen blinked to stop the tears forming in the corners of his eyes. He wrapped his arms around his Edwin’s shoulders. “I’m so glad you came back. I will do everything I can to convince you to stay.”

Whatever Edwin was going to reply was cut off as they heard Simon and Fred coming up the stairs, obviously making as much noise as they could. Allen assumed Sophie had something to do with it. He handed Edwin a towel and went to the dressing room to find him a robe. He brought back his favorite banyan, made with silk from one of his first purchases. He’d have to ask Edwin about the pattern on the fabric. He could tell from the way Edwin stroked the sleeve that he appreciated it. 

“Just came for the water, sirs.”

“Thank you, Simon, Fred. We’ll wait in the dressing room and be out of your way.” He steered Edwin into the connecting room and closed both doors. When he turned away from the door to his room, Edwin was standing very close, and he barely needed to move a step to find himself in Edwin’s arms. This time it was Edwin who initiated the kiss, pressing his lips to Allen’s and relaxing into his arms. They tried to stay silent as Fred and Simon clattered around with the tubs, but it was difficult, particularly when Edwin found the tie holding Allen’s dressing gown closed and began to loosen it so the fabric fell open, letting Edwin’s calloused hands explore.

“Will you need us for anything else, sir?”

“No, Fred,” Allen called as Edwin stroked his chest through the opening in his robe. “We’re fine for the night. Tell the others they can go to bed whenever they’re ready.” He bit his lip as Edwin brushed his fingers against his nipples, pinched at them, then trailed his hands further down. When he heard the door to his bedroom close, Allen opened the connecting door and pulled Edwin through. Edwin slid the robe from Allen’s shoulders as they moved towards the bed, then tossed his borrowed banyan on the nearest chair. Allen paused to admire Edwin as he moved across the room then pulled him into his arms as soon as they were close enough. Edwin pressed against him, rubbing his chest against Allen’s and sliding his hands everywhere he could reach. Allen guided them to the bed and they tumbled onto it still holding each other. 

Allen rolled over until he had Edwin on his back and began to work his way down Edwin’s chest until his lips brushed against Edwin’s cock. Then Edwin tangled his fingers in Allen’s hair, holding him still.

“I’ve missed your taste,” he whispered.

Allen was going to protest, to say it was his turn to pleasure Edwin, but Edwin was looking at him with such tenderness and desire, he couldn’t form words. He twisted around on the bed until he was positioned so Edwin could reach his cock, then went back to teasing Edwin’s, lapping at the head, licking along the underside, sucking on his sack. Just as he was letting the length slide into his mouth, he felt Edwin’s lips wrap around him and his length slide into the warm wetness of Edwin’s mouth. Allen couldn’t imagine anything better than this, completely surrounded by his Edwin. He would do anything to make him feel safe, to let him know that this was where he belonged.

 

 


Chapter 14

><

 

ALLEN’S FIRST THOUGHT WHEN he woke was that the bed was empty. Edwin wasn’t there. He sat up abruptly. And then his mind began to clear, and he remembered a dreamy version of Edwin saying he was leaving before Sophie arrived. Edwin hadn’t left, he’d merely been practical. He was only on the other side of the dressing room, not down at the docks or wherever he’d gone before. There was no reason to miss him; he’d see him soon, and breakfast wasn’t so long to wait. Allen glanced at the fireplace and saw the fire was lit. Sophie had been in. There was no danger of discovery. He knew it was foolish to miss someone who was only in the next room. Edwin would probably think he was daft. 

Allen got out of bed and slipped through the dressing room and into the blue room. It was Edwin’s room now, had been for quite a while, really. He found Edwin asleep on the bed, one bare arm thrown over his head. He looked so peaceful. All the wariness gone from his face. Allen crossed the room and slid under the blankets. Edwin stirred. 

“Quiet, dearest. It’s only your Allen. Go back to sleep.”

Edwin stilled at once. He turned towards Allen’s voice and his arm dropped until it was around Allen’s waist. Allen nestled into Edwin’s arms and watched him sleep. Edwin was back, that was all he could think about. Edwin was back and seemed content to stay. 

 

Edwin slept for another half hour while Allen nestled against him. When Edwin stirred, Allen held still, not wanting to wake him, but it seemed Edwin had slept enough. He turned somewhat blearily towards Allen and smiled then pressed a kiss to Allen’s forehead. “Morning, dearest.”

Edwin had called him “dearest.” It sent a little thrill through Allen as he leaned up so he could kiss Edwin properly. “Morning, my love.”

“I meant to leave before Sophie came up.” Edwin sat up, then looked confused when he realized he was in the blue room.

“I followed after she lit the fires. I missed you.” Allen thought it sounded terribly maudlin, but he couldn’t help it.

Edwin didn’t seem to mind. He smiled as if the idea Allen had missed him in so short a time was the finest thing he’d ever heard and drew Allen back into his arms.

After a bit more kissing, Edwin glanced at his bare arm. “I’ll have to find something to wear before I go to breakfast.” Allen saw his gaze go ruefully to the rags he’d worn the night before. 

“I rather like you like this.” Allen pressed a kiss to the hollow of Edwin’s throat then licked his way down the valley at the center of his chest. “But I suppose we shouldn’t shock Sophie too much. Wait here.” Allen got out of bed and went back to his room. He could feel Edwin’s gaze follow him. There was something wonderfully safe and intimate about walking naked through their rooms while his lover watched him. 

When he returned, Edwin was sitting up in bed with the blankets pushed aside, revealing most of his body to Allen’s gaze. Allen took advantage of the view, letting his eyes roam over his lover. Then he sat on the bed and let his hand follow the same path until Edwin caught it and drew the palm to his lips. Allen leaned against Edwin and patted the clothes he’d brought. “I’m taking you to my tailor soon and getting everything sorted out, but these will do for now.”

Edwin ran a finger along the sleeve. “How did you get these?”

“When I bought back your cravat pin.”

“But why would you?”

Allen shrugged. He wasn’t sure how to explain it. “They were yours.” He turned his head and pressed a kiss to Edwin’s shoulder. “I’m glad I did now.” He brushed a lock of hair back from Edwin’s forehead. “I wasn’t able to find the watch, though.” He wondered if he could ask Edwin where he’d pawned it. He’d been so happy when Edwin had accepted it that day, the day Edwin had said he loved him.

“It’s on the nightstand there. I told myself I was holding it in reserve, but really I couldn’t part with it. You gave it to me the day you said you loved me.”

Allen pulled Edwin close and held him tight against his chest. “I do love you, my darling,” he whispered, “and that was the day you said you loved me too.”

“And I do. Did you know that was my watch? Before, I mean. I pawned it four years ago. I’d had it made when no one else was impressed that I’d gotten a first on my exams.”

Allen stroked Edwin’s hair. How long had his Edwin been alone? Longer than the four years he knew about it seemed. “I thought it seemed like just the sort of thing you’d like. Now I know why.”

 

Allen couldn’t find an excuse to stay with Edwin while they dressed, but he did leave the doors between their rooms open as he returned to his. It made it seem that Edwin was still nearby. When they went down to breakfast, it was obvious Mrs. Armstrong was just as happy as everyone else about Edwin’s return. The sideboard was filled with all of Edwin’s favorites. Edwin filled his plate without needing encouragement, which Allen took as another good sign, and settled down to enjoy his food. Allen enjoyed watching his obvious pleasure, so it was a silent meal, but by far the best Allen had enjoyed in months.

It was Edwin who finally broke the silence. “I’ll have to go back to my lodgings this morning.”

Allen gripped his fork, trying not to say anything that would make Edwin uncomfortable. He settled for, “I’d hoped you’d at least look at the rooms over the shop in Cheapside if you didn’t want to stay here.”

“I wanted to get my things. I was going to move to Jacob’s Island, and I told the landlord I’d be leaving today. I want to get there before he decides I’ve gone and everything left is his to keep.”

Allen began cutting his ham with more vigor. Edwin wasn’t leaving at all. “Then we’d best go there early. I have some orders to deal with at the warehouse; I thought you might come and help. I ought to tell you, I told Humphries when I found out who you really were.”

“How did he respond?” Edwin asked with a transparent effort not to sound worried.

“He’s your friend, he responded as a friend would. Outraged on your behalf, a little surprised. He thought you were a schoolteacher or a tutor who got caught with a footman. You don’t need to worry.”

Edwin sounded more relaxed when he asked, “What did you think I was?” 

“Schoolteacher was one theory, or the son of a missionary.”

Edwin smiled a bit. “Not a disgraced duke’s son then?”

“Never entered my mind, I must admit. We could stop at your old lodgings on the way to the warehouse, if you’d like. Is there a lot to bring, or could we get it to the warehouse ourselves?”

“Really just my savings.”

Allen nodded. He knew better than to offer to make up for the amount, even though he was sure he could have easily. “Then we should be able to take a hack to the docks, get your things, and walk over to the warehouse. Unless you’d rather I not go with you.”

Edwin kept his eyes on his plate. “You’ve already seen it, so I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

“If you’d rather I didn’t...”

“It’s all right.”

Allen didn’t know how to respond to that, so he returned to his food. When it seemed Edwin wouldn’t be taking anything else from the sideboard, he scraped the last of the eggs from his plate. “Take your time. I’m going to go to the office and get the post in order.”

 

Edwin watched Allen leave, then hurried to finish what was on his plate. He had thought Allen was eating slowly; now he understood it had been to let him have his fill. He couldn’t be irritated at the kindness, but he did wonder how long it would be before Allen really understood what inviting him back meant. He sighed and finished the food he’d taken. Perhaps, when it did all end, he would have come up with a way to survive it. Perhaps one of the suppliers in Japan would like a clerk who knew the business and could read the language. Maybe the stories of his family’s betrayal had been less reported there, less a constant source of speculation and gossip. 

Sophie came into the room, distracting him from his thoughts of the end. “Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to disturb you. I’ll come back.”

“No, no, I was woolgathering. I’ve finished. I was on my way to the office.”

“All right, sir.”

Edwin took the last bites of ham on his plate. Sophie ignored him and started gathering up Allen’s dishes. When she glanced towards the sideboard with the food spread out, he realized she was wondering if she should start clearing that away. He put his fork down and got to his feet. “Sorry to take so long. I’ll be out of your way now.” 

“You’re not in the way at all, sir, and I’m glad you’re back.”

Sophie had always been very kind to him, and always seemed glad to have him around. It was something that had always been a comfort now that he thought about it, knowing he could ask her things when he’d first started coming to the townhouse and not have to worry that she would find him hopelessly naive, although how he could have been naive after three years on the docks... “Thank you, Sophie.” Edwin hesitated at the door then asked, “But why?”

Sophie stacked the dishes and put the silverware on top. “Mr. Brideson’s much happier when you’re around, and a man like him deserves to be happy, and to have someone love him properly, not some society miss after his money. You know he hired my sister Sylvia on the spot when he heard she was being worried by her former employer?”

Edwin was pleased to hear Allen could be kind so easily. He wished it were up to him so he could offer Sophie a rise in pay, but it wasn’t, and he wasn’t sure he could ask Allen.

 

Allen sat at his desk and sorted through the morning post. There were far fewer invitations than he had received previously, but he found he didn’t mind at all. It was more time to spend with Edwin. There were two new orders and a notice about a lecturer who had traveled through Japan and would be presenting at the Royal Institution on the first of the month. He put that aside in case Edwin might be interested and glanced over the orders until he heard the door open and Edwin’s footsteps. He looked up and smiled as Edwin went to his desk and touched the various things he’d left there. He waited until Edwin glanced in his direction to say, “I’m almost ready. Just two new orders today. I have everything else at the warehouse. The Drake’s Progress came in a few days ago, with all the cloth we ordered for the Season. Still, we should be able to sell some of it.” He was trying to be optimistic so Edwin wouldn’t feel guilty about him severing ties with the ton. He didn’t care if the silk sat in the warehouse until the next coronation. 

Edwin looked at the copies of the original orders they’d sent on his desk. “Just because you offended one of the patronesses doesn’t mean it has to be the end of business with the ton.”

“What do you mean?” Allen wanted to tell him it didn’t matter, but he had the feeling it would make Edwin feel worse, as if he weren’t being taken seriously, and Allen very much wanted him to feel important to the business.

“It was Lady Jersey you offended? Send her something as an apology. Not fabric, she’ll be back for more. Do you have any of those vases left? The ones with the hideous dragons? Send her a pair and tell her they’re going to be the latest thing and apologize profusely. Say you don’t want to put her to any more trouble so she doesn’t think you’re asking for more vouchers, but simply wanted to express appreciation for all her kind attention. Flattering her a bit wouldn’t hurt.”

It sounded as if Edwin had an actual plan. “And this will accomplish?”

“First, stop her complaining about you to everyone, and second, if we’re lucky, start a fad for those vases. You might not be included in their balls, but you can sell to them. Maybe even visit them and advise them on their decor. I know it’s not the same as being one of them...”

“But I’ve got the best of the lot here.” He slipped an arm around Edwin’s shoulders. “You don’t mind?”

“Not if I don’t have to see them.”

“Then when we get to the warehouse, help me choose a vase. I’m keeping the shop in Cheapside, though. Do you realize not one account has been paid yet?”

Edwin smiled. “I could have guessed that.”

“And I bought out the building. There’s two sets of rooms above. I thought I’d offer one to Humphries if he wants it, and give the other to my partner in the business.”

Edwin had quite clearly heard the word partner. “Allen, I’m not letting you...”

“I need someone who understands all the pretty things I’m importing. Someone who can be certain I’m not selling lists of Hong Kong Ladies or mistranslated scrolls. I want you to be my partner in everything, including the business.”

“What will Mr. Humphries say?”

“I’ll put him in charge of the warehouse and give him a rise in pay. He’ll say thank you.”

Edwin smiled. “I’ll stay in the rooms for now, anyway, since mine will be gone soon.”

Allen wanted to celebrate even that small victory, but he settled for saying, “Good. But we’d best get to your old ones before your landlord does.”

Edwin nodded and followed him into the hall.

 

Outside, Allen summoned a hack and Edwin gave the address of a pub near the warehouse before Allen could say anything. Allen nodded when the driver looked at him and got inside. If Edwin didn’t want to have the driver stop outside of his lodgings, that was his business.

They spent the ride talking about unimportant things, or things that seemed unimportant to Allen. Mostly what had been happening at the warehouse while Edwin had been gone. He was vague about his reasons for hiring some workers on a permanent basis, but he couldn’t tell if he was so vague that Edwin figured out it was because of him or not. 

The trip to Edwin’s lodgings didn’t take long at all. Edwin had been quite literal when he said all he wanted was his savings, which had been hidden in more places than Allen thought possible. Allen could tell he’d been spending very little of it all along. His dearest love had thought he’d be thrown out on his ear the whole summer they’d been together, the whole time he’d been working for him. Allen wanted to wrap his arms around Edwin and hold him close, but he didn’t think Edwin wanted to stay in the room any longer than necessary.

 

As they approached the warehouse, Allen led the way to the main door. He wanted Humphries to know Edwin was back as soon as possible. Edwin seemed to think that was normal, and Allen realized he’d never gotten out of the habit of entering with the other workers rather than the private door to the office around back. Humphries was setting up for the arrival of the workers when they came in, getting his pens and the book ready to mark who arrived when. 

“We should get him a watch,” Allen murmured. “Commemorate his promotion.”

“No hearts inside, though,” Edwin whispered back.

Allen smiled and leaned so he brushed his shoulder against Edwin. Edwin let his fingers tangle in Allen’s for a moment, then pulled away as they approached the table.

Humphries looked up when he heard their footsteps. “Morning, Mr. Brideson,” he said automatically. Then with a bit more attention, “You’re looking well.”

Allen grabbed Edwin’s hand and pulled him forward. Humphries’s face broke into a grin. “Well, that explains it then. Hello, Martin. Or I suppose I should say...”

Edwin cut him off. “Martin is fine. It’s nice to see you, Mr. Humphries.”

Humphries came out from behind the desk and clapped Edwin on the shoulders, giving him a rough sort of hug. “It is good to see you back. Are you staying?”

Edwin nodded. When he didn’t qualify it, Allen felt a glow of triumph.

“Brilliant,” Humphries said with almost as much enthusiasm as Allen was feeling. “Donovan’s Immaculate is supposed to get into port this afternoon. Feel like going down to see what she’s brought?”

Edwin smiled. “I’d like that very much.”

The door opened, and the workers started filing in. Humphries went to the desk to begin logging their arrival. “We’ll let you get to work,” Allen said and led Edwin to the office.

 

{---*---}

 

Allen was surprised how easily Edwin accepted the offer of rooms above the shop in Cheapside. And he began spending a few nights a week at the townhouse, which pleased Allen even more. He’d worried about what to tell the staff at first, but that was quickly over one evening when he was going over housekeeping expenses with Mrs. Armstrong. It always left Mrs. Armstrong in a fine mood as the normal procedure was for her to list what she thought was needed and him to read the list and approve the entire thing at once. It was the biggest advantage of having an honest housekeeper/cook. The first week after Edwin’s return, she did not leave as soon as the list was approved. Allen waited to hear what was the trouble, hoping it wouldn’t involve firing someone on the staff. 

“One other thing, sir. As Mr. Martin is to be a partner in the business and around more often, should I tell the staff to call him Mr. Martin or Mr. Gilford?”

Allen had opened his mouth twice before she added, “Sophie told us.”

“I think he’s still using Martin.”

“Very good, sir. And the blue room is to be kept ready for him in anticipation of the two of you working late?”

“That’s right.”

“Very good, sir.” She didn’t seem the least bit surprised by the arrangement.

Allen had thought telling Edwin about it would calm him, but while he seemed pleased, Allen still had the feeling he was still waiting for the arrangement to fall apart. Whenever he heard the front door, he’d start to look around the office, as if he were hoping to find someplace to hide. And he frequently slipped out of the office when he heard Humphries bringing up a visitor, even when it was clearly someone from the shops and not the ton. 

If that had been all, Allen might have fooled himself into believing it was common sense and caution, but Edwin was if anything more reluctant to spend money than he had been before.  It had taken almost a week before he agreed that Sophie should dispose of the rags he’d arrived in, and he had only accepted the gift of an overcoat made from the yak-down wool from Allen’s tailor, nothing more, and that only because Humphries had wanted a scarf but wouldn’t take it unless Edwin got a proper commission on that first order. Allen knew he should be more concerned about profligate spending than careful saving, but he knew enough of how Edwin’s mind worked to recognize it, not as thrift, but as the certainty that this current happiness would not last. Allen spent most of the time he was alone at the townhouse trying to decide what to do about it. 

The cause was obvious to him; Edwin still didn’t trust that he wouldn’t decide he’d rather have the ton as friends than Edwin as his partner. So how to prove to him that that was simply not the case? He’d have to try to get Edwin out into the world. Let him see that Allen would always choose him, no matter what. So how to do that? In the end, the lecture at the Royal Institution seemed the best option. It was quite likely there would be some people Edwin had known there since the organizer was a friend of several of members of the ton. He suspected the Rollinses would be there at least. It would not be the most comfortable way to prove to Edwin how he felt, but it would be soon.

Allen couldn’t think of how to ask Edwin if he wanted to attend the lecture, so in the end, he left the flier for it on Edwin’s desk. He didn’t want to press, but he was hoping Edwin would find the subject interesting enough to want to attend. Allen sat at his desk and waited to hear Edwin arrive.

Edwin smiled when he came into the office and paused at Allen’s desk to kiss him quickly before going to his own. “Anything I should look at immediately?” Then he noticed the flier. He read it silently while Allen watched. “You don’t know the kinds of things they’ll say about me, Allen.”

Allen got up from the desk and went to stand by Edwin, uncertain what would be the best way to convince him of his good intentions. “I do, actually. When Fenning and Rollins were talking about old scandals, I remembered you mentioned the Martford affair, so I asked about it. That was how I figured out who you were.”

“What did they say?”

Allen bit his lip.

“I’d rather hear it from you than whispered behind my back.”

“Well, they don’t think you’re guilty. Fenning said he saw you working as a pure collector not long after.”

Edwin nodded, but he had told Allen as much before.

“And Rollins knew someone named Wilton who saw you on a night-soil crew.”

He nodded again. “I see.”

Allen wanted to say something more, but he wasn’t sure how to phrase it.

“You’re wondering if it was true? It could be. I did both those things during the first winter, and more of the same. No one would hire me for the warehouses when I was first at the docks, but I learned if I begged and used a bit of my proper accent, they’d find it amusing to hire me on and give me the worst of the jobs. I wanted to eat, so I did it.”

Allen reached out to touch Edwin’s shoulder. He felt the tense muscles and thought of letting him be, but Edwin had been so alone then. Allen couldn’t just let him remember alone. He moved closer and wrapped his arms around Edwin’s chest and rested his head against Edwin’s shoulder. “I love you, my darling. You know that, right?”

Edwin held himself tightly, then pulled away. Allen let him. If that was what Edwin wanted... But Edwin didn’t move far. He turned and rested his head against Allen’s chest. Allen wrapped his arms around him and held him close. “If you don’t want to go, we won’t.”

“No, it’s best to get it over with. You need to see... We need to see how it will be if I go out, if I see them. I can’t hide forever. And whatever you need to say, I won’t be offended, my darling. I don’t want my scandals to stick to you.”

“They’re not your scandals. They belong to your father and brother and shouldn’t be touching you at all. The worst that will happen is they’ll stop buying from me.” He felt Edwin tense so he went on quickly. “If that happens, I still have the shop in Cheapside and MacBride Building Supplies. I’ll simply take more of an interest in that and leave the pretty things to the blue room and the study. We can make plenty of money with that company. It’s where my fortune comes from after all. Nothing of any importance will be lost if those fools decide to be idiots.”

Edwin looked at the flier. “I suppose it would be interesting. I haven’t been to a lecture in ages.”

“Then let’s go and have a nice evening of it.”

Edwin nodded.

 

{---*---}

 

By the time the first of the month arrived, Edwin had gotten himself into a bit of a state and was trying to hide it from Allen, but Allen noticed. Allen had considered calling off the evening more than once. If he’d looked hard enough, he could have found an excuse, and Edwin was finally starting to feel comfortable again. He’d purchased five new shirts one morning on his way to the shop, and Allen had caught him admiring the neat stack the clean linen made in his wardrobe more than once. And just the other day he’d mentioned buying a particularly nice carpet from their inventory to put in his sitting room, and Allen had resisted the urge to gift it to him immediately and had merely set it aside with the one Humphries had wanted. If Edwin was beginning to feel confident enough in his finances to buy what were considered small luxuries, Allen didn’t want to do anything that might discourage it.

Edwin tugged at his gloves and smoothed his sleeves again. Not that it made any difference. Everything was still neat from the last time he’d made the same motions. At least the evening had meant Edwin had needed to purchase a fine new suit, which made him look even more handsome. Allen leaned over and covered Edwin’s hands with his own. 

“We don’t have to go. We can turn back right now and sit in front of the fire with the new catalogs.”

Edwin turned his hand so he could grasp Allen’s. “We do have to. We have to see what will happen when they see me again. We have to know. And Allen, dearest, if you need to say anything or do anything... I mean I’ll understand if you have to...”

Allen squeezed Edwin’s hand. “I won’t. Whatever happens, the worst outcome for us would be returning to my father’s business. And that’s not bad if we’re together.”

Edwin smiled. “I won’t hold it against you if you change your mind. Remember that.”

“All right, but I won’t.”

 

The lecture proved interesting, with a collection of colored prints showing the various areas that were described, including the docks where Haverson had his warehouse, although they couldn’t be certain if his was one of the ones pictured. When the lecture ended, they both rose to leave. Edwin glanced towards the refreshments room with a look that would not have been out of place on a highwayman looking at the gallows. Allen touched Edwin’s arm to steer him towards the street door. Proving he would choose Edwin didn’t seem so important now that he saw how his beloved was dreading seeing people who’d known him, but it was already too late. Allen heard Rollins’s voice through the crowd. “Brideson, it’s been a long time. Introduce me to your...”

Allen turned and saw that Rollins had recognized Edwin. That much was clear from the way his jaw dropped as he gawked.

“Hello, Rollins,” Edwin said softly.

“Brideson, do you know who this is?”

“Of course, my new business partner, Edwin Gilford.”

“Your partner? Was that why you asked about him? Well, Gilford, I suppose this is better than what Wilton saw you doing down in Spittlefields, eh?”

Allen could feel Edwin stiffen beside him, but Edwin’s voice was steady as he said, “I’m quite happy in my current employment. I am able to use the languages I studied.”

“Quite, quite. I’d best go find Mother.” Rollins backed away as if he didn’t want to turn his back on them.

“What was that about Gilford?” Mrs. Fenning asked loud enough to be heard across the room.

Allen saw the blush come to Edwin’s face. “Would you like to leave?”

“Better to face it out like we have nothing to hide.”

“Punch then?”

“Yes, the sort to drink, though, not what I’d like to do to Rollins right now.”

Mrs. Fenning’s voice rang out again. “Don’t discuss such things in mixed company. When was this?”

“Or deaf old Mrs. Fenning,” Allen whispered as he led the way to the refreshments table.

“Mr. Brideson, how nice to see you.”

A friendly face. “Lady Clairmont, always a pleasure. Have you met Mr. Gilford?”

“I have, although it’s been quite some time.” She extended her hand.

Edwin bowed over it. “A pleasure, my lady.”

“Did you enjoy the lecture?”

“Immensely.”

“And the afterwards?”

Allen snorted.

“Better than I expected,” Edwin murmured.

Lady Clairmont nodded. “Mr. Brideson is a bit of an idealist. Still, it could have been worse. You found the lecture to be accurate?”

“Yes, he seemed quite knowledgeable. Of course, I only know the language.”

Allen tried to understand the change in topic, then realized the groups around them had gone strangely silent. Clearly, Edwin and Lady Clairmont were more attuned to this sort of crowd than he was. He was beginning to think he would never have survived in it alone. “I thought it would be useful for us to hear considering the kinds of merchandise we sell.”

Lady Clairmont smiled. “Indeed. Perhaps I’ll have you find me one of those vases everyone’s talking about then. Lady Jersey has one.”

Edwin lowered his eyes to the floor and whispered. “You think you can, but there aren’t many in stock.”

Allen glanced at him out of the corner of his eye, then pitched his voice so it could be heard by those around them, who were clearly listening anyway. “I’ll try, of course. There aren’t very many in stock, but I should be able to manage something.”

Rollins forgot he was pretending not to listen. “Hey now, you promised my mother one of those things.”

“Weren’t sure she wanted it,” Edwin murmured.

“Yes, I do remember,” Allen said, trying to keep the edge of irritation out of his voice, “but I wasn’t sure that she was still interested.”

“I suppose I can see how you might think that as she hasn’t written back yet, but that wasn’t her intention.”

“Then I’ll be certain to select something she’ll like.”

“Good. Then have it delivered as soon as you get it.”

Allen noticed the difference in tone but ignored it. A few weeks earlier, he would have been asked to deliver it in person and take tea with them. But if it was a choice between tea with Mrs. Rollins or Edwin, the choice was easy.

Lady Clairmont leaned over. “Mr. Brideson, would you be so kind as to fetch me some punch. It’s quite warm in here.”

“Of course. I’ll be back in a moment.”

“Mr. Rollins, does your mother need something? I would hate for her to be faint.”

“I’ll check.” Rollins hurried away, although not in his mother’s direction. More gossip, Allen assumed. As he started for the refreshments table, he heard Edwin say,

“Allow me to find you someplace to sit, Lady Clairmont.”

As Allen gathered the punch and made his way back, he was asked twice about the vases, both by what he had thought of as the Almack’s set. He promised to fill their orders, but did not receive any invitations, which he realized he would have declined if they had been offered anyway. Edwin would have been too uncomfortable.

As Allen approached Edwin and Lady Clairmont, he heard Edwin say, “I was thinking of purchasing a new coat, but that’s really all.”

A new coat. Edwin was going to spend money on a new coat. Allen reminded himself not to offer to pay as he handed Lady Clairmont her punch. “Westin has some green wool that I think you’d like.” He tried to sound casual.

Edwin nodded. “Maybe we should go and have a look at it tomorrow, if we’re not busy.”

Allen could tell he was grinning like an idiot, but he didn’t care.

Lady Clairmont seemed to think he needed a distraction. “Thank you for the punch, Mr. Brideson, but you didn’t get yourself any?”

“We’re not staying long.”

Lady Clairmont smiled. “You can’t simply run out the door, not after stirring up gossip like this.”

“How long do we have to stay?”

“Allen Brideson wanting to get away from a gathering with this many connections to vouchers? I never thought I’d see the day. I suppose you’ve found more congenial company.”

Allen wondered how much Lady Clairmont had guessed, but he knew better than to ask.

“Just long enough so they don’t think they drove us out,” Edwin murmured. “Half an hour more should be fine.”

Lady Clairmont nodded. “Mr. Gilford tells me you have a ship arriving in the morning. You’ll want to be able to meet it at the docks.”

“Yes, and there’s quite a lot to be done before,” Edwin added. “We’ll be working quite late to get all of the manifests in order. I may have to ask to stay in the guest room if it goes too long.”

“I think it can be arranged.” With that promise as a reward, Allen realized the next half hour of nodding and agreeing seemed almost bearable.
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After being caught up in a raid on a molly house, Thomas Brook escapes on his way to the pillory.  Collapsing from exhaustion on the moors of Yorkshire, he's rescued by the handsome Lord Elmsby and taken to Gorsewall Manor.  As he recovers, Lord Elmsby offers him a position cataloging the library.  It would be an ideal situation, isolated, with a handsome, solitary lord and servants who don't ask many questions, except for the strange sounds in the corners of the library and the feeling he's being watched.  And then a body is found on the moors, a body that could be the long missing fiancee of Lord Elmsby, and Thomas must find out the truth of what happened at Gorsewall Manor.
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After being arrested at a molly house and serving two years’ hard labor, accounting clerk William Hamond knows work will be hard to come by, so when Lord Hartley offers him the position of secretary to his father, the reclusive Earl of Trenwych, he’s eager to accept the position and devastated to discover that Lord Trenwych does not want or need a secretary.  But he’s been promised a salary as long as he stays six months, and Lord Trenwych seems content to have him do so. Then he witnesses an attempt on Lord Trenwych’s life, an attempt that could objectively have been made by Lord Hartley, and William realized he has another reason to stay, to try to save Lord Trenwych.
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Sir Arthur Holden was lonely.  That had to be why he found the private inquiry agent, Henry Parker, so intriguing.  Simple loneliness after he'd gotten his two best friends arrested in a raid on a molly house he'd recommended.  Now they're both out of prison, but William is living in Cornwall and Thomas is hiding in Yorkshire.  And the intriguing Mr. Parker says he has a way to help Thomas come out of hiding.  That would be the only reason to hire him.  Nothing at all to do with wanting to see him again.
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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.  

 

 

 

[image: ]

 

Matthew Greensleigh finally gets his chance to help in the family business, only to learn his father expects him to spend a year as a concubine for the notorious Lord Dixon.  Sir Robert Farnsdale prefers to keep his pleasure professional, but when Matthew asks to be shown what to expect from his time with Lord Dixon, Robert finds himself agreeing to an afternoon together.  Matthew knew it was only one afternoon, so why can’t Robert stop thinking about it?
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Spy Sam Nelson has one last chance to prove he can still be useful to the Crown, retrieving a blackmail letter at one of Lord Dixon’s infamous house parties.  Lord Brisban knows Mr. Nelson’s only interest in him is as a means to get into the party, but when Sam is chosen as part of the entertainment for the party, Brisban knows he’ll need help to carry out whatever his true reason for attending is.
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