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Prologue

FEBRUARY 24, 1820

Lord Richard Vane and his valet stood in the book room, waiting. The clock on the mantel ticked.

“What the devil is keeping Julius?” Lord Richard demanded, of David or of the empty air. “He should surely have the man here by now.”

“Conspiracy to murder and high treason.” David made a face. “It may not be that easy to secure his bail. Mr. Norreys has an authoritative manner”—Lord Richard gave a short laugh—“and your name has a great deal of power. Nevertheless…”

“Indeed. Oh, damn Dominic and his accursed democrat. What will we do if Julius can’t get him out?”

Silas Mason, a radical bookseller and writer of sedition, had been arrested that morning. He was one of a group of gutter revolutionaries that had plotted to murder the entire British cabinet the previous night, and although the conspiracy had been thwarted, an officer had been killed in the melee. Everyone involved would doubtless hang.

That was not David’s problem and certainly not Lord Richard’s, except for the matter of Dominic Frey. Lord Richard’s best friend was conducting an intense affair with Mason, and when the radical had been arrested, he had been wearing Mr. Frey’s coat. If people started asking what linked a murderous seditionist to a gentleman of the Home Office, Mr. Frey could find himself in very deep trouble indeed.

Lord Richard had fallen out badly with Mr. Frey over his disgraceful affair, but they had been lovers once and friends since boyhood. Lord Richard would not see him suffer if he could prevent it.

Or, rather, if David could prevent it. Lord Richard gave orders; it was David who carried them out.

To the world, he was a valet, nothing more. A servant who wore Lord Richard’s livery and obeyed his commands; even his offensively red hair was powdered away to white on his master’s orders. But when he had Lord Richard’s will to enforce, David Cyprian was silently and secretly one of the most powerful men in London. Unknown, unseen, and in charge. The pleasure of it tingled in his veins.

“It depends, my lord,” he said now. “We’ll have to play the hand as it’s dealt to us, but we can play it. Trust me.”

“Oh, I do,” Lord Richard said. “I depend entirely on you. Otherwise I suspect I should have run mad after the last few months, and as it is, I can feel Bedlam beckoning. Cyprian, what the devil do I do if Mason is not innocent?”

“Mr. Frey insists he is.”

“Dominic may not be the best judge at this time,” Lord Richard said grimly. “If the man is part of murder and treason— But he had Dominic’s coat, curse it. What if saving my friend requires saving a traitor?” His voice was strained. David knew how deeply he loved Mr. Frey, how heavily he bore his responsibilities, and his master’s dilemma was a stab to his own heart. “God rot it, how can I decide that? What can I do?”

“You can leave it to me,” David said.

Lord Richard’s eyes widened, as well they might. David went on before he could speak. “You should not have to make a choice between duty and friendship. Nobody should. If it happens—and it may not; Mr. Frey is no fool—but if it does, my lord, I beg you, walk away, and let me deal with it.” He offered his master a smile. “That is what you pay me for.”

“It truly isn’t,” Lord Richard said. “Golden Ball himself could not pay you enough to do that. I can’t ask you to take on that responsibility for me.”

You can ask me for anything you like. The words hovered on David’s lips. He wanted to say them; God knew they were true. But this was his master, and he couldn’t do it.

It was enraging. David balked at nothing, from burglary to blackmail, to achieve his ends; he had certainly never struggled with something as simple as approaching a possible bedmate. He usually just asked, because it was astonishing what he had won for himself by daring to reach for it. It had always surprised him that others were so afraid to try.

And now he understood why they were afraid. Through almost four and a half years of service, of growing alliance and trust and even friendship underpinned by the persistent heartbeat of desire, David had never yet dared ask for the one thing he wanted most, because he could not bear to learn he could not have it.

He could not ask now, but at least he could give. Lord Richard needed him, and that was better than nothing. “You carry burdens for all your friends, my lord. Someone has to do it for you now and again.”

Lord Richard’s lips parted slightly. He was a big man, absurdly wealthy and infinitely privileged, but at that moment, his expression was so painfully vulnerable that David’s heart contracted with the urge to make all well.

He began to say, “My lord,” raising his hand open-palmed. Lord Richard started to speak at the same time, turning toward him and gesturing as well, and their hands collided in the air.

David couldn’t move away, couldn’t beg his lord’s pardon for the clumsiness. Could do nothing but stand and feel the pressure of Lord Richard’s fingers against his, because his master wasn’t moving either. They should have pulled away, one or both of them, but neither did, and every tick of the clock as they stood and stared at each other, hand to hand, was a hammer blow that nailed the unspoken thing irrevocably into place between them.

The unspoken thing, the forbidden hope, the one point that made David’s service feel like servitude because he could not even ask. But Lord Richard still wasn’t moving, his deep blue eyes locked on David’s and wide with shock, and now they knew. Now they both knew, and there was no pretending otherwise.

David could feel the blood thumping in the ends of Lord Richard’s fingers, unless that was his own pulse. He licked his lips. “My lord?” He cursed himself that it came out as a question.

“Cyprian.” Lord Richard’s arm shook a little, but his fingers didn’t move. “Cyprian—I—”

Footsteps echoed in the hall outside. They both snatched their hands away at the firm knock at the door and were standing in separate silence as Mr. Norreys entered with the radical gaolbird Mason.

David listened to the subsequent argument with about a third of his mind, sorting the details into advantageous, usable, disastrous, while the important thoughts pounded through him. You want me. You know I know it. What will we do? What did that change?

Mason was, it seemed, rather more involved in the conspiracy than Mr. Frey had let on. David mentally consigned the pair of them to perdition as he watched his master’s control slip. He could feel Lord Richard’s fear for his friend, though it was well hidden behind his anger at Mason and the whole damned stupid business.

“Get him out of the country,” Lord Richard ordered, gesturing at the radical. His choice was made. Of course he would not let David take the decision to save a traitor from the noose; he would bear his own responsibility, even if it cost him endless self-reproach and probably Mr. Frey’s friendship.

David wasn’t having that if he could help it.

“This man is guilty of treason,” Lord Richard was saying. “And Dominic will accept an end to this insanity, all of it, or I will make him.”

“You won’t,” Mason said flatly.

“I beg your pardon?”

The radical took a step forward rather than back, glaring up into Lord Richard’s face. Mason was unshaven, gaol stained, and utterly unintimidated. David felt mildly impressed. “I said, you won’t,” Mason said. “You’ve hagridden Dom for fifteen fucking years, and I won’t have you giving him another dose of what’s wrong with him.”

Oh, you shit. That would have hit Lord Richard right in the guilt. His bitterly ended relationship with Mr. Frey had been a running sore for most of their adult lives…

And David could use Mason to burn it out. He could use this calamity, twist it to his advantage. The idea exploded in his head as Mason went on, his tone savage. Lord Richard stood apparently unmoved by the tirade, but David knew that stony expression and what it hid, and he was quite ready when Lord Richard threw a single desperate glance at him.

David met his master’s eyes, conveying a message. Let me do it. Let me work. Trust me.

Lord Richard looked back at Mason as he spoke. “Cyprian.” Brisk and brief. Only David would have known it was a plea. 

“Yes, my lord?”

“Deal with this for me. Whatever seems necessary.” 

Lord Richard turned on his heel and stalked out, back very straight. Mr. Norreys’s lips parted in silent astonishment, but David had no time to deal with the dandy, or with Mason. He murmured an excuse and followed.

Lord Richard stood alone in the hall, rigid with anger, and as David closed the door behind him, his master slapped a palm with brutal force against the expensively papered wall. “God damn it. Damn him.”

“I’ll need free rein,” David said urgently. Nothing else mattered for the moment, not even that touch. He had to do this. “I will make it go away, my lord. I will make Mr. Frey happy. I will deal with it all. Just let me.”

“Do it,” Lord Richard rasped. “That accursed, bloody— Do whatever you need.” He turned jerkily and strode off.

David took a single deep breath before letting himself back into the book room. I will do exactly that. What we need. I will save Mason’s neck and get Mr. Frey out of your way for good. And then, my lord…we’ll see.


Chapter 1

MARCH 8, 1820

“Bear off,” Silas said smugly. “And that’s you gammoned.”

David sat back with a sigh. It had not been one of his better performances, and Silas, a bludgeoning, brutal opponent at the backgammon board, was developing a knack for strategy too. “Blast you,” he muttered, and totted up the points with a wince. In their ongoing contest, Silas’s score was definitely creeping upward.

“Another round?” Silas suggested.

David glanced at the clock. It was only half past midnight, but he shook his head. “I think not.”

“Thought they were on a spree. You can’t be expecting his lordship back before two at the earliest.”

“No. Well.”

Silas shrugged and topped up his glass as David began to pack away the counters. He tilted the bottle toward David’s tumbler in invitation; David shook his head again. “No? It’s probably best. With you on a losing streak and all.”

“Two games don’t constitute a losing streak,” David objected. “Unlike the seven in a row you lost last week. That was a streak.”

He had taken a strong and unexpected liking to Silas, rough-tongued lout that he was. David’s position isolated him from the rest of the household, since valets were outside the hierarchy of servants. He was Lord Richard’s man, answering to nobody else, and it set him apart. He would have tolerated more than solitude for his place, but over four years and more, it had become tiresome that nobody would even give him a game for fear of beating him.

Silas spoke as he liked and not only tried his best to trounce David at backgammon but crowed about it when he did. David was slightly startled at how much he enjoyed having a friend in the house.

Silas took a swallow of gin. “Here, I was reading something the other day that’ll interest you. Philosopher fellow, writing on whether animals have souls.”

“You think animals have souls?” David asked incredulously.

“Me? I don’t think people have souls.”

David winced. “Keep that to yourself. No atheism on Lord Richard’s time, thank you.”

“Don’t ask if you don’t want to know. Anyway, he had a story about dogs who know when their owner’s on his way. They’ll jump to the window or the front door for no reason, couldn’t have heard anything, and five minutes later he arrives. Animal instinct or some such, I don’t know. Point is, they can sense when their master’s coming home.”

It sounded plausible enough, but Lord Richard did not own dogs, and therefore David didn’t care. “Well, and?”

“And what?”

“You said it would interest me. I’m waiting to find out why.”

Silas gave him an evil grin. “No reason.”

David returned a suspicious look, then shut the backgammon box and put it on the shelf. They were playing in his bedroom, since it was more comfortable for everyone if they both avoided the servants’ hall. As Lord Richard’s valet, David had a room big enough to accommodate a table with two chairs, more space than he’d ever had before in his life, but he’d spent too long arranging gentlemen’s rooms to tolerate anything less than perfect order in his own.

“If you’re going to bore me with pointless tales—” he began, and then his head snapped up as the bell rang.

“That’ll be Lord Richard coming home,” Silas observed with immense satisfaction. “Lucky you were ready for him, eh?”

David was momentarily lost for words. “Go shove your mother,” he managed at last. “You blasted gutter-blood.”

Silas lifted his glass in a toast, grinning, as David scooped up his coat. “Off you go. Give his lordship my love. I’ll just finish your gin.”

“I hope it chokes you.” David checked his hair in his little mirror. It was impeccably powdered, none of the telltale red visible.

“Cheers to you too. Night.”

“Good night.” David hurried out. Behind him, Silas coughed stagily. It sounded very like a bark.

Lord Richard had not rung for him, of course. That would never do. The bell was a warning from the footman that Lord Richard had come home so that David could be ready before he was needed. Lord Richard might have brought a parcel of friends with him and intend to stay up talking for hours more, and if he did, David would simply wait rather than let Lord Richard come up to an unattended bedroom. One did not earn the reputation of being the best valet in London by thinking of one’s own comfort.

The best valet in London, occupying one of the best positions. When Lord Richard’s previous valet had left his service to marry, the vacant post had been fought over with startling viciousness by men who were prepared to abandon their masters and sabotage their friends to secure it. David had made damned sure he won that silently waged war. He had wanted Lord Richard, and—professionally—he’d got him.

Of course, every valet in London had wanted him. Lord Richard was a generous employer of immense social standing and, most important, a superb man to dress—too big for the kickshaws of fashion, granted, but his broad shoulders and deep chest carried off a plain style to perfection, and that was where a valet’s skill was best shown. Nothing hidden, everything impeccable.

“The most desirable gentleman in Town,” John Frampling had remarked enviously. He was valet to Julius Norreys, exquisite, who served as a very satisfactory shop window for Frampling’s skills, but there was no love lost between man and master. “Of course, my Mr. Norreys has the better eye and more range, if I may put it that way, but he’s a right cold-hearted prick, if you want the truth. Whereas Lord Richard is a credit to you, Mr. Cyprian, and everyone says he’s a dream to serve.”

That he was. David’s dream. David’s nightmare.

The room was ready, naturally. He moved around it anyway, making sure not a stray hair or spot of dust sullied Lord Richard’s private space. Everything should be perfect for his lordship, always. That was what David did. It was what he was for.

The bed was made, counterpane perfectly flat. He tweaked it anyway.

The bed wouldn’t creak under the weight of two men. Lord Richard disliked furniture that complained of his size, and he was far too wealthy to tolerate anything that he disliked. Lord Richard could have anything he chose.

He could have David.

He didn’t choose to.

They were always in the bedroom, morning and night, David and his master. He brought tea and hot water. Dressed his lordship, groomed him, shaved him, made him the image of a fine gentleman in the morning then took it all apart again at night, always with that bed lurking at the corner of David’s eye. Every morning, Lord Richard could have reached out a hand for him, pulled him onto the bed. Every night, he could have pushed David just a few steps back from the mirror and the marble-topped dressing table and put him flat on his back. David had never presumed to lie on Lord Richard’s bed, but he knew how the counterpane would feel, cool and smooth against bare skin, just as he knew how the bed would dip when Lord Richard’s seventeen stone came down over his own slim frame. He could feel the weight on his chest, his master’s mouth on his, those big, smooth hands cupping his arse…

Another bell. His lordship was coming up.

“Good evening, my lord,” David said as his master entered. “I hope Lord Gabriel has had an enjoyable birthday?”

“He has and is continuing to do so, with enthusiasm.” Lord Richard was not a heavy drinker, but he’d had a few glasses; David could smell it on him and see red pigment on his lips, like paint. His mouth would taste of wine.

David moved behind Lord Richard, reaching up to remove his coat. He stood six inches shorter than Lord Richard and was much more slender, a whippet to his master’s mastiff. In the mirror, as Lord Richard looked at himself, David would be invisible. He always was.

“You’re early back, my lord.” David eased the superbly cut coat off those broad, strong shoulders, feeling the muscles move as Lord Richard dropped them to make his valet’s task easier.

“Mmm. Ash and Harry were in full celebratory mood. It made me feel rather old.”

David clicked his tongue reprovingly. His master was thirty-seven years old, in the prime of life, and his dark brown hair was only just beginning to shade silver over his ears.

“Julius sends his regards,” Lord Richard added. “He asked me to convey that he’d like to steal you from my service and offered a fabulous sum.”

“It’s very kind of him, my lord,” David murmured, bringing the coat over Lord Richard’s hands. Such big, powerful hands, beautifully kept because David kept them, every nail polished and perfectly shaped.

“It’s damned impertinence,” Lord Richard said, as David took the coat to hang it up. “I asked him, if I were married, would he have me convey his messages to my wife?”

David shut his eyes. He didn’t need to see to go about his work, in any case; he could have cared for Lord Richard’s clothes in the dark and identified each coat by touch. He smoothed out the heavy cloth carefully, lovingly, taking his time.

“More to the point,” Lord Richard added, “I met Peter Arlett, and he says that cursed awkward business of his is resolved. Thank you. I trust it wasn’t too inconvenient?”

“No trouble at all, my lord.” Mr. Arlett, a lawyer and one of the Ricardians, had been careless in his cups and revealed a client’s secrets to a Grub Street scandalmonger. David had tracked down the fellow and persuaded him that it would be in his interests to forget what he’d heard. “Mason was very helpful,” he added. “He knows Grub Street well.”

“He’s earning his keep, certainly.” Lord Richard pulled at his cravat. David moved closer, putting up his hands for the cloth, and Lord Richard dropped his own hands to give him access. Such a big man, so strong, yet he stood there passively while David worked over his body. David gently loosened the complex folds, painfully aware of how close his fingers were to the skin of Lord Richard’s throat.

“And I’m very glad you could help Peter,” Lord Richard went on, “although he seems to be convinced it was all my doing. You are giving me an undeserved reputation for omnipotence.”

They’d discussed this before. “Take the credit, my lord. It’s easier for me to work if gentlemen don’t notice me. And I do it all on your orders, so…” David carefully pulled the length of cloth from around Lord Richard’s neck.

“Indeed. The things I ask you to do, or that you know I wish you to do, or that you do without telling me because you know very well I should refuse.” He gave David a pointed look. David adopted an expression of such exceptional blankness that Lord Richard laughed aloud.

He had not been happy at David’s solution to Mr. Frey’s problem. He would have far preferred to see Silas packed off to the Americas than to take the radical into his household. But it had undeniably saved Silas’s skin and repaired Lord Richard’s friendship with Mr. Frey, and after a somewhat stormy few days, Lord Richard had accepted the wisdom of David’s course.

A course that put Silas Mason in front of Lord Richard’s face every day as a reminder that the lost love of his life had found happiness elsewhere and that it was time for Lord Richard to do the same.

It seemed their thoughts were running along similar lines, because his master said, “Dominic was there tonight.”

“Well, I hope?”

“Very well. I have not seen him so content in a long time. I wish to God I could understand why.” Lord Richard sighed. “Not that it matters. I am not required to understand, merely to accept.”

“I like Mason, my lord. He’s an interesting man.”

“So I’m told.” Lord Richard tugged off his signet ring and handed it over. “I trust he’s not trying to convert you to radical causes?”

“I’m not political. Which I think he finds rather trying,” David added demurely.

“God bless you, Cyprian. Oh, well, it makes Dominic happy. For now, at least.” David shot him a questioning look at that. Lord Richard turned up his hands in answer. “It can hardly last, can it? Dominic is a gentleman of good family, and Mason is the sweepings of the street. I cannot think it possible. In the end, the divide is surely too great.”

David stared down at the box from which Lord Richard’s golden fobs and rings glinted at him, a fortune in trinkets casually bought and rarely used. His extremely generous annual salary would have purchased three or four of the smaller items. “There is a divide, my lord. But I think Mr. Frey knows what is right for himself.”

“I would like to believe that. I wish I could.”

“Well, but why not? Mr. Frey is content. Mason is doing useful work rather than fomenting sedition. The Vane libraries are in good hands. Surely all that counts for more than concerns of place.”

“Ah, you are a Benthamite.” Lord Richard smiled at him in the mirror—not his society smile but that rare, sweet, open look that stopped David’s breath every time. “The greatest happiness of the greatest number.”

David had no more interest in philosophy than in politics, and the greatest number could go hang themselves for all he cared. There were perhaps five people in the world for whose happiness 

he gave a damn at all, two who really mattered, and one of those was smiling at him now in a way that hurt his heart.

He moved to unbutton Lord Richard’s waistcoat. It was just on the cusp between perfectly fitted and a little tight; Lord Richard had put on a couple of pounds over the winter. David eased a gilt button smoothly through its slit. “Merely a practical thinker, my lord,” he said. “If it is right for the people involved, then I cannot see why it should be wrong for anyone else.”

“There we differ,” Lord Richard said. “One cannot disregard worldly concerns, or moral ones. Nevertheless, I wish I had been more practical with Dominic a long time ago, and I wish you had been with me then. I feel quite sure you would have helped me do better.”

“My lord, you did what you could. Mr. Frey is responsible for himself.” Another button slipped free under David’s fingers. It was such a temptation to take longer over this, each undoing a little blissful torture. “And whatever has passed between you is done with now. There is no need for regrets.”

“I disagree once more. Do you not have regrets?” Lord Richard asked.

“I can’t see the point. There’s nothing one can do about them, after all. My mother says the sole point of the past is to ensure you don’t fall into the same traps in the future.”

“That is certainly a tempting philosophy.” Lord Richard sighed. “And has some truth to it. You are ever a comfort, my Cyprian.”

David stared at the embroidery in front of him, giving himself a self-indulgent second to absorb the words. Your Cyprian. All yours if you just ask. “I hope to give you satisfaction, my lord.”

“You do.”

“Whatever you need,” David said on a breath, and felt Lord Richard jolt under his hands. He moved his fingers to the next button of the waistcoat, the top one, close to the opening of the fine lawn shirt, and Lord Richard’s hand came down over his, skin against skin, trapping David’s fingers against his master’s chest.

He might as well have grabbed David by the balls.

David looked up into Lord Richard’s face, his eyes indigo in the candlelight and a little wide, as if he was startled by his own act. They stood inches apart, in silence, Lord Richard’s heart beating under David’s hand, and David felt his hard-fought poise crumble like sand walls under the tide.

Lord Richard’s big hand was over his, engulfing it, and either Lord Richard’s fingers were trembling or David’s were, or perhaps it was both. David flattened his fingers against Lord Richard’s chest and felt his master’s fingers tense over them.

There was an endless second, and then Lord Richard lifted his hand. “Enough. I’ll do the rest myself. Go to bed.”

David’s mouth opened. Lord Richard stepped back, not quite meeting his eyes. “It’s late. Go on.”

It was just one in the morning. David had the rest of the evening’s duties to perform. He didn’t want to go, not now with his master’s touch hot on his hand. “My lord—”

“Good night.”

It was a flat dismissal, not to be argued with. “Yes, my lord,” David said in his usual neutral tone, and turned away.

He had reached the door when Lord Richard spoke again. “You are—invaluable to me, Cyprian. I hope you know that.”

“Thank you, my lord,” David managed, wondering how his own voice was so level. “Good night.”

He shut the door without a sound and padded down the hall, face blank, manner correct. Nobody who saw him would see anything but a valet going about his duties. Nobody ever did.

Silas had gone when David reached his own room. He sat on the bed and put his face in his hands, breathing hard.

It was weeks since that touch in the book room, that moment of connection that couldn’t be explained away as valeting duties or accident or anything else. Weeks since Lord Richard had been forced to accept Mason into his own house, to acknowledge that the lost love of his life was happy elsewhere. Weeks of mornings and nights together in a bedchamber, of feeling Lord Richard trying not to respond to his touch, of David knowing that he was right.

Weeks with an increasing conviction that he wasn’t going to get what he wanted.

His lordship might embrace the future, but he wouldn’t embrace a servant. That was all there was to it. He was the marquess’s son, and he held his place with pride and with duty. He did not stoop, and he didn’t abuse his position either. David recalled him dressing down a cousin who’d been a nuisance to a housemaid, his deep voice carrying through two sets of walls with unrestrained anger. He’d forced the scarlet young gentleman to make his near-tearful apologies to the wide-eyed girl and then escorted him out of the house in a way that reminded David of his friend who threw drunks out of a gentlemen’s club. Lord Richard protected his own. It was no wonder his servants adored him.

His lordship carried his birth, responsibility, and principles very heavily indeed. Desire didn’t stand a chance against those serried ranks, particularly not desire for a servant with hair of such a repulsive shade that he’d been ordered to wear it powdered at all times.

He’d seen Lord Richard watching him. He’d felt his lord’s breathing coming harder sometimes as David’s fingers moved over him, felt his big body tense, maintaining control. Another master would have reached for him. David was no stranger to this game; he knew hungry eyes when he felt them on his skin. Lord Richard had wanted him a hundred times, and if he had extended a hand or spoken a word, David would have come willingly. But Lord Richard had not; he never would.

It only made it worse that they both knew. David had felt the crackle of attraction all those years back at his interview for the post, and it hadn’t gone away any more than the sensation of that accidental, long-held touch on his fingers, which had felt so much like a door opening.

But Lord Richard had shut it. He would not reach for David no matter how much he wanted to. And for once in his life, David didn’t know what to do.

He solved his master’s problems and those of his master’s friends. That was easy enough for an ingenious man unencumbered by principles and backed by money and influence. With Lord Richard behind him, he could do anything. With Lord Richard in flat opposition…

In the end, David was only a valet. He could persuade, even disagree, since his master generously permitted disagreement. He could not argue or overrule, defy or persist. He could manipulate, of course; he was fairly sure that he could overcome his master’s objections for a night. Lord Richard was a man, and men could be led; it was what David did best. But a single night was not what David wanted. Not at all.

It was easy to lie when one didn’t care for the truth, to play when it was just a game with living pieces. He couldn’t do that to Lord Richard, because Lord Richard’s truth mattered to David as none other. He did not want to get his way with tricks now, to be the invisible puppet master. He wanted Lord Richard to see him. He wanted him to choose.

And that left David, whose weapons were manipulation and deception, quite hopelessly adrift. All he could do was offer, as blatantly as he might but without saying anything that would force Lord Richard to a decision, because he was too afraid that the decision would be no.

He was perhaps the best-paid valet in London and certainly one of the most envied. The great Cyprian, he was called by some, just as Brummell’s valet had been the great Robinson, and if David ever left Lord Richard’s service, he would be able to name his next master and his salary too. That should have been enough for any man in his position and of his background. More than enough.

But it wasn’t. Because if David Cyprian had been asked to define his own particular hell, it would be night after night in Lord Richard’s bedroom, night after night undressing him with murmured words and infinite care and then walking away to an empty room, again, alone.


Chapter 2

“Excellent, brother. A neat solution.” Philip, Marquess of Cirencester, scrawled his signature on the lawyer’s letter and sat back with a sigh of satisfaction. “Thank you, Richard. That has been a thorn in my side.”

“My pleasure.” Richard piled the papers together so that they were ready to pass to his brother’s man of business. “I think that’s all the outstanding matters dealt with. Have you anything else for me?”

Philip struggled with the written word as badly as any untaught rustic, and no amount of beating at Harrow had helped him acquire scholarship. He did not speak of it, but Richard knew it was a constant humiliation to him and a worry too, since a dishonest clerk might do much harm with an illiterate master. So Philip relied on his younger brother for the administration of the vast Vane estates, as he did his wife for personal communication, and Richard was happy to do it. He was the second son, and had become quite unnecessary when the first of Philip’s three boys was born, but as his brother’s aide-de-camp he was vital to the Vane interests, even if hardly anyone knew it.

Philip shook his head. “No, I think that is everything. Well. Not everything. Do you have a moment more?”

The tone of his voice was worrying. “Brother?”

“I, uh.” Philip interlaced his fingers. “Richard, when will you marry?”

“Marry? Good heavens, where is that sprung from?”

The Marquess of Cirencester was head of the sprawling Vane family and took that duty seriously. Richard preferred to count himself Philip’s ally rather than his responsibility, but if his brother chose to interest himself in Richard’s affairs, that was without question his right.

“You will be thirty-eight on your next birthday. It is not an unreasonable question,” Philip said. “I had five children by your age. Yet you remain resolutely single.”

“Some might say you have children enough for us both. Why do you ask?”

“You must know why.”

That was a cold draught down the back of Richard’s neck. He had always been discreet and had had very little to be discreet about recently, but his circle of friends included men who were not so. They had banded together some years ago, their little society of gentlemen with a taste for gentlemen, because the isolation had been intolerable, but he had come to feel that their mutual allegiance was a danger in itself. If one fell, they might all fall.

If the Marquess of Cirencester, high in the instep to a fault, had heard whispers about his brother, the whispers must have been loud indeed. But that was impossible: Cyprian would have warned him.

He kept his voice as calm as he could. “I don’t know why. Enlighten me.”

“Father,” Philip said, and Richard blinked.

“Father? I don’t follow you.”

“Need I spell it out?” Philip demanded. “Our father married late in life. Do you think I wish to see you wed as our parents were?”

Richard had to take a few seconds to suit his mind to this turn of the conversation, unwelcome but so much better than he’d feared. “You think I intend to follow Father’s example? Wait until my declining years and then wed a girl from the schoolroom? Philip, really. I am not in my dotage, and I have no need to marry, thanks to that well-stocked nursery of yours. If I cannot find a lady with whom I can suit, I shall leave my fortune to my namesake, just as our Uncle Richard did me.”

“Dickie would doubtless appreciate it. But…” Philip picked up a pen and turned it in his fingers as if considering it with close attention. “Eustacia is concerned. She wonders if you are becoming addicted to bachelorhood.”

“I bow to none except you in my affection for your wife,” Richard said. “However, on this matter…”

“You are set in your ways. When a man is too used to being his own master in his own household, can it be easy to change his state?”

“I dare say I shall find out when a lady makes it necessary for me to do so.”

“Good heavens, Richard. You are sentimental.”

“I, sentimental? You are the most devoted husband alive.”

Philip flushed. “Nonsense.”

“Yes, you are, and with reason. If I had the good fortune to find a helpmeet like Eustacia, I should secure her at once. If I could,” Richard added, to make it less of a lie.

“Of course you could. Don’t be absurd. And Eustacia and I met only once before our engagement and no more than a dozen times before the wedding,” Philip pointed out. “Neither of us had more than a tolerable liking for each other at the time of our marriage. You cannot expect affection and loyalty to arise from nowhere; that is youthful fancy. They develop.”

“Not in our parents.”

Philip’s brows drew together. Richard turned up his palms. “It’s the truth. Your marriage would be a matter of envy to me were I not so happy for you. Our parents’ marriage…But both sprang from the same beginnings, a practical arrangement.”

“Eustacia thought you would say that.” Philip sounded grave. “She fears that you will deprive yourself of the chance of companionship and family because you will not risk a mistake.”

“A bad marriage is more than a mistake. And I may not be married, but I don’t lack companionship.” Philip’s brows shot up, and Richard grinned at him. “Not that sort. I have good friends; I have you and Eustacia and a number of children to indulge. I count myself a very fortunate man. On the topic of your children,” he went on before Philip could reply, “I have a paper of sweetmeats to smuggle up in the teeth of Nanny’s disapproval and a wish to see my namesake. May I pay a visit?”

“I see you’re determined to change the subject. As you wish, but if you would consider it, brother? We are only concerned for your happiness.”

Philip’s words nagged at Richard as he headed up the stairs, pausing to examine a new portrait of his eldest nephew and give himself a moment’s respite. He had spoken the truth to Philip, more or less, with the trifling exception of gender. If Richard had such a partner as his brother had, that loving, unflinching ally, he would count himself the happiest of men.

Once, he had. He remembered Philip’s wedding day. Richard had been just twenty-one years old and so overwhelmingly in love with Dominic that he could imagine no other state. He had stood with his remote, solitary older brother as he married a horse-faced woman he barely knew and looked down the great church to where his dearest friend and lover sat smiling at him, and he had pitied Philip with all his heart.

Fourteen months later, as Eustacia and Philip were glowing with passionate joy over their first son, Dominic had left him because Richard had refused to inflict abuse in the guise of love.

Or so he had thought. So he had felt for years, with a raw humiliation that he had mattered so little that Dominic could turn from him to seek degradation in back alleys. Until he had been forced to see the situation from another perspective and had not liked what he saw of himself.

Dominic had been lost, confused, frightened by his own desires, and as devastated by the gap growing between them as Richard had been. Dominic had been in desperate need of friendship, and instead Richard had spent years condemning him, holding on to his own shame and pain without considering how much it added to his best friend’s burden. Their love affair had been doomed, without question, but if he had just accepted Dominic as he was all those years ago…

Richard had failed his dearest friend cruelly and repeatedly and then been forced to watch a penniless Ludgate radical make him content in his own skin for the first time in fifteen years.

It hurt. Painful, ulcerating shame, a wound rubbed more raw every time Richard set eyes on Mason, and he deserved the hurt. He had put his own wants first with Dominic, his longing for their lost happiness, and his friend had suffered for it.

He would not be so damned selfish again.

He stopped outside the nursery door, took a long, deep breath, and requested admittance. One good thing about a gaggle of children shrieking “Uncle Rich!” and demanding largesse was that there was no time for self-indulgent thoughts.

After a lengthy period of handing out smuggled sweets and being a horse for four-year-old Lady Abigail—Cyprian would raise an eyebrow at the state of Richard’s pantaloons—he settled down with his namesake to read. Young Lord Richard, Dickie to his intimates, was a sturdy seven-year-old with bright eyes and a taste for terror, and the book he handed his uncle looked quite bloodcurdling. Richard shot a plaintive look at the nurse, who returned a disapproving one, even as he read out the tale of Lady Mary visiting the sinister Mr. Fox.

“ ‘Over the door of a chamber, she saw the words, BE BOLD, BE BOLD, BUT NOT TOO BOLD, LEST THAT YOUR HEART’S BLOOD SHOULD RUN COLD! She opened it; it was full of skeletons and tubs of blood.’ Good heavens, Dickie.”

“Go on, Uncle Rich!”

“ ‘She left the room in haste and, coming downstairs, saw from a window Mr. Fox coming towards the house, dragging along a young lady by her hair. Lady Mary hid herself under the stairs. As Mr. Fox dragged his victim upstairs, she caught hold of one of the banisters with her hand, on which was a golden bracelet. Mr. Fox cut her hand off with his sword. Snick! The hand with its bracelet fell into Lady Mary’s lap—’ I hope you know that if you have nightmares, your mother will blame me.”

Dickie gave Richard a look calculated to cow any uncle into obedience. Richard sighed and went on with the tale. Lady Mary left Mr. Fox’s hall with what seemed to him a reprehensibly casual attitude toward the other young lady’s well-being and held her peace until the next time Mr. Fox came to dinner, at which time she began to tell of a terrible dream she had had of a visit to his house.

“ ‘She described the room full of skeletons, and Mr. Fox said, “It is not so, nor it was not so, and God forbid it should be so!” which he continued to repeat at every turn of the tale till she came to his cutting off the young lady’s hand. Then Mr. Fox said again, “It is not so, nor it was not so, and God forbid it should be so.” But Lady Mary retorted, “But it is so, and it was so, and here the hand I have to show!,” at the same moment producing the hand and bracelet from her lap. Whereupon the guests all drew their swords, and—’ ”

“Richard Vane,” Eustacia said from the doorway. “Both Richard Vanes. Put that book down at once.”

—

They took tea in Eustacia’s drawing room. She doubtless had a roster of engagements, but she always had time for her family.

Lady Cirencester was not a beautiful woman, or even an attractive one, in an age where women’s beauty was all-important, nor was she charming. Like Philip, she presented a face of aristocratic pride and haughty reserve to the world. Richard was one of the very few privileged to see behind the façade, and that had taken time. Even as Eustacia and Philip had been turning their dynastic marriage into society’s least-known love affair, she had not been prepared to trust her husband’s younger brother with her private self, and he, puppy that he was, had seen only the plain-faced woman his father had inflicted on his solitary brother.

Until he had noticed that she was always, somehow, there when people tried to make Philip read anything. She would interpose herself with a look down her beaky nose that suggested it was an imposition to expect the marquess to do such menial activity, a repellent gesture of worldly self-consequence that made her few friends and diverted all attention her way. And Richard, who had tried so often to protect Philip from the shame of his illiteracy, had felt his heart lurch in his chest.

The day he had stood godfather to the howling red-faced scrap called Lord Richard Godfrey Nevile Vane and seen his brother as happy with his sixth child as with his first remained one of Richard’s dearest memories, and it was all because of Eustacia. He would, therefore, put up with almost anything she chose to hand to him, but there were limits.

“Philip did speak to me on the subject, yes,” he said now. “Don’t feel obliged to add your voice.”

Eustacia gave a very small sigh. “I wish you would consider marriage, Richard. Philip worries for you.”

“Philip worries for everyone.”

“Yes, he does. There is a streak of melancholy in the Vane family that I cannot like.” She must have observed something on his face, because she went on quite deliberately. “I do not scruple to tell you, Richard, that my parents felt a little concern in making the marriage. There is a certain instability in the Vanes. And your mother—”

“We may be grateful you did not heed those concerns.” She was more devoted to the family interests than he was, Richard reminded himself. 

“I am.” She smiled unconsciously, as she sometimes did with the children. If there was a painter capable of capturing those smiles, her portrait would be a sensation. “But Philip fears that you will either go the way of your cousin Alexander and plunge into some unsuitable affair—”

“Really, Eustacia—”

“—or of your father and contract a marriage for worldly reasons that cannot lead to happiness.”

“That I shall not. He had the line to consider. He needed to marry; I do not.”

“But men do.” Eustacia looked just slightly pink. “I am aware of masculine…needs.” That was almost impossible to imagine, but her seven children were far-from-silent testimony. “And more than that, to have a partner, someone at your side. Philip—”

“I do understand.” She didn’t need to spell it out. Philip would have shrunk into a miserable, isolated parody of a man without Eustacia.

“And you are more like him than you think,” Eustacia went on. “You have a gift for friendship, of course, which he does not, but you need a…an ally as much as he does. What is it?”

“Nothing.” She gave him a look. “Or merely that someone else has made that observation to me.”

You want an ally. I prefer a challenge. Dominic had told him that, and it was true, curse it. He wanted what Philip had in Eustacia. Someone by his side, working with him, someone who knew him, a partner in every sense.

Richard knew exactly who he wanted, and he could not have him.

“May we help you, then?” Eustacia asked. “I don’t suppose you would have any great difficulty in securing a lady’s hand if you chose.” That was an understatement; Richard knew himself to be one of the more desirable properties on the marriage mart. “I have made a list—”

“No. Really, sister, no.”

She sighed again. “It troubles Philip that you are alone, and it is impossible to see you with the children without thinking that you ought to set up your own nursery. I may add that you would be an excellent husband, and I can think of at least five ladies who would make you a very suitable wife. If you would but try. I don’t understand why you will not try.”

Richard looked into the delicate china cup. “I have considered it.” It was the truth. Marriage might be quite satisfactory, if only he could believe it was fair to the lady. “I don’t feel I can make a suitable marriage, Eustacia, even on Philip’s command. But if I change my mind, I will gladly consult your list.” He smiled to support his words. 

She didn’t return it. “I am sorry to hear that. Oh, Richard.”

“Is something wrong?”

“You must be wondering why we have spoken to you about this. It is because we both wish you had someone with you now.”

The note in her voice sent the hair prickling up his spine. “What is it? Is Philip unwell? Not the children?”

“No, nothing like that. Philip did not wish to tell you this, and I was not sure we should, but I think we must. Richard, we have had a letter.”

—

He sat in his book room, reading the letter a few lines at a time. That seemed to be all he could manage before he had to break off and look around. It was lighter in here, somehow, more alive. The shelves were filled with his own books, but over the years they had become furniture. Mason had been working through them, rearranging them, and it had given them the feeling of things that he wanted to read once more.

He’d need to choose a few for the journey.

He reached for the bell, stopped himself. He’d already ordered that Cyprian should come to him as soon as the valet returned to the house; repeating himself would be as fruitless as making querulous demands as to where the man had gone.

Cyprian would be about his work. Buying whatever he required for his secret recipe for blacking, or arranging matters with his cronies in gambling hells and assignation houses to ensure that Richard’s friends could find comfort in safety, or exchanging news with fellow servants in a coffee house to ensure he knew more about Richard’s world than Richard did himself.

His ally, his helpmeet. His valet.

Richard stared at the letter, looking through rather than at the spiky handwriting. He tried not to think about Cyprian, ever, but the choices of what he could think about now were both limited and unpleasant.

He should not have touched Cyprian the previous night. Should never touch him. Other men might give in to temptation or self-indulgence; Richard owed his valet far too much to do that. He owed himself a duty, come to that. But the sensation of those buttons coming undone one by one, the feel of those sure fingers approaching the opening of his shirt, where the skin of his chest had felt so naked…

He’d stopped Cyprian’s hand to stop himself, and he’d seen the look on his valet’s face as he did it.

He could have Cyprian. He could pull him close, claim that clever mouth, lay him down on the bed that made itself so very obtrusive in the room whenever they were there. He knew, from nights of imagining, how Cyprian’s slender body would give way to his own bulk, how he’d clutch Richard’s shoulders, how Cyprian’s lips would welcome the invasion…

Or they might not, and in that case, there would be damn all that Cyprian could do about it, because Richard was his master. Richard remembered his cousin, outraged and bewildered at his fury because of course the housemaid whose breasts the man had fondled had made no objection to the master’s relative having his way. How could she, when she needed her place?

Richard was sure—almost sure, so close to sure—that Cyprian wanted him. That moment in the book room…Richard had not been able to move his hand, though every decent instinct, every self-protective part of his brain had screamed at him to do so. He had not been able to take his eyes off Cyprian’s face, so often expressionless, but at that moment giving away so much. Richard had wanted more than anything to reach out and pull him close, and he believed his valet would have welcomed it.

But Dominic had welcomed Richard’s touch once too. Men deceived themselves and one another. They made mistakes or simply changed. And what the devil would Cyprian do if that happened? To think of him forced to pretend enthusiasm or endure unwanted attentions…The very idea made Richard angry. That it could be his doing made him queasy.

Keep your hands off the staff. It was as simple as that. There could be no justice where one party had all the power and the other risked his livelihood with refusal. Therefore, one did not even ask, because one could never be sure that a “yes” didn’t mask “because I must.”

Richard had made too many mistakes in his life; this one would be unforgivable. He was damned if he would put his own selfish wants first with Cyprian.


Chapter 3

“Good afternoon, Mr. Cyprian. His lordship requests you in the book room at once.” Schooler coughed behind his hand, shooting a glance at David’s state of dress. “I believe it is urgent.”

David dropped his parcel on the kitchen table and shrugged off his topcoat. “Thank you, Mr. Schooler. Do you know what’s the matter?”

Lord Richard’s butler was an imposing man, as butlers usually were, and an intelligent one. Other men would have resented David’s peculiar preeminence in the household, where the butler should have reigned unchallenged. Schooler, no fool, had considered whether he was more dispensable than David, as well as Lord Richard’s dislike of domestic brangling, and the two servants had settled into a relationship of weighty courtesy on both sides. Schooler doubtless relished seeing David go to Lord Richard’s presence improperly clad, but he would not say so. “I could not speculate, Mr. Cyprian. His lordship returned from Cirencester House over two hours ago and requested you should attend him at once.” Which you have signally failed to do, he did not add. The two footmen polishing silver didn’t comment either, but David saw the glance flash between them.

He could not expect to be popular. He was too close to the master, too intimate with him, too often the mouthpiece of Lord Richard’s wishes. He was not one with the other servants, and so they enjoyed his discomfiture.

“Thank you,” David said, and hurried through.

It took a little nerve for him to open the book room door. The first order that he had received in Lord Richard’s service was that he should keep his hair powdered. He couldn’t resent it, little as he liked the thick, dry coating; nobody wanted to see that garish red. He was also obliged to wear livery, which had been harder to swallow, but if Lord Richard’s whim was to have his valet clad like his footmen, it was not David’s place to object.

He was redheaded and black coated now, quite out of uniform, but “at once” was “at once,” and if Lord Richard needed him urgently after a visit to the marquess, something was up.

He slipped into the room. The light was poor, as evening was approaching, but no candles had been lit. Lord Richard sat in his comfortable reading chair with a letter in his hand and an untouched glass of wine on the table, staring into space.

“My lord?” Lord Richard looked around, and David saw the little jolt as his master noticed the glaring hair. “I beg pardon. You wanted me at once.”

“Cyprian. Where have you been? No, it doesn’t matter. Sit down. Bring that chair over.” He waved a hand toward the desk.

Sit? David carried the chair over, placed it opposite Lord Richard, waited. And waited some more, because Lord Richard was looking at the letter he held and did not seem quite able to speak.

“My lord, is all well?”

“No. No, it is not.” He glanced at David, at his hair, and then hurriedly away to stare over his shoulder. “I, uh. Cyprian.”

“My lord?”

“Do you know about my mother?”

That was unexpected. David turned the question in his mind, not sure of Lord Richard’s angle. “A very little.”

“What do you know?”

This was not good. “I know that she was a very young lady when she married the marquess your father,” he began with care.

“She was seventeen, he fifty-nine. Go on.”

“She was a Miss Ranelagh, I believe. My lord—”

“Go on, I said. I know you know something. I want to know what.”

Lord Richard was still watching the wall over David’s shoulder. David watched him. “It is my understanding that the marriage was an unhappy one. That Lady Cirencester found matrimony restrictive, and Lord Cirencester found his wife resistant to his authority. I understand that she became ill and was confined for her own safety at the same time as the marquess suffered a severe fall.”

“A fall. Is that all you know, or are you being tactful?”

“My lord, this is not a subject on which I should repeat gossip. If there is something you wish me to know…”

“I was ten years old.” Lord Richard shut his eyes. “It was the school holidays, and we were at Tarlton March, of course. My father liked to be at the family seat. My mother hated it there. She hated it as much as she hated him, and us.”

David sat rigid.

“There was no society. Father did not greatly like society himself, and he did not like Mother to be in London at all. He would not go to Bath for the summer either. That would have been as bad as London.”

Lord Richard didn’t say why. David didn’t ask, because he already knew. Long-ago scandal, a very young woman indiscreetly seeking solace from her marriage to an aged and demanding husband and the marquess’s iron assertion of control.

“So it was just Father and Mother and me in that great house, since Philip had been sent off to a crammer’s. Dominic came over most days and we roamed the grounds together. I recall enjoying that summer, you know. It was hot, and we were boys with trees to climb and streams to fish. And then one day we came into the house to carry out some piece of mischief, and I heard screaming.”

David wanted to touch him. Wanted to hold his hand, kiss it, give comfort, do anything about the look on Lord Richard’s face.

“She had hit Father—he was seventy-six years old—hit him with a brass candlestick about the head and then beat him with it as he lay on the floor. There was blood on the metal, and her hands. We tried to pull her off, Dominic and I, but we were only ten, and she was enraged. She screamed, at my father on the floor and at me.”

“My lord.” David was on the edge of his seat, and be damned to correctness. Lord Richard needed to spill the words out, and it was David he’d sought to hear them. Not Dominic Frey, not any of the other gentlemen who so casually leaned on Lord Richard’s strength. David reached for his master’s hand and felt his fingers, cold and sweaty, close around his own with startling force.

“She informed me,” Lord Richard said remotely, “that every contact with my father had been repellent to her. That his children were nothing but reminders of a period of disgust that had been ended only by his advancing age. That she hated him and us. And all the while, my father lay with a pool of blood widening around his head.”

“Oh, my lord,” David whispered. Both his hands were gripping both Lord Richard’s now, holding tight.

“Dominic ran for help. It was not the first time the servants had heard screams, so they had not interfered. Philip was called, and my cousin Gideon. It was put about that Father had had a stroke and fallen down the stairs, and Mother was taken away. I believe there was a great deal of wrangling with the Ranelaghs about it. My father would not divorce her; she expressed her intention to kill him or herself if she was forced to share a house with him any longer; the Ranelaghs threatened legal action if she was confined to a madhouse. Naturally, nobody wanted that dirty linen washed in public. So in the end, she took Arncliffe House—a Vane property in North Yorkshire—on the understanding that she would not trouble the family further. Father lived another twelve years, and…I have never seen her again.”

“Never?”

“The last I saw of my mother was when Wellsbury—he was the butler, a very grand, stately man—when Wellsbury dragged her off with an arm round her neck, she struggling, my father’s blood on her hands. She screamed, ‘I hate you.’ I did not know, have never known, if she was addressing me.”

“My lord.” David bowed his head so Lord Richard need not hide the sheen in his eyes and held on tight. There was a silence that lasted too long.

“And I mention it now,” Lord Richard said at last, “because she has asked to see me.”

David looked up, startled. “See you? I thought—”

“That she was dead?”

He could have sworn it. The dowager marchioness had already been ancient history when he’d entered Lord Richard’s service.

“She might as well have been.” Lord Richard’s voice rasped. “It was never to be mentioned—her disgrace, the shame…her existence. I was only ten. Philip was seventeen and making his appearance in society since he did not choose to attend Oxford, and when I did see him, he did not want to speak of it. So I…forgot, because I was obliged to forget, until I was grown. I didn’t even think it was strange that she wasn’t at Philip’s wedding. It did not cross my mind.”

“No.”

“And then Father died, and Dominic left me, and I wrote to her. She did not reply. I wrote again. I asked if I might visit her. Nothing.” He grimaced. “I have written to her three times a year for fifteen years and not once received a reply. I don’t know why I kept writing. Duty, I suppose. And now…” There was a husk in his voice that could have driven David to his knees then and there. “She wrote to say she is dying. She said, ‘I wonder if either of Lord Cirencester’s sons would care to bid me farewell.’ And she sent the letter to Philip.” His voice broke on that. “Philip hated her. He has never written to her, not once, but she wrote to him, not me, and— Dear God, how can this still matter? I have not seen her since I was ten, but it feels just as it always did.”

His hands were so tight on David’s that his knuckles felt crushed. He tightened his own grip as best he could. “Oh, my lord.”

“She called us the heir and the reserve. It’s what we were, of course, but it seemed to be all we were. ‘Oh, here is your heir, my lord, and your reserve son with him.’ It seems that has not changed.”

David bit back what he would have liked to say about the dowager marchioness of Cirencester. “What will you do? Will you go?”

“Philip won’t. He won’t forgive her. He doesn’t want me to.”

“You don’t have to forgive, my lord. You don’t have to go, and if you go, you are not obliged to forgive, and if you forgive, you are not obliged to forget.”

Lord Richard swallowed hard. “That is— Yes. Thank you.” He leaned forward then, resting his head against David’s, forehead to forehead, hands joined, and David wondered why people spoke of hearts breaking. His did not break. It crumpled, as if squeezed in a giant’s fist till the blood ran.

I’m here. I will always be here.

Another moment’s silence, and then Lord Richard said, “We shall leave as soon as possible.” His voice was quite calm, quite level. An instruction to a servant whose hands he gripped as if they were a lifeline.

“Yes, my lord. I shall pack directly.”

—

It was a long journey to Yorkshire, and not a comfortable one. The coach had to be as light as possible for speed, so Richard had brought only his groom, Doone, to drive, and Cyprian. Of course he had Cyprian. He could hardly travel without his valet.

Cyprian’s hair was red. The powdering was a time-consuming business and would have been an unnecessary concern on a long journey. Richard had instructed him not to trouble with it. He’d said it didn’t matter.

It is not so, nor it was not so.

He couldn’t seem to forget that damned story. The aggressively red hair, the deep brown eyes, the sharp-toothed grin: Cyprian was Mr. Fox in person, padding silently around the room of the inn where they rested for the night. Richard wanted to push his hands into that hair, to feel those teeth biting into his lips, his neck.

Be bold, be bold, but not too bold.

This was their fourth night on the road, the last before they arrived at Ingleby Arncliffe and Arncliffe House. Days in the coach together, talking casually or in comfortable silence—if Richard didn’t look, that was. If he didn’t look at that damned red hair against pale skin and set himself imagining, because that was not comfortable at all.

At least Cyprian still wore Richard’s dark green livery. The shade that screamed: Servant, do not touch.

He was sitting up in bed in his nightshirt, watching Cyprian arrange his own truckle bed. The usual arrangement for master and man on travels. He would not watch Cyprian undressing; he had not that right. It was none of Richard’s affair if his valet’s chest was sprinkled with golden-red hair, if it trailed down his belly, below his waistband…

Those who restrain desire do so because theirs is weak enough to be restrained.

The words popped into his head, a line from some half-mad poet that Dominic had quoted during an argument. Richard had never felt more like landing his best friend a facer, because it was absolutely, insultingly wrong in every way.

Richard restrained his desire not because it was weak but because he was not. Weakness would be reaching out now, whispering Cyprian’s name, knowing that he would turn, a dark figure in the light of the single candle, and extend his slim, clever fingers to meet Richard’s. Weakness, contemptible weakness, would be indulging his desire when all the risk of it fell on Cyprian’s slender shoulders.

Or, not all. Richard risked losing a valet of superlative skill, a henchman so invaluable he could not remember how he had managed without him, a beloved companion. He might still have taken that risk if it had been his alone, to put an end to the gnawing hunger, but it was not.

It is not so, nor it was not so, and I wish to God it could be so.

“We will be there tomorrow,” he observed, to stop himself thinking.

“Another four hours on the road, perhaps.” The candlelight cast shadows on Cyprian’s face, made his eyes look deeper, his cheekbones more prominent.

“I shall be glad to be out of the coach for a while.” Not that Richard was confident they would be staying long. He had visions of a brief, cold exchange of greetings, or a blazing argument, and getting back in the coach to return to London after a half hour’s visit. “I suppose we will be expected,” he added. He had written to advise the dowager marchioness that he was setting forth at once; but given his purse, his well-sprung coach, and the teams of horses he could call on, he would not be surprised to arrive at Arncliffe House before his letter.

With the decision made, it had been crucial to leave as soon as possible. Cyprian had worked at full stretch to prepare in a couple of hours for a journey of indeterminate length and unpredictable weather. Richard had even waved away Harry, who had emerged from his room with the headache he deserved and something on his mind. Fond though he was of his cousin, Richard had not felt able to hear confessions of drunken misdeeds. And now he was almost there and still had no idea what to think, or feel, or do.

“I don’t know if this is a good idea.” The words startled him as he spoke them.

“It is.” Cyprian straightened, rolling his shoulders to stretch the kinks from his back. Richard wanted to run his thumbs up his valet’s spine, soothe the aches of travel. “Whatever the outcome, you were correct to come.”

“How can you be certain?”

“Because you help people, my lord. You overstaff your houses and pension your veterans and assist your intimates. The dowager marchioness asked for you, and you have come. You have—if I may say so—no obligation to her. What matters is that you have your own standards.”

Richard couldn’t speak for a moment. “I have failed to meet those often enough,” he managed. “I failed Dominic. He needed me to understand, and I did not.”

“It was a very long time ago, and he asked a great deal. You cannot reproach yourself for that forever, my lord. You did your best.”

Richard attempted a smile. “You give me too much credit. I thought that no man was a hero to his valet.”

Cyprian smiled back, sudden and startling. “That depends on the man. And the valet.”

Richard couldn’t breathe for a second. He sat there, mouth open, heart thumping, and, to his dismayed awareness, prick thickening unstoppably at that foxy, irresistible, inviting smile.

Come to me. The words were on his lips. He had but to speak, and he would have Cyprian willingly in his arms; he knew it.

I would hold him, that’s all. Or, just one kiss…

He was a damned self-indulgent swine.

“Get some rest,” he said, forcing the words out, and turned in his bed so that he could not watch.

—

It was cold and miserable the next morning, with rain spattering the windows. Not a day to sit on the box no matter how little he wanted to be in the carriage with Cyprian, or how much.

Cyprian sat in silence, unreadable. Richard stared out of the window at the wide, bleak landscape around them, scrubby fields sliced up by stone walls, feeling the dread curdling within him and, worse, the anticipation that he could not make himself stem.

He had never quite been able to let go of that as a boy. When he returned from Harrow for the holidays, he had always felt that pulse of excitement as the chaise drew up at Tarlton March, and he had run in to see his parents. His father had been old, grim, and stately, but he had ruffled Richard’s hair and listened to his news. His mother had not, and every time it had been a little blow, because he had always believed this time she might smile at him.

Philip had let go of that belief long before the terrible day. Richard, it seemed, had still not.

Arncliffe House was an uninviting foursquare building in the drab tones of the local stone. The gate was open. Doone brought the carriage up to the house; Cyprian rang the bell. The heavy oak door was opened, several minutes later, by a white-capped woman of some forty years. Her eyes widened as she took in the man on the doorstep.

“Lord Richard Vane. I am here to see Lady Cirencester.”

“Aye, my lord? Well.” She stepped back, opening the door, with a look of grim satisfaction. “I’m to tell ye ye’re too late.”

—

She was laid out in her bedchamber. It was a room that could have been made pretty very easily. Richard remembered his mother liking pretty things. Instead, it was austere, the furniture sharp edged and heavy without being particularly practical, as though it had been chosen for its discomfort.

The body was not pretty either, a day after death. It was skeletally thin from the ravages of the cancer that had killed her, the skin yellowed, lips drawn back. Richard had wondered what he would feel on seeing his mother again, but this frail corpse of an old woman was not his mother. He sat by the bed anyway, holding her hand, because it was the right thing to do.

“I’m sorry,” he said aloud. “I’m sorry I was not in time. I’m sorry I did not know you.” There seemed very little else to say, but he went on anyway, speaking into the silence. “I’m sorry that you did not like me, or Philip. He is an excellent man. You were a grandmother seven times over. Did you know that? Did you never want to see them? I’m sorry that you did not want my letters. I dare say it was an inconvenience for you to receive them, but we were always terribly inconvenient to you, Philip and I. I’m sorry that you disliked us so.” His throat was hurting, but now the words had started coming, he couldn’t stop them. “I’m sorry I could not tell you when I fell in love or seek your comfort when it ended. But then, I couldn’t have done that anyway, and at least I never had to worry about gaining your ill opinion, since I already had that. I’m sorry I never mattered to you in the slightest, because it seems you did matter to me. Why did I not matter?” He stared at the body, wishing for an answer. “Why didn’t you write back?”

Her thin fingers were cold and too light. He let them go. “Well, you rid yourself of Philip very effectually indeed, and now you are rid of it all. I suppose I too should have taken the hint. But I am here now, and I would have come before if you had wanted me.”

That seemed all there was to say. He stood, since the chair was hard and built for slimmer hips than his own, and walked over to the little bureau, looking for duty to do. The housekeeper had said that his mother had been a long time dying and had put her affairs in order well in advance. He was glad of that. He would be glad to leave this loveless, lifeless place.

He opened the bureau.


Chapter 4

Lord Richard had decreed they would stay the night, a single sharp sentence uttered through a half-closed door. It made sense, with the funeral the next day, but it was not a welcoming prospect for all that.

Mrs. Briggs, the housekeeper, had a relish for gloom that David found trying. She offered some reflections on the failings of the Vane family, which he silenced with a few sharp words, and was prevailed on to cook a meal for his lordship at something approaching a decent hour, despite the country habit of dining at six o’clock.

Lord Richard ate alone in the dining room. David served him in silence, since that was clearly required, then had a quick supper with Doone in the kitchen.

“Bloody miserable, this is,” Doone muttered. “How long are we here for?”

As long as Lord Richard wishes was the obvious answer, but David and Doone knew each other too well for that. “I’ll make sure we’re able to leave after the funeral. Can you have the horses ready? I held a room at that last inn, so even if we start late, we can be sure of a bed.”

Doone raised a brow. “All under control, is it?”

“I try to anticipate his lordship’s wishes.”

“Aye, well, I’ll be glad if you anticipate him out of here as quick as you can.” Doone drained his ale. “I’ll go see to the tits. Don’t think much of the stables here, I can tell you.”

David went upstairs with a candlestick through the empty, echoing house rather than sitting alone in the kitchen. Really, he should have waited until he was summoned, but he knew he would feel better for doing something.

Lord Richard was in the bedroom David had made ready, on a spindly chair that was quite inadequate for his large frame, staring at the wall.

“My lord?”

No answer. David moved around tweaking things, finding excuses to stay, because something was wrong, badly wrong, well beyond their too-late arrival and a forgotten woman’s death. He could feel it, and it was making him nervous.

“My lord,” he said again and was not answered. “My lord, what’s wrong? May I help?”

“Just leave me, Cyprian. Please go.”

“No,” David said.

That got Lord Richard’s attention. “What did you say?”

“My lord, please. What is it? What’s happened?”

Lord Richard stared at him, poised for an endless second between anger and misery, and then his face convulsed. “She had my letters,” he said thickly. “All of them. The ink was worn away on some of them where she had held them. The paper was rubbed almost through. She must have read them again and again. Every one.”

David dropped to his knees by the chair without thought, grabbing for Lord Richard’s hand. “Oh no. Oh, my lord.”

“If I had just come. If I had not stewed in my stupid offended pride…Oh God, all those years she was here alone, reading my letters, and I never came. If I had not waited for her to ask. And then, when she did, I was too late.”

“You tried,” David said, wanting it to be true. “You did your best.”

“No, I didn’t. I was hurt, and it never occurred to me that she was too. She left a letter—to Philip and me—I cannot speak of that. God almighty, Cyprian, how have I failed so badly?”

“Please, stop. You ask too much of yourself.”

“She didn’t get the last one, the note,” Lord Richard said. “That arrived only this morning. She died without knowing I was coming.”

“She knew.” David spoke with all the certainty at his command. “With all your letters? She will have known. Of course she knew.”

“Oh, Cyprian.” Lord Richard’s fingers tightened on his. “Don’t go.”

David managed to smile. “You couldn’t make me.”

“You—” Lord Richard’s free hand came up, skimming David’s face with a touch so light it was scarcely there. Impossible that such a big man could be so gentle. His fingers caught in the strands of David’s hair, and David, barely believing, lifted his hand to the face he’d shaved so often. He had Lord Richard’s skin under his fingers every day. But not like this.

Lord Richard was very still. Then he leaned in, just a fraction, and David did too, and they were kissing.

It was hesitant, absurdly so. Virginal, even with Lord Richard’s lips barely moving on David’s, his fingers still on David’s cheek. David moved in a fraction, terrified that his master might pull away altogether, and felt the quiet gasp in Lord Richard’s throat as much as heard it. There was a second when Lord Richard was quite still, and then he pulled David’s head forward, and his lips on David’s were still careful but no longer hesitant. There were hands in David’s hair, over his face, his master’s mouth increasingly urgent on his. Kissing his lord in a darkened room, feeling his hunger.

I’m here. I won’t ever go.

They both had hands in the other’s hair now, Lord Richard’s big hands working in David’s long straight locks as though he’d have liked to seize handfuls; David feeling the familiar loose curls as though he’d never touched them before. Lord Richard’s lips were open to his in wide, greedy kisses, tongues tangling, so pleasurable it hurt.

David made an urgent noise. Lord Richard came forward, sliding off the chair or pushing it backward so he was kneeling as well, bringing them face to face, one of his hands skimming David’s back. David dared run his own fingers over Lord Richard’s jawline, then took a firmer grip, and Lord Richard’s lips were hard on his, his hands commanding. Christ, he was strong, leaning over David now and pushing him back in his need, bodies pressed together—

There was a knock at the door.

Lord Richard recoiled from him, snatching his hands away so that David half-fell back on the rug. Their eyes locked for a single appalling, frozen second, and then David shoved both hands through his hair to smooth it, wiped the wet from his lips, and went to the door, making his face blank. He didn’t open the door fully. There was only so much of his body he could control.

It was the housekeeper with some domestic query of such triviality David could barely keep civil. It was a long time since he had worked in a house where every decision was brought to the master or mistress; taking care of domestic matters was what fucking housekeepers were supposed to do. He dealt with the question courteously because shouting would have taken longer, shut the door, and turned.

Lord Richard was sitting on the bed hunched over, face in his hands.

“Uh…my lord?”

Lord Richard looked up. The expression on his face was dreadful.

David’s stomach plunged. “My lord?” he asked again, and wanted to say, Richard? but did not dare.

“Cyprian. I…” Lord Richard shut his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Oh God, no. David went to the bed, dropping to his knees to bring their faces to the same level. “No. Don’t say that.”

“I should not have—” Lord Richard lifted a hand toward David’s face, pulled it away before touching. “That was wrong of me. My fault. You are not to blame.”

“My lord…” David had no idea what he could say to be heard. What he wanted to say was It wasn’t wrong, but they both knew that legally, morally, socially, in the eyes of God and man and his master’s elevated world, it was wrong as hell. “There is nothing you could ask of me I would not give you willingly. Nothing.”

Lord Richard’s eyes widened. David stared into them, heart thudding with a dull, dead feeling, like a muffled drum.

“You should not say that,” Lord Richard said at last. “You should not think it. I cannot— You cannot—” He stopped himself. “Enough. Go to bed. I will see to myself tonight.”

“No. Not now.”

“Yes, now. My God, will you let me keep some decency in this house?” Lord Richard demanded. His eyes were needy, desperate. “Is it all not bad enough without—without—I am not going to tumble you to take my mind off my mother!”

“That was not what we were doing,” David said, voice rising in shock. “It was not.”

“It doesn’t matter. Stop, in God’s name, before this becomes irrevocable.”

“Stop and what?” David demanded. “Stop, and forget that you kissed me? Stop, and feign ignorance of what we both know, as we have since February?”

Lord Richard’s jaw hardened. “What you know, or think you know, is irrelevant. You have your place, and I mine, and we will both do well to remember that. I want you to go.”

David could feel the blood rushing to his face. He was abruptly aware that he was kneeling on the damned floor like a supplicant. He was a supplicant, and he had been refused. “You’re dismissing me.” His lips felt stiff. “After—”

“You told me I could ask anything of you,” Lord Richard said. “I am asking you to leave me now. Don’t make me order it.”

David wanted to make him order it. Look me in the eyes, with my kiss on your mouth, and say that. He wanted to push it, to force a response, to make his master face what had happened.

With Lord Richard’s mother lying dead in the next room.

David shut his eyes for a long moment, then stood. “Very well. Good night, my lord.”

He left the room without waiting for a response.

—

Lord Richard did not meet David’s eyes the next day as he dressed for the funeral service. David had packed blacks since it was his task to think of everything. His lordship took the coach to the little church, though it was less than a mile away, to add to the ceremony of Lady Cirencester’s farewell. It was still raining.

He hadn’t given orders as to what they would do after the funeral, so David anticipated, or decided, for him and packed the luggage as his master paid his respects to the mother who hadn’t wanted him.

David could still feel Lord Richard’s mouth on his.

It was, he knew, impossible. He was well aware of that, had told himself so often enough, had gone to some lengths to find other people to fuck instead. Lord Richard, who didn’t even bed whores for relief, would never violate his place and his principles so far as to tup a servant, and David had to make himself believe that, because the alternative was destruction.

He was proud of his place. He’d worked for it. He’d gone from the lowest possible birth to his own spacious room in an Albemarle Street townhouse and a position at Lord Richard Vane’s side. Silas’s claptrap about the rights of men be damned: David had clawed his way to prosperity, security, and respect through service to a lord. The prestige, the clothing, the luxury of Lord Richard’s station were all at just one remove, bathing David in reflected glory. He should have had nothing more to ask from life.

But he did want more. He wanted Lord Richard and could not have him, and for the first time since he’d entered service at ten years old, David felt himself ashamed. Ashamed of his standing, ashamed of taking orders he did not want, and aware of a bright flame of resentment beginning to flicker at the edges of his mind.

Lord Richard’s obligations took up the whole morning and much of the afternoon. A service, some awkward funeral meats, Lord Richard doubtless giving words of thanks to those who had been his mother’s friends or acquaintances over the last two decades, who probably knew all about her cruel treatment at the hands of the Vane family and her estrangement from her thankless sons.

When his lordship returned to Arncliffe House, past four, David took one look at his face and said, without so much as a greeting, “If we depart in the next half hour, there is a room kept for you at the inn at Thirsk.”

“I should—” Lord Richard began and then said, “Yes. Thank you.”

That meant a scramble for departure and a coach ride in the gathering twilight, but it was worth it to get Lord Richard away from this bloody place. There was no leisure at the inn either, where the innkeeper had taken a lackadaisical attitude to preparing a room and dinner for a guest who probably wouldn’t arrive. David clarified the innkeeper’s obligations for him in strong terms, and the work of making all acceptable for his lordship went some way toward filling up the gaping silence between them in the night.

He couldn’t avoid it the next day, sitting together with Lord Richard as the coach bowled south along the post road toward London.

David was good at silence. That was one of his greatest assets as a valet, since gentlemen wanted servants who were invisible and inaudible except when needed. He’d never felt less invisible than now. Lord Richard was staring out of the window, but David could feel his master’s awareness of him so that he was painfully conscious of every little shift or stretch, and crossing his ankles seemed like an act of aggression.

They had to talk about it, however dreadful that conversation might be. Anything would be better than this awful refusal to look at him. David thought that and said nothing, and endured a luncheon stop in more silence. They got back in the damned coach for another five hours’ jolting along the roads, and David couldn’t stand it any longer.

“My lord.”

Lord Richard had his head back, eyes shut. He seemed not to hear at first, then opened his eyes. “She left a letter. I think I told you that?” He held a hand up, as if to forestall a protest that David hoped his face hadn’t shown. “It was addressed to Philip and me. She said she owed us an explanation.”

“An explanation,” David repeated.

“She talked of her marriage. Called my father despotic, tyrannical. He beat her, you know.” He gave a tiny flinch, a twitch of shame. “He was a powerful man even in his seventies, and he had a temper. She said that the contempt was worse. That he belittled her when she spoke until she did not wish to speak at all. I remember the silence well. And she says her marital duties were…unwelcome attentions. It seems she had a number of miscarriages and two stillbirths between Philip’s birth and mine. I didn’t know that. The way she writes…” There was a muscle jumping in his neck. “My father was a stern man, a strict master, but he was my father, and I had to love him, because I was not allowed to love her—” He stopped, looking startled at his own words.

“Not allowed?” David repeated.

“That is nonsense. I meant— Naturally Father did not wish us to cling to her skirts, even if she had wished us to do so. He never forgave her for straying in the early days of their marriage, you see. He believed in duty, and I always had a sense that she was in disgrace. But my mother’s account—the revulsion— She hated being with child. She says, ‘He made me have children, but he could not make me love them. That I could refuse.’ ”

“My lord, throw it away,” David said. “Don’t read it again.”

“My father was a good man,” Lord Richard insisted, as though someone were arguing it. “He married to secure the line, and she made that bargain. He had a right to congress with his wife, a right to expect children, a right to rule his household. And yet…”

And yet, indeed. David had been brought up in a house full of women whose role was to be fucked, and he recalled quite enough of births and bleeding and cursing at the unwanted fruit of treacherous wombs to have an inkling of how the Marchioness of Cirencester must have felt about her lord’s rights and his rule.

“I’m very sorry, my lord,” he said, because there wasn’t much else to say.

“Yes. So am I.” Lord Richard’s jaw tightened. “And I could have done something. If I had just come to see her, knocked on her door…”

“She was a grown woman, my lord, responsible for herself. And your father is long dead. She had been free of him for fifteen years.”

“I don’t think she ever was,” Lord Richard said. “The letter did not read like one written by a free woman.”

The coach bowled onward.

“My mother suffered,” David said after a while.

“At your father’s hands?”

“N-no, but she had other troubles. Hard ones, and nobody could have blamed her for not wanting the added burden of a child. But she has always said that there is not a great deal of joy to be had in life, so we should snatch it when we can.”

“Your mother is wise. I don’t know if my parents were capable of joy. Certainly not together.”

“Then that was their choice, my lord. They were the Marquess and Marchioness of Cirencester. They were not hampered by the need to scrabble for food or find coals in the winter. They could have lived as they chose.”

“They could not. The position carries immense responsibilities. People depend on our stewardship. We have a duty to our family’s past and our future. My parents had obligations.”

“Philip, Lord Cirencester does not ignore his duty,” David countered, “and you have frequently told me that he is most contented.”

“Philip made the right marriage,” Lord Richard said. “Eustacia is a woman of extraordinary kindness, strength, and intelligence, and she is the daughter of a duke, brought up to occupy a high place. And that is it, Cyprian, that is the point. My mother was a very young, flawed, ordinary woman, aside from her beauty. She did not have the wealth or birth or character to match my father’s, and you see the result of that inequality.”

“Your father could have been kinder.”

“Or my mother wiser. But they were not, and it led to destruction. We should speak of last night.”

The carriage seemed suddenly rather darker. “Yes.”

“I was deeply wrong in—what I did. It was my fault entirely, and I shall not repeat that mistake. I hope you will forgive me.”

“It was not your fault, or mine. It was not a mistake. I wanted—”

Lord Richard raised his hand, a jerky movement. “Don’t say any more. What you said last night—”

“I meant it.” David was on the edge of his seat, muscles tight. “Every word.”

“Stop.” Lord Richard sounded strangled. “Stop, for both our sakes. Damn it, man.” His voice, always deep, was lower than David had ever heard it. “If things were otherwise, if you and I were on a level— But we are not, and that means it is wrong.”

“It cannot be wrong if we both choose it. How could it be?”

“Because my mother chose her marriage!” Lord Richard shouted. “Because you may choose all you like, but the question is, what happens afterwards? Dominic and I chose each other, and when he left me, it damned near cost him my friendship. What would he have done if his livelihood and his home had been at stake? If my touch becomes repellent to you, if you have needs that I cannot meet, or I have wants that you find abhorrent, yet I pay your salary, what will you do? What when I lose my temper with you, and you may not hit back?”

“I know you’re right.” David’s nails were sunk into his palm. “I know that happens, it can happen, but it does not have to happen. You cannot start every liaison in the belief that it will fail.”

“I must,” Lord Richard said. “Responsibility is the price of my position. I know damned well how much I could hurt you, and I will not. I will not.”

“You would not.”

“Easily said. And what if tonight you come to my bed?” David felt his mouth drop open. “Suppose you and I—and you find you were mistaken. In me, in your wants, in the wisdom of accepting your master’s touch. You have made a mistake. What do you do?”

“I am not mistaken,” David said. “I know you, my lord. I know your touch.”

Lord Richard twitched. “That is not an answer. Damn it, Cyprian, think. Would you say, ‘That didn’t please me, we will not do this again’? What would you say if I asked why not or suggested you reconsider? What would either of us do then?”

“I think that I would tell you the truth if that happened. I believe that you would respond with grace.”

“I should like to believe those things too,” Lord Richard said. “But I did not respond to Dominic with grace. And you have not told me the truth of this before.”

The patent unfairness of that took David’s breath away. “Are you saying I should have suggested a fu—liaison, my lord?”

Lord Richard’s eyes widened in shock. “No, of course I am not. Because it is not your place to make advances on your employer any more than it is your habit to refuse my commands. Can you not see how that would make your position intolerable?”

“I see it could be made so,” David said. “But it is not very tolerable now. You asked me for the truth? The truth is that the cat is out of the bag. We both know what we both want. How can we go on pretending we don’t?”

Lord Richard massaged the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know. We must both stop wanting it, I suppose.”

“I have not been very successful at that,” David said. “Have you?”

Lord Richard exhaled hard. “Enough. No more. And I am sorry to say this, but that is an order, Cyprian. I will not enter into a connection that is unjust in its very nature. It is hard enough for men like us to find our way among equals. You are my valet, you are obliged to obey my orders, and if you don’t want to obey this one, then that merely proves my point. We will not discuss this again.”

He spoke with finality, in the voice that demanded instant obedience and sent his entire household scurrying. David opened his mouth anyway. Then he closed it because there wasn’t a damned thing to say.

Must you think so much? he wanted to ask. Can we not just fuck? Can we not shut the world out and let the future take its course? Can we not be as we were, but in bed as well as out?

But of course Lord Richard didn’t just fuck. Of course he didn’t act without thinking or without responsibility. Of course he took charge and decreed how things would be, because he was the master, and David felt the flame of resentment catch and leap a little higher.

Lord Richard was staring out of the window. David turned his head to the other side. The carriage rolled on in silence.


Chapter 5

“My dear fellow,” Julius said. “You look like a cat in the rain but rather less cheerful. What’s wrong?”

Richard didn’t bother to smile. He didn’t feel like smiling. He had come to Quex’s because he had to be somewhere other than his own home but had retreated to the upstairs room hoping it would be unoccupied. Julius, accompanied by Richard’s cousin Harry, was not welcome.

“You do look worried.” Harry pulled up a third chair as Julius sat without invitation. “Richard, I have not had a chance to say: I’m very sorry to hear of your mother’s death.”

“Thank you. I was not well acquainted with her,” Richard added, to forestall further sympathy.

“No. Um, ought I send my condolences to Cirencester? Would that be appreciated?”

Richard made a face. He had given the letter to Eustacia because he had not been able to convince himself he had the right to keep it secret, and Philip had reacted with predictable fury. Neither brother had wanted to think of their father exercising his conjugal rights on an unwilling girl; neither had wanted to consider his own conception in that light; and Philip had gone white as his wife, mother of their seven beloved babes, had read aloud the dowager’s words of horror at the business of child-making.

“Send a card, and don’t speak of it,” Richard said, knowing that Philip had ordered no such condolences be shown to him.

“Is that all?” Julius asked. “You look absolutely wretched.”

“It has not been a pleasant few days.”

“No, well, that has been the case all round, I believe.” Julius sounded sour. “Harry, have you told him?”

“No,” Harry said with a guilty look that made Richard’s heart sink. “You only came back yesterday and, with your mother…”

Harry attracted disaster like few other men. Richard took a mouthful of brandy to sustain himself. “What have you done?”

“Do you remember the night of Ash’s birthday? Well—I would have told you the next day, but you’d had the letter—well, when you left, we carried on for some time, and it was rather noisy, and, uh—”

“They bumped into Lord Maltravers in the Royal Saloon at some unlikely hour,” Julius interrupted. “Ash and Harry chose to be exuberant at his expense.”

“You got drunk and abused Lord Maltravers,” Richard said. “Good God.”

“I wouldn’t say abused.” Harry was scarlet. “Well, we were probably…He’s foul to Ash, you know that. He’s foul to Ash and awful to Francis, and he tried to have Silas arrested—”

“I am well aware of Maltravers’s unpleasantness,” Richard said, riding over him. “That is a reason to avoid him, not poke him with a stick.”

“Wise, but too late,” Julius said. “He is offended and resentful, I am informed by my cousin Martindale.”

Lord Maltravers was a bullying lout, all belligerent pride and consequence. Since he was a duke’s son, he was respected; if he had been born in the streets, he would have been a gutter bravo of the worst kind. He despised his youngest brother Ash, of whom all the Ricardians were fond; he had persecuted Harry for his radical youth; he would doubtless be an appalling husband to Laura Martindale if she were fool enough to marry him.

He had tried to poach Cyprian.

“I did try to make my apology. I went up to him in White’s, but he gave me the cut direct,” Harry was saying.

“Well, then, the devil with him,” Richard said.

“I beg your pardon?” Julius asked.

“The devil fly away with Lord Maltravers,” Richard clarified. “If he is offended, let him stew in it. I have no interest in salving his pride.”

Julius exchanged a glance with Harry. “Richard, are you quite well?”

“Perfectly well,” Richard growled. “Merely unwilling to waste my time on trivia.”

“Well, I’m sorry,” Harry said, ruffled. “I didn’t mean to bother you. I just thought you should know. Would it be all right if I asked Cyprian—”

“No, it would not,” Richard snapped. “For God’s sake, let him be.”

“What on earth is wrong with you?” Julius demanded. “Good Lord, Richard, I wish you would deal with whatever has been riding you for the last months. You are becoming intolerable.”

“What’s wrong is that I have no patience for foolishness, and I have had quite enough of everyone’s idiocies being dropped at my doorstep as though Cyprian has nothing better to do with his time. Solve your own problems, Harry, or stop creating them.”

Harry’s eyes widened, scarlet rushing to his cheeks. Julius said coldly, “Unjust, Richard, and discourteous. If you have not time for your cousin, then we will bid you good evening. And if this is still that mysterious thwarted love affair of yours, in God’s name find something to fuck and stop snarling at everyone.”

“Be damned to you.” Richard pushed himself out of the chair and headed for the door. He did not want something to fuck. He wanted Cyprian, so badly it hurt, so badly that his palms were nail marked from the effort of self-control, and to have that thrown in his face by Julius of all men was an insult.

“Oh, Richard, wait,” Harry called after him. “Will you not talk to us? May we not help?”

Richard slammed the door behind him and hurried down the stairs.

It was not tolerable. Nothing was tolerable. He felt as though his clothes were too tight or had some infestation, something that made him uncomfortable in his own skin.

For three long miserable nights, he had tried not to watch Cyprian moving around the rooms of the inns they’d stayed in, correct and unreadable. For three long days, they had sat in silence on that endless, hellish journey. He had hoped, then prayed, that they could resume their previous ease, because he had not been aware quite how much they used to speak to each other until that connection had been severed.

He had severed it when he had been so damned self-indulgent as to kiss his own valet.

He’d done the right thing after that, but he was very afraid it had already been too late. How could he say, I will not abuse my position when he already had? He had put Cyprian into precisely the situation he’d been trying to avoid, in which their wants clashed instead of mingling, and the valet was obliged to obey the master.

Though he knew damned well that their desires were in harmony as far as wanting each other went. The thought of that kiss made his breath catch still: Cyprian in his arms, the feel of his hair. His Mr. Fox, so warm, so willing.

He wished to God he could talk to someone about this. But there was nobody. Certainly not Dominic, whose unequal affair Richard had condemned in the strongest terms. None of the few friends who knew he preferred men would consider a liaison with a servant anything but ludicrous. It would be the greatest joke: Richard Vane, so high in the instep, bedding a servant. Word would spread like wildfire, and once it spread, David would be fair game for looks and gropes and approaches, because servants who made themselves available to one man were fair game for all.

Not that his closest friends would bother David, but there were others. Peter Arlett had commented more than once on your pretty henchman, and Richard knew his ways. He very much doubted he could make Peter, or Absalom, or the others who might not touch but would without doubt mock, understand his feelings went far deeper than lust.

Nobody would believe that Richard left evening pleasures promptly because it gave him longer in his valet’s company, that he took such care over his clothing because it made two hours’ dressing with Cyprian unexceptional. That he would rather talk to a liveried servant than to any of the gentlemen who were his closest friends.

He did not want his feelings to be the topic of jokes, or raised brows. He did not want coarse remarks at his valet’s expense any more than at his own. He did not want to bring any more misery to Cyprian.

Because Richard knew damned well that he’d hurt him. Cyprian didn’t show it, except for an unusually tight set to his mouth, but he had retreated into his valet’s manner, correct and obedient and larding every sentence with my lord. One kiss, one single shameless indulgence of desire instead of duty, and Richard had destroyed their friendship. He couldn’t imagine what damage he might have done if the housekeeper hadn’t interrupted them.

Or rather, he could. Cyprian on his back on the bed, gasping Richard’s name, and at his side forever after, with pleasure dancing in his brown eyes and no need to worry about freedom to choose because neither of them would ever change his mind. Kisses and caresses in the bedroom as he went about his duties. Richard’s beautiful, brilliant valet, making love to him all night—those skilled fingers, that clever mouth—and then getting up at five in the morning to black his boots.

Richard had to push that last thought away for the nausea that rose in his throat at it.

He stalked into his house and straight up to his room. He wasn’t tired, but nor did he want to stay up and read, or drink, or speak to anyone. He couldn’t imagine what he did want, except for what he couldn’t have: Cyprian’s body, Cyprian’s companionship, Cyprian.

Time would soothe things down to where they were before. Richard had told himself that over and over again. Eventually, it might become true.

Cyprian was, of course, waiting for him in the bedroom, his red hair caked in white powder, the visible sign of his position.

“Good evening, my lord.”

“Good evening.” Richard stood as he always did, felt Cyprian slide the coat off his shoulders, wished this were over.

Cyprian moved around Richard in silence and stood in front of him. Richard stared at the opposite wall, so aware of his valet’s movements, of the way the powder clogged his fine, fiery hair, hiding it in a plaster shell. Cyprian’s fingers reached for the button of Richard’s waistcoat with just a little tremble, a little too much pressure. Richard inhaled sharply.

And then, quite suddenly, Cyprian’s hands were on him, clasping his waist with desperation, and the valet was talking far too fast.

“I can’t do this. I can’t, I won’t, it is not fair to ask it. For Christ’s sake, stop doing this to us. I don’t care what else it means, I don’t care what you want of me, but I cannot do this when you will not even look at me—”

“Stop it.” Richard grabbed his hands. “Cyprian, stop it.”

“I will not.” Cyprian’s eyes were fever bright. “I will speak. And you have to hear me, Richard. You must.”

“Control yourself!” The first name was a drenching shock. This is how badly wrong this has gone. Your fault. “You go too far.”

“I am not pretending any longer. This is not something you can ignore and order me to be silent about.” Cyprian swallowed. “I love you.”

Richard balled his fists against his surging panic. This could not be happening; his valet could not be wrenching the world out of alignment. He had no idea what to say. “No. I told you no.”

“I don’t believe you,” Cyprian said, and grabbed for Richard’s face.

It was an attempted kiss, no more, and Richard was far the taller and stronger. But it was an attempt on his person when he had made himself very clear indeed, and birth, manhood, and thirty-seven years of giving the orders all cried out at once in outrage.

Richard pushed him away.

He didn’t intend to do it hard. He simply put both hands to Cyprian’s shoulders and shoved, and perhaps Cyprian had already been moving away, because the smaller, slimmer man went stumbling backward just as though Richard had intended to send him crashing to the floor. His back hit the marble top of the dressing table so hard that its bottles and brushes rattled and fell.

Cyprian flailed for balance, grabbed the tabletop to catch himself, and stared at Richard, face almost as white as his powdered hair. Richard stared back, appalled and furious and sickened at himself, the blood thundering in his ears.

“Go,” he rasped. “Leave.”

“R—my lord…”

“Just go. You are dismissed,” he added, as though formal words would somehow restore the order of things.

Cyprian hauled himself upright. His mouth moved in the shape of Yes, my lord, and he left the room.

Richard waited until the door was shut, until he heard the footsteps hurry away, and then he slid to the floor, put his fist to his mouth, and bit down hard to stop himself crying out.

—

David grabbed for his clothes, hands shaking. Shirt—he should fold that, but his fingers seemed to have forgotten the movements that ought to have been second nature. A coat, black. Not the green. Never again Lord Richard’s green.

What had he done, what had he done…

He wasn’t even sure what to take. He could pack Lord Richard’s extensive wardrobe for all occasions by instinct; his own few possessions now seemed to be a sprawling mess. He couldn’t take everything. He’d need to send for it all, need a trunk, and time, and will to act.

He wasn’t sure where he was going, even. This was his home, had been for four and a half years, until he’d burned his life down with one stupid, uncontrolled, unplanned, stupid act.

The outrage in Lord Richard’s eyes. The anger. David curled over himself, shirt crumpled in his hands, chest airless with despair.

There was a repetitive tapping noise. It had been going on for some time. David hadn’t cared, and he didn’t care when he heard the door open behind him.

“Foxy—” Silas began, and then, “David? What’s wrong?”

“Get me out.” David needed, urgently, to be away from the catastrophe he’d created and the self-inflicted humiliation. “Get me out of here.”

“Right. You sit down, I’ll pack your bag. Saying goodbye to anyone? Want anyone to know where you’ve gone? Doing a flit, fair enough.” Silas stuffed clothes into the bag in a way that should have made David wince. “Got somewhere to go?”

He didn’t. He lived here, in Lord Richard’s house and in Lord Richard’s light. His acquaintances were fellow valets, who would have just one response to the news his position was now free, and the men and women he used to order Lord Richard’s life, which he wouldn’t be doing any longer because he couldn’t go back.

His entire existence had been woven around Lord Richard, and with him ripped away, it was a mess of torn and dangling threads.

“Jesus wept,” Silas muttered. “Right, you, up. I’ll get you somewhere and we’ll sort the rest of it out tomorrow.”

He hauled David up with a powerful hand on his arm and set him moving with a push between the shoulder blades. David walked, automaton-like, through the corridors of the house he’d ruled by proxy, and Silas followed at his shoulder. They had to pass through the servants’ quarters, the kitchen, heads turning as they went. A footman began, “Mr. Cyprian—?” and recoiled at Silas’s snarl.

Then they were outside, into the mews behind Lord Richard’s house, past a footman in his shirtsleeves giggling with a housemaid in the dark. They both stiffened with guilt as David passed. Silas shoved him again, hand in the small of his back where he’d hit the table, and he gave a gasp of pain.

Across Piccadilly, and right, and through the dark service ways behind the big houses, a route David had walked a thousand times, but still he took in where they were heading only when they were at the back door of the gambling hell and club where the Ricardians met. Quex’s.

“I—no,” David began, not sure what his objection was except that this was Lord Richard’s domain. Silas ignored him, rapping on the door. A kitchen maid pulled it open, began a cheeky remark, and jolted as she set eyes on David. “Yessir.”

“Less of it, Mary,” Silas told her. “Go get Will or Jon or both of ’em, there’s a good girl, and let us in somewhere I can get this one sat down.”

David was slumped on a chair in the study, shaking hands clasping a tumbler of gin he didn’t want, when Will Quex and Jon Shakespeare came in. They were both wearing Lord Richard’s green, of course.

“Foxy?” Jon demanded. “What’s happened? Is he all right?”

“No idea,” Silas said. “Found him like this, can’t get any sense out of him.”

Will snatched the tumbler from David’s hand. “Oh, for God’s sake, not gin. Get someone to make some tea, with lots of sugar. Look at him, he’s shaking. David?” He crouched to snap his fingers in front of David’s face. “Oi. Wake up.”

“What’s the bag for?” Jon asked. “Why’s he here with a bag?”

“He’s left Vane,” Silas said. “I think.”

“Bollocks,” Jon said. “You wouldn’t get him out of there with a winkle pin. You didn’t resign, did you, Foxy?”

David had no idea what had happened. Had he been sacked? Lord Richard’s words were already lost in the fog of panic and humiliation.

If he hadn’t been sacked, it was just a matter of time. He’d damned well earned it, and the thought of how angry Lord Richard must be now, of what he’d ruined, was freezing out everything else.

“I can’t go back,” he whispered.

“Why not?” Will demanded. “What the hell did you do?”

“Or, what the hell did his lordship do,” Silas said. “He’s hurt, I reckon.”

Jon took David’s face in his hand and tilted it up. It wasn’t wrong; they’d fucked in the past, since Will and Jon liked a third and needed someone to keep their secret, and Jon was a good man, but David pulled his head away. He didn’t want to be touched by anyone. “David? Did he hurt you?”

“It was my fault,” David jerked out. “I shouldn’t have…It was my fault.”

“I don’t much like the sound of this.” Jon’s voice was hard.

“Nor do I,” Silas growled. “Why don’t I go back and ask his lordship what the fuck he’s been playing at?”

“Hold your horses,” Will snapped. “Oi, Foxy, make some sense. What happened? And you’re going to have to tell us, one, because if you’ve fucked things up, we’re all neck-deep in turds, and two, because Silas is about to march on Albemarle Street and accuse his lordship of outraging your virtue, such as it is. Which I’d pay good money to see, but not if he’s barking up the wrong tree. Now.” His voice gentled. “Did the fucker do anything you didn’t want, sweetheart? Did he hurt you?”

He’d done everything David didn’t want, and there was a painful bruise coming on his back where he’d hit the dressing table, so it took a few seconds for Will’s meaning to sink in. As it did, David sat up sharply. “No! He did not. Don’t say that.”

Glances were exchanged over his head. “Are you sure about that?” Jon asked. “Just because he’s a gentleman—”

“He didn’t touch me.” David stared at the floor. “It was me. I—Christ—I tried to kiss him. My fault. He said no. He said— And he pushed me away, and I…fell.”

David felt Jon’s hand on his shoulder. “Oh, Foxy. You stupid sod. Playing rantipole with a lord, what the hell were you thinking?”

“I thought we could. But I’m his valet. I’m his inferior.” The word came out with such force that he startled himself. “He wouldn’t listen.”

Will snorted. “Well, no. What did you expect?”

“Aye, but Silas is fucking a gentleman, and he couldn’t get more inferior if he tried. How’s that go?” Jon’s voice slid into a Ludgate rasp. “Beg your pardon, Mr. Frey, but might I trouble you for a buggering, sir?”

Silas glowered. “Up your arse, Shakespeare.”

“The point is,” Will said, “you made your try, and he didn’t want it, and he’s turned you off. So now what?”

“I don’t know.” A mug was shoved into his hands. David gulped tea, closing his eyes.

“You can get another position, right?”

He could, of course, but the idea was sickening. To dress another gentleman, to be reduced to simply valeting—because he wouldn’t make the same damn fool mistake twice; he wouldn’t put his soul into the job ever again—to see Lord Richard under other hands…

“He’ll give you a reference, won’t he?” Jon said. “I mean, he won’t give you trouble finding another gentleman, right?”

David’s eyes snapped open. “He wouldn’t do that. I’m sure he wouldn’t.”

There was a knock on the door, and a footman poked his head in. “ ’Scuse me, gents, but Mr. Shakespeare’s needed upstairs.”

Jon straightened. “On my way.”

“I’d better go too,” Will added. “I’ll get you a room made up, Foxy, but if Lord Richard’s in a temper with you…”

“I’ll be gone tomorrow,” David said. “Thank you.” 

They left. Silas squatted on his haunches looking into David’s face. “Well, this is a muddle. You got anywhere to go?” David shook his head. “What about money?”

“Plenty.”

“That’s all right, then. I’ll pack your trunk and get your stuff here tomorrow, and we’ll put our heads together if you’ve not decided what to do for yourself.” He grimaced at whatever he saw in David’s face. “You hauled me off the gallows, mate, I can pack you a bag. And, Foxy? You’ve made a bloody awful mess of this, no question. But you’d as much right as any man to give it a go.” He clapped David on the arm. “Best off not bothering, mind. Bloody gentry, they’re not worth spit.”

“You’re fooling nobody but yourself,” David managed.

Silas snorted. “Aye, well, there’s always an exception proves the rule.”

A maid showed David up to a small room some while later. He blew out the candle, lay on the truckle bed knowing he would not sleep, and was astonished to find Will Quex nudging his shoulder in the golden light of a well-advanced spring morning.

“All right, Foxy. Silas brought your trunk over. Want some tea?”

David muttered his thanks, sitting up. Silas hadn’t packed him a nightshirt, so he had slept naked, but Will had seen it all before.

“Here you go, ginger-pate, get that down you. Sounds like you’ve left a right mess back at Albemarle Street. His lordship’s raging all over, demanding you found urgent-like. Silas reckons he’s on for a billingsgate when he gets back there. He’s gone for a nice long walk first to let his lordship get his dander up.” Will grinned evilly.

“He’s going to quarrel with Lord Richard?” David said. “If he gets himself dismissed—”

“That’s his problem,” Will interrupted. “His, or Lord Richard’s, or Mr. Frey’s, or whoever wants it. Not yours. The gentlemen are going to have to look after themselves now.”

“But—”

“Oi.” Will gave him a pat on the arm. “You need to go away. A long way, so you can remember who you are, which ain’t Lord Richard’s man, and what you’re for, which ain’t his service. I know what I’m talking about here. You carry on being the one who does everything for other people, you’ll end up with nothing left of you.”

Will had been born Susannah, with four loutish brothers and a drunken father. He’d stolen a set of clothes at the age of thirteen, when his father began considering what he could get for his daughter’s body; fled Southwark forever; and crossed the river to claim a life of his own that was not at any man’s command. As he’d observed more than once, it was a shitty life as a woman.

If anyone found out that Mr. William Quex, owner of a gentlemen’s club, had women’s parts, he and Jon Shakespeare could be disgraced, ruined, maybe even prosecuted if the gentry felt vindictive. In their turn, they could reveal enough to hang half of Lord Richard’s set. David had kept that delicate balance to everyone’s benefit, and now he had a terrible sense that the whole edifice might topple without him.

He should have bloody listened to me, then.

“Do you know where you’re going?” Will was asking. “Family?”

“I thought I might visit my mother. I’d like to see her.” And she’d understand. There was nothing he couldn’t tell her, no shameful stupidity he could commit that she wouldn’t respond to with a throaty laugh and a hug. Whatever it was, she had, after all, done worse.

He wanted his mother, and that was an absurd admission for a man of thirty-four. Still, there was something nagging at him, and contemptible though it was, he had to ask. “Did you say Lord Richard was looking for me?”

Will rolled his eyes. “Don’t be a prick. If he’s angry, it’s probably because nobody else can find his boots. And even if he’s missing you, that don’t change a thing. You need to get this”—he tapped David’s forehead—“straight. He’s a lordship, he’s way above you, whatever Silas Mason says, and mostly, you’re not his valet any longer, so stop moping like a maiden in the play. I want my cunning ginger sod back.” He gave David a quick hug. “Breakfast in the kitchen, and then piss off before you get us in trouble.”


Chapter 6

If the night that Richard threw Cyprian out was bad, the next morning was far worse.

Richard had lain awake in bed for hours, seething with anger and shame. At himself, at Cyprian, at the whole accursed, stupid situation. He’d had to stop himself going down the corridor, knocking on his valet’s door. Are you all right? he wanted to say, and I’m sorry, and then other things, pleas and promises that he could whisper in his imagination and never speak in life.

This was why you kept your damned hands off the damned staff. His weakness had led his perfect servant to use Richard’s first name and ignore his wishes. Led him to presumption. To desperation.

I will accept his apology, he told himself, which, as the hours passed in darkness, became Of course he won’t resign, and then I won’t accept his notice, and at last I’ll tell him I’m sorry. We’ll talk about it. He was wide awake well before the time Cyprian always came in with his morning cup of tea, waiting for him. But Cyprian didn’t come.

Richard allowed a full quarter hour to elapse before he rang the bell. He rang again a couple of minutes after that, impatiently, but it was still longer before the door opened to reveal Tallant, the undervalet. It was a position exclusive to Richard’s household. Cyprian had so many other duties to perform that he needed an assistant for the routine tasks.

Morning tea was not a routine task, and if this was Cyprian’s idea of a statement…

“Where is Cyprian?” Richard demanded.

“I don’t know, my lord. Mr. Cyprian is not in the house.” Tallant placed the cup of tea carefully by Richard’s bedside.

“What do you mean, not in the house? Where the devil is he?”

“I don’t know, my lord. He left last night, and it is not clear if he returned.”

“What? Where has he gone?”

“I don’t—”

“Stop saying you don’t know, and find out!” Cyprian would have had an answer, and if he didn’t, he’d have been looking for one already, instead of repeating witless responses.

“Yes, my lord.” Tallant fled in a controlled way.

Richard fumed until the undervalet returned. His manner did not seem optimistic.

“Ah, my lord…” Tallant met Richard’s eye, quailed visibly, and spoke. “Mr. Cyprian’s room is in some disorder, my lord. Mr. Schooler knocked on his door earlier and ventured to look in case he was unwell. Mr. Schooler believes he has left the house.”

“Obviously he has left the house if he is not present. Get Schooler. No, wait. Get my clothes.” Richard had to be dressed. He could not do this in his nightshirt.

Tallant was no substitute for Cyprian, but he did his best. Richard hurried him through the dressing and sent him off to fetch Schooler.

Cyprian could not have packed and left. No matter the previous night’s appalling episode, he would not have gone. That was absurd.

Schooler knocked and entered, stately as ever, and one look at his grave expression gleaming with suppressed enjoyment made Richard’s heart plummet. Clearly the man knew something. “Where’s Cyprian?”

“It seems Mr. Cyprian was witnessed by several staff leaving last night in the company of Mr. Mason, my lord. Mr. Mason carried a large bag. This morning, I was concerned that Mr. Cyprian had not risen as usual. I ventured to knock on his door and discovered that his room was in disarray and his bed had not been slept in.”

“When was this?”

“An hour ago, my lord.”

An hour. Richard could have been looking for a full hour. “Fetch Mason,” he said through his teeth, holding back You pompous imbecile. “Have him wait for me in the book room if he is not already there.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Richard hurried downstairs to the book room. Mason was not there, a fact that caused Richard disproportionate irritation, which flamed to anger when Schooler finally appeared alone.

“Well?” Richard demanded.

“My lord, I beg your pardon, but it seems Mr. Mason has left the house with Mr. Cyprian’s remaining possessions.”

“What?”

“His property has been removed since I inspected his room, my lord, and it appears Mr. Mason requested that one of the footmen help him with a trunk not twenty minutes ago. I conclude—”

“Where did he go?”

“James could not inform me, my lord. Mr. Mason left with the trunk on a hand cart and did not vouchsafe his destination.”

“When he returns, I shall see him at once,” Richard ordered, jaw aching from maintaining control. “Get me breakfast; get me coffee; and if you find out what the devil is going on, I wish to be informed immediately.”

Breakfast came. Mason did not. Richard scrawled a furious note to Dominic at the Board of Taxes. He’d given Dominic his word that Mason would have shelter in his house for as long as was needed, but that didn’t mean the fellow could do as he pleased and particularly not if it meant helping Cyprian—

Help him do what? Escape?

A good hour passed before Mason came in with a cursory knock. “Your lordship.”

“Where is Cyprian?” Richard demanded.

“Couldn’t say.”

“Don’t give me that,” Richard snarled. “You left the house with him last night and cleared his room of his possessions this morning.”

“Aye, I did that,” Mason agreed. “He asked me to. His possessions, he can do as he pleases with ’em.”

“Then where is he?”

Mason shoved his hands into his pockets, a disrespectful gesture that made Richard’s temper leap. “Couldn’t say.”

“Where did he go?”

“Ah, well, I could tell you that,” Mason said. “But it wouldn’t do you much use, because he’s not there now. Went off as soon as he got his trunk.”

Richard slammed his hand on the table. “You will tell me what the devil is going on. Where he is, why he left—”

“Well, that one’s easy.” Mason was infuriatingly calm. “You turned him off, remember?”

“What?”

“You dismissed him, your lordship. Last night. Slipped your mind?”

“I did not.”

“Sounded like it to me. And I’ve an inkling he’d remember.”

“No, damn it. I told him— He must have misunderstood.” Richard had to bite back an urge to beg the radical lout for more information. Cyprian surely could not have thought Richard had meant permanent dismissal. He could not have left without farewell, without giving Richard a chance to speak. “It is a misunderstanding. Where has he gone?”

“Still don’t know, your lordship.”

“Then you will be well advised to find out,” Richard said savagely. “Go wherever you last saw him, and ask, damn it.”

Mason blew out a noisy breath. “There’s something you’re missing. He doesn’t want to be found. He doesn’t want you finding him. So, no, I’m not going to help you do it.”

Richard stared at him. “But—why would he—”

“Couldn’t say. Maybe he’s put up with enough from your lordship.” Mason shrugged with deliberate insolence. “Don’t blame him.”

It was pure relief to lose his temper. Richard did not do it often, because a man in his position who indulged a bad temper became a tyrant. He lost it now, spectacularly, bellowing his anger and frustration in Mason’s face with a shameful awareness at the back of his mind that he was doing it because Mason could take it. The radical had withstood hours of interrogation at Bow Street on a charge of high treason; he’d been flogged and gaoled for seditious libel and had not stopped for any threat short of hanging. He stood unmoved as the storm of Richard’s futile fury raged around him.

“You will damned well tell me what I want to know, or I will have you thrown out of this house and delivered to the gaol you should be haunting, you gutter-blood democrat!” Richard was shouting when the door opened without a knock. “And what the hell do you—” He stopped abruptly, seeing that the uninvited entrant was Dominic.

“Morning, Dom,” Mason said. “Join the party.”

“Good day, Silas, Richard. What the devil is going on?” 

“Cyprian.” Richard’s throat felt sore. “He’s left me.”

“Cyprian? Why is that Silas’s responsibility?”

Richard set his teeth. “If you could request your damned insolent werewolf to inform me where I may find my valet—”

“He ain’t your valet, your lordship,” Mason said. “You gave him his marching orders.”

“I did not!”

“You dismissed him?” Dominic asked. “Why on earth—”

“I did not. It was a misunderstanding. I need to explain. I need to speak to him.”

“I should damned well think you do,” Dominic said. “Are you insane? Have you considered how much he knows? You put your entire faith, all our safety, in his hands, and now you have had some sort of quarrel, and you don’t even know where he is? What if he’s at Bow Street laying a charge against us?”

Richard stared at Dominic, appalled. “He would not. I am quite sure he would not.”

“What on earth did he do?” Dominic demanded. “What in heaven’s name was worth not just squabbling with a servant but endangering every man of us?”

Richard sat at the desk and put his face in his hands. “Oh God. Oh, hell.”

He could feel Mason and Dominic exchanging looks above him. Mason said, “Dom, Foxy’s a decent cove. He might be pissed off, but I’ll swear he won’t inform. And nor would I, so I’ll leave you two to your chat. If I may beg his lordship’s permission to leave the room, I mean.”

“Go away, you republican swine. Richard, my dear…” Dominic paused as the door closed behind Mason. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

“No,” Richard said with entire truth.

“Mmm. Is there something you ought to tell me, want to or not? Because…Julius mentioned some affaire of yours….Sit up.” His voice cracked like a whip. “Sit up, and look at me at once. What have you done?”

“Dear God, Dominic.” Richard pushed himself to his feet, needing to move. “If you must have it, I have become overfond of my own damned valet. Is that enough for you? Must I say more?”

“Yes, you damned well must, once I have said some things to you first.” Dominic’s dark eyes were snapping with rage. “You dared to read me a lecture on the inequity of my relations with Silas—”

“I know. I know.”

“That was the worst period of my life; you gave me nothing but moral disapproval for lowering myself to associate with a man below my station, and all the while you were fucking your valet?” Dominic had a talent for shouting in a whisper that Richard, with his deeper voice, could not match. “After all that sanctimonious claptrap that I was abusing my position? You whoreson hypocrite. You utter shit.”

“I wasn’t,” Richard said urgently. “I had not laid a hand on him then, I swear. I was trying not to touch him!”

“But evidently you failed. So what the devil is going on? What did you do, why has he left now, and what were you shouting at Silas about? Because, may I remind you, he is not yours to shout at!”

“I can’t imagine why you think he cares what I say. And I didn’t— Ah God, Dominic. It was that accursed journey north. I had arrived to find my mother dead, it was dreadful, and…” He made a hopeless gesture. “I make no excuses. It was wrong, I know it. But it appears he…felt the same, he had hopes—”

“Your valet had hopes of you?”

“You are scarcely the man to remark on that.”

“I had not thought he was a fool,” Dominic retorted. “We all know you set your requirements for a lover impossibly high; I am amazed you deign to fuck below a baronetcy.”

“I didn’t. That is, I kissed him, nothing more. It was my fault, I took the blame—”

“I thought you said he felt the same,” Dominic put in. “Where does the blame lie?”

“For God’s sake, he’s my valet. Where do you think?”

“If you forced unwelcome attentions on him, then on your shoulders, and heavily. But since I doubt you did any such thing—”

“I might as well have done. I pay his wages. What choice had he?”

Dominic frowned. “We are talking about Cyprian, aren’t we?”

“Good God, are you not listening?”

“I am, yes. The last time I encountered your valet he was orchestrating an act of alarmingly ingenious perjury that snatched Silas off the gallows. I wasn’t aware he had become an incapable.”

“He’s the cleverest man I know, but I suggest you ask Mason how much use it is to be clever in the face of power. He is—was my servant, and I had a duty to him.” Richard turned away and stared at the empty fireplace. “And I failed. I had wanted him for so long, and…It was pure self-indulgence; I have no excuse. So I told him it was impossible, but he did not accept that. He, uh, made advances last night, which I repelled. I had to push him away.”

“Push. Physically? You are substantially larger than he is.”

“I know. And he has gone without explanation or farewell, or—” Richard’s throat closed on his own words. How could Cyprian have gone without farewell?

“It would be hard for him to stay and undress you, under the circumstances,” Dominic observed. “You know, when I risked my closest friendships, my reputation, and the safety of my friends over a love affair, at least I was getting well ploughed for it.”

“There is no need to be vulgar.”

“I am tempted to be extremely vulgar. This is unimpressive, Richard. I had thought better of you.”

Richard was not used to being the man at fault between them and discovered he did not like it. “What should I have done? You must see it was impossible. It would be a gross abuse while he remained my valet, and if he were not my servant, how should I associate with him?”

“Then you should have kept your hands to yourself. And having found yourself unable to do so, you should have looked for a way to proceed that would not be a gross abuse.”

“Such as?” Richard demanded.

“I don’t know. Did you talk to him?”

“Of course I did.”

“Did you listen to him?” 

Richard couldn’t answer that. Dominic gave him a sardonic look. “It is, in any case, moot, since he has gone. I may add that it is no use bellowing at Silas. He is not an easy man to intimidate, and he does not inform. And if you take out your temper on him again, you and I will have words. He might not care, but I do.”

Richard had been ranging around the room. He dropped into his great armchair now, suddenly weary. “If he won’t tell me where Cyprian is, what can I do?”

“Hire a new valet,” Dominic said. “We will need to let the others know about this. Someone will have to speak to Quex’s and Millay’s, since we have no Cyprian to act as our flashman.”

“I wish you would not use that language.”

“I wish you would start. Could you not just have fucked the fellow, Rich? Would it have been so impossible to put aside pride of place and demands of rank in the bedroom if you were so very fond of him? Why must you live on that damned superior pedestal?”

Richard gritted his teeth. “Perhaps because I cared for him enough not to force anything on him.”

“Except his dismissal from your service after years of such single-minded devotion that I am now astonished I did not see this coming.”

“Christ,” Richard said, his voice strangled. “Must you say these things?”

“Yes, I think I should. Hire a new valet, and keep your hands off this one.”

“I don’t want a new valet,” Richard growled.

“Then tend to your own clothes, because I very much doubt Cyprian is returning. That is all. We can discuss this further when, or if, you find yourself with something more sensible to say.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’m sure you’ll puzzle it out,” Dominic said, and went out of the room, shutting the door with rather more force than necessary.

—

Richard gathered everyone he could at Quex’s that evening, since there was no point putting it off. Sir Absalom Lockwood and Peter Arlett scowled on either side of the fireplace like portly bookends. Julius Norreys had Harry sitting somewhere between the arm of his chair and his lap; Dominic, arms folded, leaned against the wall. Francis Webster had claimed the other armchair, where he sat with an expression that might have served as model for a male Medusa, and Lord Gabriel Ashleigh hovered behind him, chewing his lip.

“I can only give you all my apologies,” Richard told them. “We have relied on Cyprian for a long time, and it is unnerving to be without him.”

“That is not the word,” Absalom said. “If he bears a grudge, if he chooses to lay information—”

“Then we must deal with him,” Peter concluded.

“May I ask how?” Julius’s voice was clipped. “Because, as I am sure you have all noticed, we have come to depend on Cyprian for more or less everything that cannot be shouted in the street. He saved Harry’s life.”

“And Silas’s neck,” Harry said.

“And my reputation,” Dominic added.

“And I cannot imagine what you thought you were doing falling out with the man in such spectacular wise, Richard,” Julius concluded. “If you wanted to be rid of him, I should have taken him on like a shot.”

Richard had admitted only to a disagreement. He had no intention of revealing more. “I did not plan to argue with him.”

“I wish you hadn’t.” Ash sounded rather tense. “I had hoped to borrow him.”

“Can you make amends?” Julius asked.

“Good God, you ask Richard to grovel to his valet?” Peter said with incredulity.

“Oh, well, as long as he maintains his proper dignity,” Julius snapped. “It is a damned waste. That is a good man, Richard, and you are a fool.”

“Julius,” Harry said urgently. “I’m sure Richard didn’t dismiss him without reason.”

“He saved your life. I think a little more flexibility might have been in order.”

“Recriminations aside, we have a practical issue,” Absalom said. “Here, and at Millay’s, we have had Cyprian as, uh, facilitator. Somebody else will need to do that.”

“What did it entail?” Julius asked. “Because I will freely admit, he seemed to me to operate by sorcery.”

“I could not say, but I am happy to discuss it with the proprietors and find out,” Dominic offered. “Leave that in my hands.”

Richard thanked God for Dominic, always there, no matter how angry he might be. He gave him a tentative smile and received a rueful shrug in return.

“The other thing—” Ash began.

“Can wait,” Francis told him. “I should rather first be assured that Cyprian is not laying information, or proposing to blackmail any of us, or any of the other obvious courses of action open to him.”

“I don’t believe he is,” Richard said.

“With respect, Richard,” Francis said with a bite in his voice, “you believed that he would prove loyal in a way he simply has not. Did you pay him off? A generous severance?”

“No.”

“No. So he has moved from a lavish salary to nothing. That bodes ill.”

“You well know he will not struggle to find another post,” Julius said.

“With whom?” Francis asked. “Yes, Richard? What thought crossed your mind just then?”

Richard braced himself. “Merely that Maltravers made an approach to him.”

Every man in the room let out an oath at once. Ash put his face in his hands. Richard gestured for silence. “I am quite sure he will not take that post—”

“For God’s sake.” Francis stood, his lanky frame stiff with anger. “I am aware we have all depended on you these many years; I am aware we are all to blame for our willingness to leave our safety in your hands. But this is a catastrophe.”

“It is a potential catastrophe,” Dominic said. “Which is not the same thing. Let us not panic.”

Francis scowled. “You may enjoy the prospect of being abused in the pillory. I do not.”

Dominic shoved himself upright, face darkening. Richard interposed himself. “Enough. Stop it. We need not quarrel amongst ourselves, and any quarrel should be with me. This is my responsibility.” He was not enjoying this experience, seeing the friends who relied on him irritated, frustrated, and afraid, and knowing it was his fault.

“As Francis observes, if we had not left it as your responsibility, we should not be in this fix,” Peter pointed out.

“It is not fair to blame Richard,” Harry said. “Julius trusts Cyprian, and so does Silas, and that’s good enough for me.”

It was not good enough for several of the others. A lengthy and futile argument ensued, leaving them all out of charity with one another, Ash in particular looking utterly miserable, and Richard as ill-tempered as he had ever felt.

It did not help that, on the way home, he found himself looking forward to talking over the problem with Cyprian.

Richard refused to regret the trust he had placed in his valet, no matter what the others said. They did not know. They did not understand. They thought of Cyprian as a servant when he had been so much more.

He retreated to the book room when he got in, because he was unreasonably irritated by the thought of going upstairs to find Tallant in his bedroom. Or, worse, not there, because he was well aware he could not expect another valet to anticipate his wishes in the way Cyprian had.

Single-minded devotion, Dominic had called it. You should have looked for a way to proceed that would not be a gross abuse.

What the devil did Dominic know? He was not of the nobility. He did not have Richard’s position. He accepted the mockery and contempt of his equals as the price of pursuing an affaire that none of them cared to understand or acknowledge because…

Because when Dominic had found the right answer in the wrong man, he had chosen to take the consequences. Just as Mason had, the insolent radical, enduring his unwanted employment in Richard’s household with gritted teeth.

Just as Cyprian would have, if Richard had let him.

It would not have been fair, Richard told himself. The thought rang more hollow every time. It would have been an abuse. It would have been wrong.

Whereas as it is, matters have gone quite tremendously for us both, he added mentally, and reached for the decanter.

He woke up the next morning to an alien presence in his bedroom, a cup of tea that was made exactly to his specifications yet tasted flat and unsatisfactory. Tallant moved in an unfamiliar way, looking for things, making noise; he did not know how Richard preferred to dress; he was not Cyprian. Richard thanked him for his efforts in a difficult situation, did not throw the cup at the wall, and spent the day at Jackson’s Saloon hitting things.

On the third morning, Richard refused both tea and breakfast and strode off to Mount Street as soon as he had dressed.

It was still early on Saturday morning, the spring sunshine making Berkeley Square beautiful, songbirds audible in the trees. Richard did not care. He could understand the impulse that had led his father to sequester himself at Tarlton March for so many years. He was tired of London, of people, of everything.

He ran up the steps to Dominic’s rooms and knocked. Then knocked again, because there seemed to be nobody in, which was to be expected since every damned thing was set against him. A third time, and Dominic opened the door.

He was clutching a dressing gown around himself, black hair tousled, and there were red marks around his wrists that Richard did not choose to examine.

“I suppose Mason’s here,” he said, stalking in.

“You may suppose anything you wish. I do as I choose in my rooms.” Dominic ushered him into the study. “You look in a damned bad mood.”

“I am. What did you mean about saying something more sensible?”

“Are you going to?”

Richard took a chair. “Perhaps. How the devil do I find Cyprian, what do I say when I find him, and how can I persuade him to come back?”

“As what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, well, you should probably think about that first.” Dominic pulled over a chair of his own. “And having thought, you should probably ask what he thinks.”

“To do anything at all I must find him, and I have no idea how, because before this I should have asked Cyprian to do it, and now I find myself in the state of a man who has lost his right hand and yet is eternally attempting to reach for things!”

“Breathe,” Dominic recommended. “I am well aware you are in an unhappy situation here. But…I must be frank: Silas spoke to Cyprian that night, and he now feels, ah, protective.”

“ ‘Protective.’ That is to imply that Cyprian requires protection from me?”

“I have this at third hand, Rich. I simply repeat what was said.”

“You know I would not hurt—” Richard began, and stopped.

“Quite. You would hurt a man you cared for, you did, and it sounds very much as though you have again. I love you dearly, my friend, but if you will not learn, then perhaps your monastic solitude is for the best.”

Richard swallowed against the constriction of his throat. “Dominic…”

“No, listen to me. I want you to think before you speak. I want your word as a Vane and a gentleman that you will step off your damned high pedestal and stop expecting everyone around you to abide by your will.”

“I don’t—”

“You do, whether you know it or not. You are not the arbiter of morals. I have told you that. You do not always know best. You need to listen. If you’re going to pursue this business with Cyprian, you will need to listen to him. And if you cannot do that, I want your word that you will not pursue this at all.”

“You are very concerned for Cyprian,” Richard growled.

“I don’t give a curse for your blasted valet. I never liked him anyway.”

“What? Why not?”

Dominic started to answer, stopped, and then said, with a rueful look, “Now I think about it, probably because you did. He was so close to you, so…intimate. And you put such trust in him.”

Richard shut his eyes. He did not know what his face showed, and at this moment, he could not care. He wanted Cyprian so badly that the absence felt like a gouge in his chest.

“I recall I came to see you once, perhaps a year and a half ago,” Dominic said with an odd gentleness. “Francis had lost his senses at the card tables and taken Ash for everything but his coat, and we needed to discuss what on earth we would do if he couldn’t make the young idiot win it back.”

Richard nodded. That had been quite spectacular even for Ash and Francis, although the problem had solved itself by igniting their affair.

“You were still dressing, so I came upstairs. Cyprian was doing something to your boots. You were sitting, and he was kneeling, and I thought…a knight before his lord.” Richard opened his eyes at that. Dominic gave a slightly embarrassed shrug. “I had been reading the Morte d’Arthur, and it came into my head. What I mean to say is that if he were not your valet I suspect this would have been obvious a long time ago. Oh, Richard. Are you in love?”

“Painfully.” Richard’s throat felt tight. “For years. I have told myself again and again that I may not, but…”

“It doesn’t work, does it?” Dominic said, mouth wry. “The heart does as it damned well pleases. I retract my remark, with apologies. If you care for the fellow, you have my full support. I may add that Silas both likes and respects him, and that is not something one can say for many people. What I wanted to say, though, was that I am concerned not for him but for you.”

“You don’t need to be concerned for me.”

“Of course not. You are always the one who gives help, and heaven forfend you should need it yourself. You might not be sufficiently useful then.” 

Richard found he had no response to that. Dominic went on without waiting for one. “You told me once that one cannot love across a divide. Well, one can, but it is damned hard work. One can cause a great deal of hurt without intending it. You have.”

“Dom—”

“Sssh.” Dominic put a hand to Richard’s arm, a comforting but silencing touch. “I am very fond of you, my friend, but your feet are large, and your tread is heavy. I don’t want to see you make another mistake. You are still paying for the last one.”

Richard breathed deeply. “I should rather not make one. You have my word, Dom, or Mason has it, since you speak as proxy. I will do my best, although what that will be I don’t know.”

“Thank you. He’s gone to his mother’s house.”

“What the— How do you know that?”

“I thought about what I knew of his friends and acquaintances and asked them, much as you might have.”

“Yes,” Richard said, mortified. “I see.”

“At least you thought to ask me. She lives in a village some few miles from Cirencester. The town Cirencester, I mean. I couldn’t find out which, but I understand she’s married to the parson there, so it should not be too hard for you to discover her. Good luck, dear fellow, and now kindly take yourself off. I’m going back to bed.”


Chapter 7

“So you’re Mrs. Fleming’s lad?”

David smiled at the butcher as he handed over his money. “It’s the eyes, isn’t it? Striking resemblance.”

The butcher gave a full-throated roar of laughter. “Aye, that’s it. Hear that, Samuel? It’s the eyes!” His apprentice joined in, chortling, and they exchanged a few more pleasantries along with the bacon before David left the shop.

He couldn’t resent the comments: his mother’s once-vibrant red hair was shot with sandy silver now, but it was still bright enough to attract attention. In any case, he had detected no scorn in the butcher’s voice, just the usual heavy-handed jollity. David’s mother had lived in the little village of Cricklade for ten years, and she made friends easily. The redheaded son of her first marriage was very welcome.

Such an easy thing, to be liked. All you had to do was make sure people didn’t know you.

David walked back through the grounds of St. Sampson’s, the ancient stone church standing foursquare in the dappled light, and around to the rectory on Church Lane. It was, he reminded himself, perfectly acceptable to use the front door. This was his mother’s home now.

“Good afternoon. I have the bacon,” he called, hanging up his coat without looking.

“David?” His stepfather’s voice came from the drawing room, sounding rather careful. “Could you come in here?”

Mother. It didn’t matter that he’d seen her at breakfast; the fear was always there. He dropped the parcel on the hall table, hurried into the comfortable little room, and stopped in his tracks, because it was full of noblemen.

Mr. Fleming, in clerical black, was perched on the edge of his usual chair, back stiff with respectfulness. His wife, with her red plaits looped around her head, was rigid too, but not with respect. David could feel her quivering tension.

Lord Richard sat on a chair too small for him, with one of the best bone china teacups looking ludicrously fragile in his hand. He seemed to David to take up half the room and most of the air.

“Your lordship,” David managed through stiff lips.

“Cyprian.” Lord Richard smiled, a society smile. “Mr. and Mrs. Fleming have been very hospitable to me while I waited for you.”

David had been out for hours, walking the Cotswold fields, inhaling clean air, trying to breathe out his anger and resentment. How long had Lord Richard been imposing his bulk and authority here in David’s mother’s home?

His mother was also wearing a company smile, but David could see the vixen look in her eyes, and so, quite evidently, could Mr. Fleming. He shot her a nervous glance. “I, uh, assume this is on your business, David, so, my dear, perhaps we should…If you will excuse us, my lord?”

Ellie Fleming did not look at all inclined to leave them to it, but David gave her the faintest nod of confirmation. She rose. “Of course. With your permission, my lord. I’m quite sure you have much to discuss with my son.” She gave Lord Richard a sharp smile with the last words. He blinked.

David shut the door behind his parents, held on to the handle, and rested his forehead against the wood, gathering his strength. “What do you want, your lordship?”

“Your mother is a very beautiful woman,” Lord Richard said, ignoring the question. “The resemblance is striking.”

David turned at that. Lord Richard had stood. He looked a trifle travel stained, his coat and boots needed brushing, and his deep blue gaze was locked on David.

“How did you find me?” David asked.

“You had a day off to visit your mother when we were at Tarlton March two years ago. I did not know her name, but she was discoverable with a little effort.”

A little effort. “What do you want?”

It would have occurred to all the Ricardians how much David knew about them. He was braced for a threat, a bribe, even an offer of his job back, and he had thought long and hard about some of the things he would say to any of that. He readied himself to say them now.

“I want to beg your pardon,” Lord Richard said, and knocked David’s breath out of him. “To offer my regrets. And, if you will, to talk.”

“My pardon. For what?” The tension was squirming in his stomach.

Lord Richard glanced at the door. “Could we, perhaps, take a walk?”

David led him along the high street. Most of its houses were small and squat, but they were Cotswold stone, and the street glowed gold in the sun. The pair of them earned some startled glances. Lord Richard’s size and sober magnificence attracted attention everywhere, and this was Vane country, with Cirencester not twenty miles distant. People knew him here.

David stopped on the stone bridge over the little stream, looking down at the trickling waters. “This is the Thames.”

“If you mean to startle me with that fact, you will be disappointed. Dominic and I used to ride to the Thames Head at Kemble when we were boys and imagine ourselves sailing to London. Are you from Cricklade? I don’t even know where you were brought up.”

“London.” David set off along the path toward the water meadows. There were a few workers and walkers around, nobody close enough to hear. “We may talk out here, I think. What do you want with me, your lordship?”

“As I said, I owe you an apology. I’m sorry, Cyprian. I am appalled you felt the need to flee my house, that I drove you to it. I should have talked to you, listened to you, and as for hurting you—I cannot say how much I regret that.”

Breathe in, breathe out. “And kissing me. Do you regret that?”

“I damned well regret the consequences.”

“Good.”

They walked on a few paces.

“Is that to indicate you would prefer me to leave you?” Lord Richard asked. “Or are you willing to talk further?”

“I don’t see what there is to say.” David stopped and turned to face him. “My—Lord Richard, let us be frank. I allowed myself to feel sentiments that you cannot or will not return. I am to blame for that. I dreamed above my station and paid the price for it. But I am now awake, and I cannot return to working for you. It is not fair to myself.”

Lord Richard began to say something. David turned to walk onward and felt the bigger man pacing him, limiting his long stride.

“You were quite right, your lordship,” David went on. “Anything between us would be—would have been—an injustice. I did not believe it, but you proved it to me.”

“When I pushed you,” Lord Richard said low.

“When you gave me no choice. When you made the decision for both of us without thinking to consult me. When you assumed, my lord, that although I have been managing your life for four years and more, I am not fit to manage my own.”

There was a very long silence.

“I see,” Lord Richard said at last. “I have more to regret than I thought.”

“You were right, your lordship,” David repeated. “It is not possible that someone of your station could condescend to someone of mine. You could certainly not do it for very long. I allowed myself to believe that affection might outweigh pride, but that was foolish. I am grateful to your lordship for your wisdom in this.”

“My God. I preferred it when you were on my side.”

So had David. He walked on.

“You are right,” Lord Richard continued. “About everything, including my overbearing ways, and I think we have shown between us why a liaison would never work. But I feel your absence.”

“Hire a new valet.”

“I wish people would stop telling me that,” Lord Richard said testily. “I don’t want a new valet. I miss you, Cyprian. As a companion, as an invaluable ally, as…as a friend.”

David shut his eyes. I miss you too, he wanted to say, but this was the way of madness.

“Thank you, your lordship,” he managed. “And I am sorry too. I did wrong that night, and I know it, but all that granted, where does it leave us now? You will not enter into relations with your servant, so there is no more to be said. I would have taken that risk for you, but you would not for me.” He heard Lord Richard begin to speak and cut him off. “And I cannot work for you feeling as I do and knowing it is not returned.”

“You do not know that.” Lord Richard’s voice was so deep it seemed to resonate in David’s ears. “Believe me, Cyprian, you are not the only fool here.”

“That is even worse,” David said bitterly. “That is infinitely worse.”

“I know.”

David stared at the lush grass of the water meadow. It was bright with flowers, yellow ones that hung down and purple ones that went up. He had no idea what they were called. Lord Richard had never needed him to find out.

“Tell me something,” Lord Richard said after a while. “Why did your mother look at me as though she wanted to stab me with a cake fork?”

“Because she does.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Everything.” Lord Richard’s eyes widened in shock. “We’re close. I trust her absolutely, and I would destroy anyone, anyone who thought of harming her.”

“Is that a warning? You cannot suppose I would take out any resentment on an innocent party. Good God.”

David shrugged. It was a disrespectful, liberating movement. He put his hands in his pockets for good measure. “As you have said, you have all the power. I must protect myself.”

“I have attempted to protect you.”

“But you did not. You did the opposite.”

“Yes, because I was attempting not to make a mull of things, and I am very aware of my failure there.” Humiliation stained Lord Richard’s voice. “I don’t know what to offer you except my regret. I have no idea what I should have done better, how this damned tangle could have been prevented. I’m sorry. I have never fallen in love outside my station before.”

David stopped dead. “I beg your pardon,” he choked out when he could command his voice, “but what did you say?”

“I can’t tell you how much I miss you,” Lord Richard said softly. “Everything is so damned unsatisfactory in your absence. I wanted you so much for so long and told myself so often that I could not have you, and when you had the courage to say what we both knew, I lost my head. I am well aware you may not wish to hear this now, and God knows it changes nothing. But you were a great deal braver than I, and at the least, I owe you the truth.”

David remembered to breathe. “But…”

“It changes nothing,” Lord Richard repeated. “God knows I am tempted to declare all for love and the world well lost, but I cannot abandon my responsibilities, my brother. I have a household full of staff who know my every movement; if I set up a lover, it would be notorious within days. And I don’t want that anyway. I want you there, with me, so much that I have been unable to think without you. But the only way you and I can be together is with you as my servant, and no matter how much I tell myself that could be right, that we could make it right, I cannot believe it to be true. God damn it.”

David set his jaw. “Why are you here, your lordship? What are you asking me?”

“I’m not sure I’m asking anything. I don’t know what there is to ask for. I had to see you, that’s all.” He pulled a flower head from a high stalk and rolled it in his fingers. “Ah, Cyprian. Deal with this for me.”

He’d said that so often in the last few years, and every time, David had. The words caught at his breath like claws. He looked up, mouth open, and saw an expression in Lord Richard’s eyes that made it all so much worse.

“I don’t know what to do, my lord. If I did, I’d have done it already.”

“Yes, I dare say you would,” Lord Richard said. “We cannot have each other while you work for me, we cannot see each other if you do not, we cannot be as we were, and I cannot stand to be without you. I don’t know what that leaves.”

David steeled himself. “It leaves nothing while you feel as you do about me working for you. And perhaps you’re right to feel that. You feared that you would ride roughshod over me, and you did.” You still are, he did not add. If Lord Richard would simply ask him to come back as his valet—

Stupid. Stupid.

“Yes,” Lord Richard said. “That is what happens, you see, when one person has all the power and the other none. I don’t know what I thought I could achieve by coming here, and perhaps I should have left all this unsaid, but…” He made a hopeless gesture. “My house feels so damned empty now.”

David wanted to say, I’m glad you came, but he wasn’t sure it was true. “It hasn’t made things worse, at least. I’m grateful you made the effort.”

“I don’t want your gratitude.”

“There is nothing else I can give you.”

Lord Richard took his arm, tugging him to a stop and turning him so they faced each other. “I am not asking for anything. I have hurt you already, sent you fleeing from me, and even if I had not, there is no future in this. That is quite clear.” He gave a half smile. “I wish there were. I thought I missed you when you were gone, but it feels so much worse now I see you here. You as yourself with the sun on your hair.” He reached out to brush a loose red strand back from David’s forehead and tucked it behind his ear with care. David felt his lungs constrict. “Good God, you’re lovely. Your hair.”

“You hate my hair,” David pointed out, feeling that little resentment catch and burn.

“Your hair is the most beautiful thing in the world,” Lord Richard said simply, and David’s mouth dropped open.

“What?” His voice rose with incredulity. “I have been powdering it for years because you didn’t want to look at it!”

“Because I couldn’t trust myself to look at it,” Lord Richard said. “From the moment you walked in, the very first day, I couldn’t think for the sight of it. It’s stunning.”

Years of powder on his hair and coats and over everything he owned, and that was why? David found himself speechless, but Lord Richard was still talking.

“I want to look. To touch. I want to take handfuls of that hair for myself, to follow it all the way down and find out if you are red all over. It is irresistible. You are irresistible. Sweet God, Cyprian, will you give me tonight? Just one night together, not lords and valets, just you and me. Could we have that?”

There was sudden urgent need in Lord Richard’s voice, and it lit up David’s nerves like a blaze of candles, heat leaping out. He swallowed hard. “Is this wise?”

“I don’t care. I don’t care if it’s good or right or proper or sane. Refuse if you wish. You have every right.” Lord Richard gave a wry smile. “But I will not waste time waiting to be asked again. I will not make others do the asking for what I know I want. And I want you quite painfully.” His fingers brushed David’s. “Do you want that…David?” A little hesitation over the name.

“Yes,” David heard himself say before his brain had a chance to be involved in the decision. “Just tonight. One night.”

“And afterwards, nothing.” Lord Richard stroked hair back from David’s face with a hand that shook. “Does that matter?”

Only because it will destroy me. “No. I don’t care. We should walk. People may look.”

Lord Richard nodded reluctantly, and they moved on. “Where can we go?”

“Did you ride here from Tarlton March? Send a note back there that the horse is lamed. Stay at the rectory tonight.” He saw Lord Richard’s twitch. “My mother knows. She will help. Believe me, you cannot surprise her with human nature.”

“Your stepfather—”

“We will be deceiving him, yes,” David said. “This is Cricklade. There are no assignation houses and anonymous rooms. And if you were not Lord Richard Vane and I were not Mrs. Fleming’s redheaded son, perhaps nobody would notice us lying under a haystack—”

“It’s April, you city creature. Do you see any haystacks? And in any case, I cannot tell you how uncomfortable they are to lie in. I grew up here, remember?”

It was a deliberate attempt to lift the mood, and David made himself respond. “You mean that the ballads have deceived me, my lord?”

“I fear so. Hay is extremely dusty, and has surprisingly sharp ends. Will you call me Richard?”

“Is that for one night too?” David asked, and wished he hadn’t as Lord Richard flinched.

“It’s for us. Between us. I have wondered how my name would sound on your lips without adornment.”

“I called you by it once,” David pointed out.

“You did. And it will be my own damned fault if you don’t want to do so again, but I wish you would. Please, David?”

David took a deep breath. “Richard, then.”

“Thank you,” Richard said, and David found they were exchanging smiles.

They walked on a wide circuit around the village, killing time, bringing the evening closer. They talked of trivial things or were silent, with the sun on their faces and awareness throbbing between them. David. Richard.

David would not delude himself this time. He would not let obstinate hope blind him to reality. He would have to take another post with another man, where he would work morning to night; he knew damned well there would be no leisure for a love affair.

But they could have tonight. One night with his lord to make sure that he did not spend all his life regretting what might have been. Instead he’d spend it mourning what he no longer had, but at that moment, that sounded like a bargain he could make.


Chapter 8

David dealt with the tale to his stepfather easily enough. He normally felt no compunction about lying; it was a useful tool, the more so among people who cared about their word and truth. On this occasion, though, he felt unexpectedly ashamed. Mr. Fleming was an excellent man, humble and good-hearted with a look of wonder in his eyes every time he contemplated his wife, and David discovered that he did not want to lie to him. He did it anyway.

Mr. Fleming was naturally daunted by Richard’s presence, given that his livelihood was in the family gift. A poor rector could not be blamed for panicking when informed that Lord Richard Vane needed a room for the night.

“Are you quite sure he would not be more comfortable at the Red Lion, David?” Mr. Fleming faltered. “Or I am sure someone could lend him a horse or a chaise. Really, the spare bedroom…What do you think, Ellie?”

“We shall put him at the end of the hall where he will not be disturbed by the household noise,” David’s mother said. “I dare say David will not mind ensuring all is to his liking. It is worth the trouble, John dear, if he wishes to reengage David.”

“Well, but does David wish to be reengaged?” Mr. Fleming asked. “It is little more than a week since he arrived in some distress. You know you are welcome here as long as you like to stay, do you not, my boy? There is no need to take a place you find distasteful. Your mother and I are greatly enjoying your company.”

“Do you know, sir,” David said, “one of the best things my mother ever did was to present me with you as a father. I don’t know whether Lord Richard wishes to reengage me, or if I’d take the place if he did, but I would be most grateful if you could extend your hospitality to his lordship tonight. It is rather late for him to ride all the way to Tarlton March alone on an unfamiliar mount, and the sheets are so often damp at inns.”

“But—what sort of dinner can we serve him? I suppose we can eat in the kitchen, and perhaps you could think of something suitable for his lordship, Ellie?”

“He will dine with us, my dear.” Ellie’s tone brooked no dissent. “If our house and our table are good enough, so is our company.”

Which meant that, in a very little time, Lord Richard Vane was sitting down to dinner with them all.

David had made preparations in a haze, dizzy with anticipation, exerting his professional skills without thought. The reality of it, of his lordship dining with his mother, only sank in as Mr. Fleming said the grace with his voice shaking and it suddenly, horribly dawned upon David that he had brought together the people he most loved in the world with no idea how this might go.

The grace ended. An awful silence descended. Richard took a mouthful of the stew and said, “Delicious, Mrs. Fleming. Is this local lamb? One can’t mistake the taste of the Golden Fleece.”

And then, suddenly, they were talking, because of course Richard was a local man and dealt with so much of the Vane estates. He was able to speak of Cotswold sheep breeds, of farmers’ complaints and church issues; he listened with keen interest when Mr. Fleming was emboldened to put the case for a farmer enmeshed in a land dispute. Ellie was quiet, dropping in remarks to encourage her husband at first, then simply listening as he gained in confidence.

David sat and watched. He had never seen Richard in company before, and it was a masterful display of charm. Mr. Fleming blossomed; Ellie watched her husband with a small smile; David looked between them and could not quite believe it.

Mr. Fleming, who was not young, retired to bed around nine o’clock. He offered to stay up but was gently dismissed. “I shall remain a little longer, my dear,” Ellie told him. “I should like to talk to his lordship about David’s prospects. Good night.”

And then they were in the drawing room, David, his mother, and his no-longer master, not-yet lover, looking at one another.

“Well.” Ellie went to the sideboard. “We’ve plum brandy, your lordship. It’s a local drink, so I dare say you’ll praise it highly.”

“Mother,” David said.

“Mrs. Fleming, I grew up on it,” Richard said.

“I doubt that. If ever drink was like to stunt your growth—”

“Without it, I should have been six foot seven.”

Ellie snorted with reluctant, unladylike amusement and passed them both glasses. “I will leave you, but, Lord Richard? My son puts great faith in you.” She gave him a smile that could have cut skin. “I hope you are the man you seem.”

She swished out of the room in a rustle of skirts. Richard gave a soundless whistle. “Your mother is indeed remarkable. Does she truly not—I was going to say care, but that is not the word. She does not mind?”

“She loves me as I am.”

Richard’s smile twisted. “You’re a fortunate man.”

David looked at him, here. “Yes, I am. Do you want to drink that?”

“Good God, no.” Richard put the glass of plum brandy down. “David, a moment. If you wish to consider matters further—”

“I don’t.”

“Nor do I. I want to forget about care and responsibility and tomorrow. I want…” He moved then, quickly for such a large man, so that he was kneeling by David’s chair, clasping his hand. “I want you quite painfully. I have wanted you since you stepped into the room for interview all those years ago, and I thought I could silence my desires with livery and hair powder. You may tell me I am a damned fool if you like, and you may also tell me no. To anything. I want you to swear to me that you will say no if you think it. I have been wrong too often. I will not be wrong now.”

David ran a finger down Richard’s cheek. “You have my word, but I should very much prefer to say yes.” He brought Richard’s hand to his mouth, kissed the knuckles. “And to hear you say it. Cry it out, for me.”

Richard groaned low. David pressed his mouth to the hand he held, parting his lips to take in the end of a finger, and sucked. Richard made a noise in his throat.

“Your hands are sensitive,” David whispered, and delved in between two fingers, pushing his tongue into the join, feeling Richard tremble. “I did wonder, when I have attended to them, if you…”

“Every time. Oh God, do that again.”

David had both of his hands on Richard’s now, sliding his fingertips between the bones. He pressed a little harder. “Every time?”

“Every time you had me at a stand, and I know you knew it. David.” Richard tipped his head back, exposing his throat, and David wanted the cravat out of his way.

Time enough. They had one night to make up for years of need. He did not intend to rush.

He raised Richard’s hand to his mouth again, thumbs tracing the sensitive palm as he sucked each finger in slow turn. Lips, tongue, teeth, over those big hands he knew as well as his own. Richard had his eyes shut, mouth open, and was breathing hard. David’s master, kneeling by him and entirely given up to the pleasure David was making him feel.

David gave the finger in his mouth one last, long stroke of the lips and let it go. A few seconds later, Richard opened his eyes.

“David.” His voice was thick, and he didn’t seem capable of saying anything else.

“Will you come to bed?”

Richard nodded and rose, with difficulty. Ellie had left a candle in the hall, which David took up, lighting the way through the old house’s passages, Richard at his heels. The rectory had been built for a man with a family and had more rooms than the Flemings needed, most unused. David had prepared a bedroom as far from his parents’ room as might be.

The room was still chilly from long disuse, though he had lit a fire some time ago. The bed was old but large, and he had made it with care, trying very hard not to think about what he was doing it for.

This could not be real.

But it was, because Richard shut the door as David put the candle down, came over with one long stride, and took him in his arms. David looked up, Richard’s mouth came down on his, and then there was nothing but kissing. Richard’s hand in David’s hair, the other arm around his waist, pulling David to him for long, hungry kisses with open mouths. David bit at Richard’s lips, felt him gasp at the scrape of teeth, and wrapped a leg around his powerful thigh. Richard’s hand moved to David’s arse, by instinct rather than intention because David felt the jolt of shock go through Richard as he did it. He groaned pleasure into the mouth against his, and then the big hand under him took confident hold, and David shut his eyes at the sheer joy of bodies pressed together, in perfect alignment.

Richard’s fingers drove against David’s scalp, tangling in his hair. “Dear heaven. Mr. Fox.”

David had spent his life being called Foxy, when he wasn’t being called ginger-pate or redcock or Scots bastard. It was not novel. It should not have made him feel so warm.

He stepped back just a little, reached up to Richard’s cravat as he had a thousand times, and stopped.

They stared at each other in the candlelight, David consumed by sudden panic. If Richard withdrew again at that reminder of their positions…

“I think,” Richard said carefully, “I think perhaps I should be undressing you.” He brought his fingers to David’s face. “If you can tolerate my lack of skill.” A fingertip slid over David’s lips, teasing them apart. “Perhaps you could instruct me.”

David made an incoherent noise, shuddering with relief. Richard put his hands to David’s lapels, sliding his thumbs inside the cloth of his coat, and pushed it over his shoulders and down his arms until the material was tangled behind David’s back. “Ah. I see why you do this from behind. On the other hand…” Richard leaned in for another kiss while David’s arms were still caught by the sleeves. “I have you trapped, my fox.”

David whimpered, pressing himself forward. Richard kissed his lips, the side of his face, and stopped only at his neckcloth. “Curse it, I must be about my business.” He tugged at the sleeves of the coat. David gave a helpful wriggle, and they wrested it off between them.

Richard reached for David’s waistcoat buttons. “I trust I will be more handy here.” His fingers were large, not nimble, pressing into David’s chest through the cloth. One button slid through its hole, then another, and Richard gently pulled the waistcoat open.

“Should this be done from the back?” he asked. “Because I am loath to lose the look on your face. My God, David. How did you do this so often?”

“How did you?” David returned. He could barely breathe for the feel of Richard’s hands on him, now unknotting his neckcloth with infinite care and slowness and sliding it away. Richard leaned down to press his lips to David’s bared throat, making him groan.

“David, my David.” Richard straightened, tugging at David’s shirt. “May I?”

“Please.” He lifted his arms. Richard pulled the shirt over his head, and David stood, bare to the waist, bare to his gaze.

“My God.” Richard put out a trembling hand and ran his fingers over the copper hairs that sprinkled David’s chest. “Sweet Jesus, you are beautiful. I have wanted to know—”

“All red. All the way down.”

Richard closed his eyes. “You cannot imagine how that has occupied my thoughts.” His touch was a little more certain now, thumbs tracing David’s chest, sliding apart over the wings of his rib cage, coming back to meet at his navel and the red trail downward. His hands shifted to David’s waistband, then he glanced up, a question in his eyes.

“No,” David said.

Richard snatched his hands back, retreating a long stride, and David felt as though his heart might not be able to take the strain of all it had to hold. “No, because I want you somewhat more unclothed first,” he went on. “And no, because I want you to understand that I will say it for myself if I wish to, and I shall not wait for you to ask.”

Richard exhaled. “Noted. Noted. I may have an apoplexy.”

“I should probably loosen your clothing then,” David said. “Turn around.” That was quite deliberate. One did not ask one’s master to make any effort. Richard turned, and David reached up and slid the coat off his shoulders, down his arms. It was a tiny struggle against nature to drop it on the back of a chair, endangering the fall of the cloth, but he managed.

Richard had turned back to him. David came close to unfasten the waistcoat buttons, looking up into his face. He could have done it blind.

Richard’s hand was in David’s hair again, idly finger-combing. David smiled up at him. “You do like my hair.”

“Beyond anything. Or, beyond most things.” He let go to allow the waistcoat’s removal and tugged off his own shirt, and David caught his breath.

He had not seen his master stripped often. He had averted his gaze rather than put himself through it. Now he could look his fill, on a bulky chest thick with dark hair, wide shoulders, a body used to exercise and unmarked by suffering or work. He spanned his hands over Richard’s pectoral muscles and rubbed, very lightly, watching Richard’s throat convulse. David leaned forward and put his mouth to use, lavishing attention on a nipple that hardened under his tongue, relishing the scrape of curled hair on his lips.

“David.” Richard was clutching David’s hair again, stroking his neck, his back. “Dear heaven. Stop.”

David pulled away. Richard was breathing hard, eyes shut. “A moment, please. It has been too long, and I have wanted you too much, and…I think I have reached the limits of my self-control.”

David ran a finger down Richard’s arm, feeling his shudder. “I should very much like to see you lose control. Particularly if I could make you do it.”

“You have no idea.” Richard’s voice was a growl. “None.”

“Show me.”

Richard opened his eyes. He gave David a long look. Then he bent, grabbed, and hoisted David clean off his feet. Two strides, and he found himself dropped unceremoniously on the bed on his back with Richard leaning over him and blotting out the light.

“You,” Richard said. He fumbled at David’s waistband, opening the fall of his trousers, and pushed them and the drawers off over David’s rigid stand. “Oh, dear heaven.” He reached out and gently stroked the curls at David’s groin with a single, careful finger.

“Red enough?”

“If anything could be. Your skin, your hair. You.” Richard tugged off the rest of his own impeding clothing, clumsily, because he could not seem to take his eyes from David’s nakedness. David propped himself on his elbows watching, his calves dangling over the bed. “You are a thing of beauty, and I am very afraid I will not do you justice, but by God, I intend to try.” He moved downward, pushing David’s legs apart, and knelt between them. He grasped David’s hips, breath warm on his skin. Then he took David’s stand into his mouth.

David’s fingers dug into the counterpane with such force, he felt a seam burst.

Richard was moving carefully, exploring almost, licking David’s prick along the veins that stood blue beneath the skin, kissing his way over the tip and down, sending pleasure shivering and curling through him. His tongue was warm, wet, slightly rough against David’s painfully sensitive skin, lips moving gently until David didn’t know whether to beg for this forever or to cry out for more. He reached for Richard’s head, pushed his hands into the curly hair, and damned near pulled a clump out as Richard leaned forward to take him down.

“Jesus!” David yelped. Richard was gamahuching him in earnest now—Lord Richard Vane, for God’s sake, sucking his prick as though he wanted nothing else, his fingers hard on David’s hips, thumbs digging into his tensed arse muscles, and David writhed under him, pushing himself up in offering. “Oh, God, yes, please, my lord…”

Richard took a gasping breath. “Richard,” he muttered around David’s stand and plunged down again. The sensation was unbearable. David had dreamed of kneeling to his lord; this was impossible. But it was real, because Richard’s saliva was wet on David’s skin, his hand fumbling between David’s legs with no rakish expertise, all need, and as Richard made a noise of urgent pleading around him, David could not hold the mounting pleasure back any longer. He locked his jaw against the cry he wanted to let out, his whole body tightening in anticipation, and spent in his lord’s mouth, gripping his hair, feeling every pulse like a shock.

Richard swallowed, coughed, and rasped, “David…”

Nothing but the urgency in his voice could have made David move at that instant. He slid off the bed, straddled Richard, and pushed him backward, seeing the wild need in his eyes. He grabbed for buttons without finesse, pushing cloth aside; wrapped his fingers around the glistening ready prick; and felt Richard buck under him as he spent, shooting onto his own chest with a deep groan.

David stared down at him. Richard’s eyes fluttered and opened. “Dear God. I beg your pardon.”

David leaned forward to lie over him, body to body, feeling the spend wet against his skin, and kissed him, tasting himself in Richard’s mouth. Richard’s hands slid over David’s arse, pulled him close, and they kissed, slow and deep, then light, then with leisurely bites, until David’s lips felt swollen, and Richard pushed him up and away a little.

“I am normally rather better than that.” Richard sounded slightly self-conscious. “But my God, touching you. I am surprised I lasted so long.”

“You lasted four years,” David pointed out, and saw the smile light Richard’s eyes.

“Well, if you put it that way.” He tucked a hanging lock of hair behind David’s ear. “I hope I may redeem myself in due course?”

“And perhaps on the bed.” The floorboards were hard, and though David was the smaller of them, that did not make him a featherweight. He clambered off the floor and sprawled over the counterpane as Richard stripped off stockings and breeches without ceremony. The mattress dipped ominously under him as he lay down by David, the two of them body to body and face-to-face.

Richard ran a finger over David’s chest and sighed, a long exhalation that seemed to let something out. “I feared…I thought I had perhaps made you an impossible ideal.”

“I understand that,” David said with feeling. “I think I had to leave.”

“I think you did. Or we should not have come to each other on these terms, perhaps not at all.”

“Ugh. Don’t say that.”

Richard smiled at him. “It is not so, nor it was not so.”

“And God forbid it should be so,” David completed. He wanted to ask, What now? but bit the question back. They had the rest of the night, and with the edge off their need, he intended to take his time exploring the broad body he could finally touch. He slid his hand down Richard’s chest and tweaked a nipple.

Richard inhaled sharply. “Is there anything I should know? That you like, or do not?”

David had a fair idea what had prompted that. “I have no taste for pain.”

“I have no desire to inflict any. Or receive it,” Richard added as an afterthought.

David put an experimental hand over Richard’s upper arm, squeezed as much muscle as his fingers could encompass. “I like your strength. Your size.”

“I don’t.”

David glanced up at his face. “Really?”

“I am too damned large. Too large, too rich, too well born. Thank God I was not the elder son as well. I wonder what sort of man I should have been if I did not tower over everyone’s heads.”

“Melancholy?”

Richard smiled ruefully. “Wondering how I should have fared as plain Mr. Vane.”

“My dear sir. The great Cyprian does not condescend to valet a mere mister.”

Richard laughed aloud, a deep, booming sound that probably carried. David couldn’t care. Richard rolled over, pinning him to the bed, hands gentle on his shoulders, seventeen stone of nobility crushing his chest. David wrapped his legs around Richard’s hips with a groan of pleasure.

“The great Cyprian.” Richard kissed his ear. “Quite right. I should learn my place.”

“It’s here, between my legs.”

Richard reared back, looking down at him. His pupils were wide and black in the dim light. David met his gaze, refusing to drop his eyes.

“God help me, I think it is,” Richard said. “I love you, David. My red fox, my right hand, my flame.”

David couldn’t speak. Then he didn’t have to, because Richard’s mouth was on his, and they were kissing frantically, gripping each other’s faces with desperation. Richard’s strong hand moved under David, taking hold of his arse to haul him closer. David drove his fingers over his lord’s shoulders, down his spine, leaving scratches.

“David.” Richard groaned in his ear, then took the lobe in his teeth, making him whimper. “You make me feel like a callow youth. I need…” He ground his hard length against David’s thighs, and David squirmed to trap it between. Richard sucked in a breath.

“Like that?” David murmured, and felt Richard move his hips, pushing between the flesh. “God, yes. No, lie heavier. Stop bracing yourself. I want your weight.”

Richard lowered himself a little, then more, and the breath hissed out of David’s lungs. Richard was driving between his thighs, hands in his hair, chest pressing him into the bed, and David met his mouth with urgency. He could barely move otherwise. There was too much of the man. It was as though Richard could extinguish him with his sheer bulk, and David shut his eyes and let himself be overwhelmed. Richard grinding faster into him, grunting into his mouth, the solid thickness of his prick rubbing David’s skin. My lord, my lord…

Richard stilled his motion, evidently striving for control. “David. What would you have?”

“You on your back,” David managed. Richard rolled off, and David unpeeled himself from the coverlet and sat up.

Richard lay watching him. David reached out and ran a careful finger down his thigh, nail first, making him twitch. David moved over, silent in concentration, and used all five nails this time, sliding them over the skin of Richard’s inner thigh. That elicited a moan. David smiled to himself and went to work.

He knew this body. He knew it as well as his own, after those years of intent service, even if there was so much that had been forbidden to him before. He knew Richard’s breath, the beat of his heart, the different ways of stillness he had, and he used his knowledge now, roaming Richard’s body with hands and mouth.

“I want to touch you,” he whispered. “I want to touch you everywhere.”

“At your pleasure,” Richard said softly. “At your service.”

David brought his fingers to Richard’s lips, traced them over, pushed inside. Richard caught them in his mouth, sucking them wet, and David rewarded that with a sweep of his hair around Richard’s straining prick and heard a muffled gasp. He pulled his fingers out and ran them down lower, deliberately trailing through body hair, feeling the tension of the man he touched. He brought his hand between Richard’s legs, watched his face. Richard’s lips parted, but he didn’t object.

David lowered his head and finally, after four years and seven months of dreaming, took Richard’s prick in his mouth.

Richard made an airless noise. David tasted carefully, slowly, exploring with lips and tongue, and as he did it, he let his fingers explore too, roaming over Richard’s muscular arse and gently pushing one finger in. Richard’s hand came to David’s head, neither pushing down nor pulling away, just clutching his hair, and David worked him with intent, deep joy, making sure that every movement of his finger was matched by lips and tongue, until he was in Richard to the knuckle.

And now, my lord, here’s something to remember.

David crooked his finger upward, in the gesture that usually meant “come here,” and it brought Richard clean off the bed with a startled yelp of “Christ!,” hips jerking upward so that David had to pull back sharply off his prick. 

David grinned at him, deliberately showing off his sharp teeth. Richard’s eyes widened. Then he relaxed, a conscious action, parting his legs a little more.

You’re mine now, David thought. Mine.

He bent over once more, took his master down, and fucked Richard with hand and mouth. Harder now, pushing into him, commanding his pleasure. Richard had his arm over his face to muffle the cries he couldn’t hold back, and David fucked him and sucked him at once, holding back only when he was on the brink, making him wait until he was moaning pleas for release.

David fingered the sweet spot, the rest of his hand plastered against Richard’s skin, feeling his whole body straining, and lifted his mouth away from his prick. Richard gave a groan of agony. “Do you want to come?” 

“Please. David, please.”

“What are your lordship’s orders?”

Richard hissed. “Do it, damn you.”

David plunged his head down, meeting Richard’s upward thrust, pushing hand against arse, and felt Richard’s climax throbbing through his groin as if it were his own, the bed shaking with the force of the big man’s spasmodic movements. David swallowed, hard, and again, ran his tongue over Richard’s prick until he heard a whimper of oversensitivity and finally, reluctantly, moved his mouth away.

Richard lay, face flushed, lips parted. His eyes were shut, but he reached out and pulled David down onto him with a powerful hand. “Dear God.”

“My pleasure.” David settled against his chest.

“Really, it was not.” Richard blinked his eyes open. “That was…not an experience I have had before. Is there anything you do not excel at?”

“Plenty. I just don’t do those things, and so nobody finds out.”

Richard chuckled, arm tightening around David’s back. “Wise, as ever. I cannot hope to match your skills, you know.” His other hand was roaming, making David’s skin tingle. “But if there is a way I can please you…”

“Touch me,” David whispered. “However you like.”

And Richard did, kissing his chest and lips and hair, praising him with his hands, murmuring words of worship against his skin until, when David spent in his turn, it was with tears pricking his eyes for the knowledge that he was loved and the terrible awareness that morning would come.


Chapter 9

Richard woke the next morning with hair in his mouth and a weight on his heart that was, for the first time in a while, not metaphorical. David nestled against him, under his arm, head rising gently with Richard’s breathing. It felt as if neither of them had moved from the position in which they’d fallen asleep. Richard’s back hurt. He had no idea of the time, except that the light suggested it was early, or if they were safe to stay there together.

He would have to leave.

Everything revolted at the thought. The previous night had been more than good, more than lovemaking, far more than Richard had had in an age. The sickening discovery that he was unable to satisfy Dominic had taken away his pleasure in lovemaking for years, because he had found himself constantly aware that he might not know what his partner truly felt. That might not matter to other men, but Richard found it impossible to fuck when he didn’t care, and the caring brought a burden.

He’d had a few affairs, of course, men he’d liked and could trust to be honest, but nobody had set his blood alight in a long time, and he hadn’t bedded anyone at all since he and Julius had made a single attempt to find refuge with each other, over two years ago. Richard, guiltily aware that he had chosen Julius in lieu of the pale and slender man he wanted, had spent the entire night trying not to call him “Cyprian”; Julius, all too sensitive to being another man’s substitute, had clearly known something was wrong and withdrawn into icy untouchability. The catastrophic night remained one of Richard’s most embarrassing memories, and he felt fortunate to have been forgiven.

So he had given up. Since he could not have his desire, he had resigned himself to having nothing at all and relied on his hand, which brought no danger and cherished no expectations.

And now he’d had David, and two years of self-enforced celibacy had puffed away like dandelion seeds on the wind. One single night, and the needs Richard had denied so long and so hard were roaring back, demanding action, telling him that one night would not be, would never have been enough.

He didn’t want David’s body for a night. He wanted David, all of him, always.

There had to be a way. And as Richard looked down at the tangled red hair on his chest, wishing for just a little more time, it came to him.

He stared at the ceiling considering, until his path was clear in his mind. It had to be the answer, and now he thought of it, he could not imagine why it had taken him so long to come up with the idea. He nudged David and was absurdly charmed to see that he woke like a cat, with a slow blink into wide-eyed alertness.

“Good morning, my lord. Richard, I mean.” David grimaced. “No, I should say ‘my lord.’ ”

“I wish you would not. David, have you plans as to what you will do with yourself? Do you mean to stay here?”

“I will have to take another post soon enough.” David didn’t sound enthusiastic. “I have money saved, but if Mother’s illness returns, she and Mr. Fleming will need a deal of help. I want them to accept that from me without constraint.”

Mrs. Fleming had looked as healthy as a horse to Richard’s eyes. “Is she unwell?”

“Not exactly. She has a condition that may return or may not. If it does, it will be a long and bad decline with no hope of recovery. Or it may not come at all. I hope for the best and prepare for the worst.”

Richard felt belatedly appalled that he had dragged David through his own mourning for an almost-forgotten parent with this hanging over him. “I had no idea. You did not say.”

“You did not ask.”

Of course he had not. It had not even occurred to him to ask. What he knew about his servants’ family lives had all been brought to him by David. A groom needed a day’s holiday to visit an ailing parent; a housemaid was struggling to help her sister’s family, and an extra couple of shillings on her monthly wage would make all the difference. Richard had left it to David, trusted him not to be fooled, paid whatever was asked because it was trivial to him, and basked in a household’s devotion that he had done nothing to earn.

“May I help?” he asked, knowing it was far too late. “You know that if you need anything at all—”

“I can look after my mother. I have saved a great deal, and I dare say I will find another place without difficulty.”

No question of that. David could take any place he wanted, with another master, and work morning till night in another man’s bedroom, concentrating on another man’s body. On Julius, on Lord Maltravers. The idea was unspeakable.

“I have a suggestion for you.” Richard sat up, making the bed creak, waited until David propped himself on an elbow to listen, and said in a rush, “What if you changed your role?”

“My role?”

“Working for me.”

“I don’t work for you now,” David pointed out.

“You could, as my confidential secretary.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“My secretary. Managing my affairs. You do—did it unofficially, after all.”

David sat up too. “But not as a secretary. Mr. Clayburn is your secretary.”

“Clayburn is quite adequate at managing my public business. But I need a confidential secretary for my private business. That was made very apparent to me when you stopped doing it. Dominic has temporarily taken on your role as…” He had no idea of whether the word flashman would amuse or insult. “As go-between with Quex’s. If you were my secretary, you could deal with that and a hundred other matters.”

“And would I share your bed too?”

“That is not part of the offer,” Richard said, rather hurt. “That is and always will be your choice. But you must see, if we were on a different footing…” He trailed off, hoping to see a response. David did not look as though he thought the conclusion was obvious.

It was possible he’d misunderstood Richard’s meaning. “I’m not offering you a sinecure, for heaven’s sake, far less a position as my mistress by another name. You would be superb in the role. I am often asked why I have not made better use of your talents. You would do it magnificently, and it would make you more independent, less at my beck and call—”

“Less of a servant?”

“Precisely. It is a position that a gentleman could take without finding it demeaning.”

David went quite still for a second. “Demeaning.”

“You must see that I cannot ask you to share my bed when you black my boots. It would be grotesque. The inequity of it—”

“My mother does most of the household tasks here.” A note of tension rang in David’s voice. “The rector’s stipend is not generous, and she fears for the future if she should no longer have her health. She does not think it grotesque to clean his shoes.”

“I mean no disrespect to your mother, none in the world,” Richard said with some haste. “It is not that.”

“Then what is it?”

It seemed so obvious that Richard struggled to pin it down. “Well, that Lady Richard Vane would not do household tasks. It is a matter of—of rightness. Were I married, my wife would share the privileges and duties of my station just as I suppose your mother and the rector do in their place. My wife would not be obliged to clean my shoes, and nor should my lover be.”

“You don’t want me to carry out duties that are beneath you. The…demeaning duties of a valet.”

“Precisely. That is precisely it,” Richard said with relief. David was not usually obtuse. “I’m talking about a position of the greatest confidence. I will double your salary. God knows you would earn it. As an independent professional man—”

“I would still be a servant, would I not?”

“Well, you would be of my household. That is unavoidable if we are to see each other, but I can at least take you out of the servants’ hall. David, I want what we had last night. I want you with me. If you want that too, is this not the answer?”

David looked down at his hands. Richard followed his gaze. They were tough hands, slim but strong, calloused at the base of the fingers, as he’d found when kissing them. Working hands, not like his own.

“But it’s a gentleman’s position,” David said at last, quietly. “Everything you’re offering me is a gentleman’s position. And I am not a gentleman.”

“If you would take my offer, you would at least not be a servant.”

“But I am a servant. I am a valet.”

This was maddening. “You don’t have to be. I am offering you a better post.”

“One quite fit for a gentleman,” David agreed. “Nothing degrading in it. I should rise, my lord. I have household tasks to perform.”

“David?”

“Don’t,” David said, voice harsh. “Don’t say any more. You have said quite enough.”

He dressed with speed and in silence, avoiding Richard’s gaze. Richard watched him, confused and afraid and entirely lost as to where he had gone wrong, until David slipped out of the room without farewell.

Richard stayed in bed for another twenty minutes or so, for discretion, going over the conversation in his mind. He had made a bad misstep, that much was clear, but he was damned if he could see where.

After a while, he dressed, feeling David’s absence, then stared out of the window instead of hurrying downstairs while David was engaged in domestic chores. It was a sunny spring day, and the rectory garden was bright with blossoms and unfurling life. Richard watched it through the thick, distorting glass.

He didn’t turn when the door opened, not until a female voice said, “Your lordship.” Then he moved quickly. David had straightened the bed; Richard was supposed to be in here; and, of course, she knew. Still, the consciousness of her knowledge was uncomfortable.

“Mrs. Fleming. Good morning.”

“May I speak to you?” David’s mother asked.

“Of course. Should we go downstairs?”

“No,” said Mrs. Fleming. “I don’t want to speak to you in a drawing room, your lordship. Let’s do it in here where you spent the night with my son.”

Richard had met Dominic’s parents often, and that had felt awkward enough with their love affair a secret. This was far, far outside his experience. He kept his breathing even, watching her face and praying David had been right about her support.

Mrs. Fleming folded her arms. Her plentiful hair was neatly braided and coiled. It framed a face as pale as David’s, more freckled, with green eyes to his brown. The resemblance was strongest in the unnerving lack of expression.

“Lord Richard.” She was watching his face. “I don’t suppose my son has told you a great deal about me.”

“Only that you are not well. I am sorry to know it.”

“Ha. Not that.” She pressed her lips together briefly. “I was a governess. My father was a tailor, but I had a good education, and I found a place in a widower’s household. He was a kind man. A charming man. I was eighteen. I suppose I need not go into too much detail.”

“You must speak as you see fit.”

“He promised me marriage, and I believed him. I think he even believed it at the time he promised,” she added. “But when it came down to it, he was my employer. He did not like it when I argued or when I said no. A man must tolerate disagreement in a wife unless he is a domestic tyrant, but he need not in a governess. Not at all.”

“I see.”

“I doubt you do,” Mrs. Fleming said. “I lived like that for months in the hope that we might be happy, hanging on his approval and fearing any word might spell my dismissal. I worked for him, and I loved him, and that made me helpless because, in the end, he did not feel obliged to treat a governess as he would a woman of his station. Now perhaps you begin to see.”

“Yes.”

“David has talked to me. And what I hear makes me relieved that he left your service and quite determined, my lord, that my son will not repeat my mistake.”

David’s mother, Richard reminded himself. She could say anything she liked. “I share your concern, Mrs. Fleming, believe me. I have offered him a better position in the hope—”

She gave a hiss of anger that made Richard jump. “You don’t understand at all, do you? Of course you don’t, and that is why you are going to hurt him, and, your lordship, you may not do that. I know my husband’s living is dependent on your family, but if you cause my son more pain, I will make you pay in skin.”

Richard could not doubt it, looking at her expression. “Wait, madam. Stop. I am not your enemy, and I have no desire to hurt David. I mean him nothing but good, I give you my word.” He held her angry gaze until she gave a brief nod. “Now tell me what I don’t understand. What is it that I have wrong?”

“Your offer, my lord. He told me about it; it is why I came to speak to you.”

“I offered him a post as my secretary—”

“So that he might no longer be your servant.”

“It is a compromise, I know, but he is a very talented man and would fill the position admirably, and it would mean he would not be in the position you describe. I don’t know what more I can do, Mrs. Fleming.” Many rich men set up their mistresses in luxury with fine clothes and servants of their own. Richard could not believe that David wanted that, but he had no idea what else there was to offer.

She was looking at him, a steady gaze. “No, I see you don’t. And I believe that you mean well, but…” She trailed off, teeth catching her lip. “After breakfast, you will please ask David to tell you more of my history, and maybe then you will understand. I hope you do, because my son deserves better. In the meantime, the table is set, if your lordship will join us.”

They ate together. David was silent, rather pale. Mrs. Fleming seemed as calm as if they had never had that extraordinary discussion. Richard was very used to making conversation over unspoken depths. He spoke to Mr. Fleming, assured him he would attend the midday service, and turned to David as the meal ended. “Will you take a walk?”

David nodded. They set off down the same route as before, along the high street and left at the bridge over the Thames, all in silence until Richard began.

“Your mother spoke to me, with a great deal of openness.”

“She…I beg your pardon?”

Richard gave David a brief summary of the conversation, watching the scarlet flare in his cheeks. “She asked me to ask you about her history. I have no idea why and no desire to pry into private matters, but it seemed to me that she would not have said that without reason. I see a great deal of you in your mother.”

“Thank you,” David said. “And yes, she has a reason. My lord, have you ever wondered about my surname?”

“What? No. It is unusual, I suppose.”

“That is putting it generously. You never asked yourself why my name means whore?”

Richard would have said lady of pleasure if he had said anything. “That is hard speaking.”

“No, it isn’t.”

Richard glanced at him. David was walking with his chin up, lips set. “David?”

“My mother’s employment as a governess came to a predictable end. Her employer did not choose to give her a reference; she had no family on whom to rely. You know how this works, my lord. She was in Belle Millay’s service by the age of twenty.”

“Millay’s, as in the assignation house.”

“That did not then exist. This was her first bawdy house, on Seymour Street. All the brats were given surnames that Belle found amusing, hence Cyprian, you see. I grew up in the brothel where my mother wenched. She thinks my father was a soldier of the Black Watch, because of the hair, but who can say?”

“Does—” Richard stopped himself.

“Does Mr. Fleming know? Of course. My mother is not fool enough to hide such a secret, and my stepfather is not the kind of Christian who throws stones at sinners or demands endless penitence. He loves her for who she is.”

“That is very admirable. Ah, her illness…?”

“Poxed, obviously. She had the first stage some years after my birth; the second is long past and no longer a risk. The third stage…may come, may not.”

The disease might come back at any time, might attack Mrs. Fleming’s eyes or mind, leave her drooling and incontinent. Or it might never come. There would be nothing to do but wait in its shadow and wonder if every little clumsiness, every forgetfulness or flash of temper, was a sign. Richard wished he could take David in his arms, offer some sort of comfort, but the odd, set expression David wore was as off-putting as the public place.

“Thank you for telling me that,” he said instead, feeling his way carefully. “For trusting me with it. I must feel appalled at your mother’s situation. I wish that things had been otherwise, for your sake and hers, and I am very glad to know she has found a happy home. But I’m damned if I can see why she wanted me to know this.”

“Because you offered me a gentleman’s position. Because you want a gentleman, and I am not one and never will be. If you want a gentleman in your bed, my lord, you will need to look a long way above brothel spawn.”

“Don’t say that!” Richard glared at him. “You are more than that, and it is damned disrespectful to your mother.”

“I know the respect I owe my mother,” David snapped. “She could have discarded me into the gutters; instead she kept me, educated me, didn’t let Belle put me on sale, though it meant she worked there for years more to pay for me. We all owe our mothers our lives, my lord, but I owe mine a great deal more than most. I was born a whore’s bastard, and thanks to her I have risen to become the most sought-after valet in London. I’m proud of that. We both are.”

“I am sure you are.”

“Are you?” David asked. “Are you really? Because it seems to me that you are ashamed of it.”

“What?”

“You think my profession is degrading, my work demeaning. You said so. You asked, how could your lover possibly black your boots? Well, I have blacked your boots for four and a half years. I worked so hard for you, and I was so proud to do it. I gave you everything, served you every way I could, and all the time you despised me for it?”

“David, no. I didn’t mean that—”

“Demeaning,” David said savagely. “That’s what you said, grotesque and demeaning. Tell me, what do you find most contemptible, that I took such care with your linen or that I ensured your boots were the envy of every man in the ton?”

“Stop, please. You are a superb valet—”

“But that is not good enough for you,” David finished. “There is not the slightest real difference between my work and the post you offered me. A confidential secretary is no fitter for his master’s bed than a valet, and we wouldn’t be any the less hanged for it. In fact, it’s far worse for a lover, because your secretary does not spend hours in your bedroom, but you weren’t thinking of how to have time with me, were you? It’s another form of hair powder, a way to make me more acceptable in your eyes. You don’t want to fuck a servant, so I must be changed, and be damned to what I am or what I want.”

“That is not true!” Richard said, appalled. “That is twisting everything I meant. I wanted to offer you something better—”

“For whom? I would work—I would have worked for you and shared your bed and asked nothing more of life. I like my work, damn it. If you had asked me whether I would still be happy to black your boots, I should have told you yes in a heartbeat, but you never asked because you assumed I would find it as degrading as you do. Everything I have ever done for you—” His voice cracked.

“And if I asked you to come back as my valet, if I asked you to black my boots and share my bed, would you accept that with your mother’s example in front of you? Is that not what she was telling me, that your position is vulnerable beyond bearing? Can you not see that I was trying only to strengthen it?”

“I choose my position,” David said through his teeth. “If I let you choose it for me, then I would be weak indeed. And if you fear I would be vulnerable, the answer is not to elevate me to a secretary. It is to respect me as a valet. As a man. My mother’s employer did not have to treat her like dirt because she was a governess; he chose to. Mr. Fleming never asked her to become something else—”

“Then he is a kinder man than most. And this is all very grand until your position becomes a problem, until I see you flinch at a display of temper or mouth meaningless agreement because you fear the consequences—”

“You don’t trust me to stand up for myself,” David said furiously. “You don’t trust me to make my own choice. Well, I will not be given sops and trinkets like a child who needs direction. I am not your responsibility, my lord.”

“Not since you lost your job over this certainly. Have you forgotten that?”

“I’m hardly likely to. It reminded me exactly what I am to you. Servant to the master.”

“That is my point.” Richard clenched his fists in frustration. “That is what I have been trying to say. It is what I wanted to change—”

“I will not be changed!” David shouted, then dropped his voice to a low, vicious hiss. “I am a valet, and a whore’s get, and a redheaded bastard, and if that is not good enough for you, then you may go to the devil, because I will not be reshaped to fit your whim. I’m better than that. I am very well as I am, and if you cannot lower yourself to fuck the man who cleans your boots, you may not have me.”

He turned on his heel and headed back toward the town. Richard wanted to grab his arm, but there were, of course, people all around. “David, for God’s sake. I’m trying to protect you.”

“I never asked you to,” David said over his shoulder, and walked on.


Chapter 10

Richard started back to London that evening. He usually made the journey over a full day, leaving early in the morning to avoid spending a night on the road, but even that seemed a far more attractive prospect now than the empty, echoing rooms of Tarlton March and the ghosts that crowded on him there. He did not want to remember his father’s autocratic pride or his mother’s bitter cold and what her withdrawal had hidden; Philip’s loneliness and his own bewildered boyhood craving for affection. He could not think of those things now.

It was a long, hard journey in a carriage with Tallant, who stared at his hands in silence the whole way, and with the memory of David’s hurt. Richard did not have solitude until he was back at Albemarle Street the next afternoon, where he went straight to the book room, shut the door on the world, and made himself confront what he had done.

David’s expression would not leave him, the white-faced agony of humiliation, shame, and, worst of all, betrayal. If Richard was anything at all, he was loyal. He supported and protected. He was the strong man on whom others leaned. He did not let his friends down.

Except David. Devoted, dedicated David, to whom Richard owed more than to any man alive, and to whom he’d brought nothing but misery.

He’d meant so well; that was the damned stupidity of it. David was capable of far more than his nominal role, and he deserved so much. He deserved ease and luxury and respect, all the things Richard had. He deserved better than a lifetime of blacking boots. How in the name of perdition could Richard have known that he was content to keep doing it?

No, not content—proud. Richard’s boots had been a matter of painful envy to half the men of the ton because of David’s pride. David had tackled everything from polish to perjury with the same passionate intensity for Richard’s sake, and Richard could have understood that if he’d just looked at his own feet. But he hadn’t. He’d thrown it all back in David’s face without even noticing what he was doing, returned contempt for love, and every scrap of the appalling unhappiness David must have felt at that moment was Richard’s own damned selfish thoughtless fault.

He was huddled on the floor by the desk, head in hands, when heavy footsteps came in, a brisk tramp that came to an abrupt stop.

“Your lordship?” Mason asked. “Are you all right?”

Richard didn’t have the strength for this. He shook his head without looking up.

“Are you ill?”

“No.”

“Do you want to get off the floor?”

“Would you please go away?” Richard said into his knees.

Mason exhaled heavily. “I’ll send for Dom, shall I?”

“No.”

“I’ll get a footman. You stay there,” Mason added with a touch of sarcasm. Richard considered getting up and bolting the door behind him as he departed, but couldn’t find the energy. He’d have to tell Dominic he’d broken his word at some point, after all; it might as well be now.

“Right, that’s a message gone to the Board of Taxes, so I dare say he’ll be along,” Mason said, returning. “Good thing too. He can stop thinking up new ways to take the working man’s money for a bit. Now I got work to do, so I’ll get on. Don’t mind me.”

Richard looked up to glare at him, but Mason had already moved to the shelves, the damned insolent democrat.

“You’re a radical,” Richard said abruptly. “You don’t believe in the social order. Would you find service…” He didn’t want to say it. “Uncomfortable? Beneath you? Demeaning?”

“Service. Like, for example, valeting?”

Richard set his teeth. “Like that, yes.”

“Aye, I would. Reason being, I don’t see that one man should have fancy clothes while a hundred wear rags, so valeting would be demeaning as all hell for me, because I’d be going against everything I believe. Whereas it’d be demeaning for you because you’re a lordship, and you think you’ve a right to have your boots shined.” Mason propped himself against the shelves, folding his arms. “David, now, he takes pride in his work, so demeaning for him would be valeting for some bugger who didn’t care what he looked like. Which is a long way to say we all got different opinions. I’d feel bloody demeaned if I had to be told how to put my trousers on, and I’ll wager you don’t.”

“That is not what—” Richard began, and stopped himself because he refused to get into such an absurd argument.

Mason tapped a book, considering. “You know how they say you need to put yourself in another man’s shoes?”

“To understand his position. Yes?”

“Aye, but that’s the thing. Put yourself in his shoes, and it’s still yourself. Your feet don’t fit my shoes, never will. You need to see things how the other fellow sees ’em, not put yourself in his place, because you’re not him. Not something I’m much good at,” Mason added. “I’d have been better in my work if I was. Tell you who’s good at other people: David.”

“Of course he is,” Richard said, his voice stifled.

“Saw that the other day when he asked my help with that problem. He sits there thinking: What does the other man know? What does he believe? What does he want? What does he fear? Works his way through what’s in the other fellow’s head and then uses it to get his own way. Or, I should say, your way.”

Richard stared at his hands, the hands David had cared for and kissed. Mason was right, damn him. Richard had considered himself, the marquess’s son, in a valet’s position and not liked it. He had considered everything from the perspective of a lord, thinking of his own duties and responsibilities. After all his regrets and promises to Dominic, he still had not listened.

David had known the risks in the gulf that lay between them, and accepted them. But rather than seeing that, Richard had put his own oversized feet into David’s narrower shoes and ripped them apart at the seams.

His work had not been demeaning, until Richard had demeaned it to his face.

“Christ,” Richard said into his knees. “Christ.”

“Aye, well, we all make a bad job of things now and again and you no less than the rest of us. I doused Dom’s glim for him, you might recall. Blacked his eye,” Mason translated, as though Richard had forgotten that incident.

That was true but not comforting. Dominic was a forgiving man; Richard suspected that David was not. He would certainly not make himself the victim of his position by taking a master or a lover who did not respect him. He would never have been so foolish. He would have looked after himself, if only Richard had not tried to do that for him.

“Hell’s teeth,” Richard said aloud. Mason didn’t reply, but he didn’t leave either, moving quietly around the room while doing, as far as Richard could see, very little, until at last there was a knock at the door.

“That’ll be Dom,” Mason said with evident relief. “Here.” A hand, extended down. “Get off the floor. Bloody ridiculous.”

Richard took his work-toughened hand. Mason was several inches shorter than Richard but solidly built, and he pulled hard so that Richard had to come to his feet or risk a dislocated arm. He stood but didn’t let go of the radical’s hand at once. “I…Thank you.”

“Aye, well,” Mason muttered. “I’ll get the door.”

Richard took his usual chair while Mason and Dominic exchanged a few words under their breath, and topped up the brandy glass he’d abandoned.

Dominic shut the door behind Mason, pulled over the other chair, and gave Richard a long look. “It didn’t go well, then. Care to talk?”

“Not really. There is nothing to say.”

“Nothing?”

“I caused more pain and distress in a few words than I ever have in my life, to the last man on earth I should have wished to hurt. Is that enough? I’m sorry, Dom. I tried to keep my word to you. I failed.”

“Good heavens. What on earth did you do?”

“Offered him a post as my confidential secretary at twice the salary.”

“That…isn’t clear to me,” Dominic said carefully. “Why was that bad?”

“Of course it is not bad. It is a better post. He would be more respected, more independent. Not a servant, still of my household—I thought it was perfect. Just as you and I would have been perfect if only you had not tiresomely been a quite different man to the one I assumed you were. I am such a bloody fool. And I am damned sorry that I did not try to understand, for your sake and because, if I had learned my lesson then, I might not have thrown David’s years of service back in his face and told him I thought they demeaned him.”

“Oh,” Dominic said. “Oh, Richard.”

“I thought he would want to stop being a servant. I would have wanted that, just as I would not want to do whatever it is that you do, but as I have been told more than once, it is not up to me to decide. Give Mason my thanks, incidentally. He was kinder to me than I deserved.”

“He has a great deal of compassion,” Dominic said. “With his own way of showing it, admittedly. So you told Cyprian that you wanted him but not as a valet—”

“And he informed me that if I could not bed a servant, I could not bed him.”

Dominic frowned. “Did you…?”

“Yes.”

“Good?”

“God, yes. And then I made this damn fool offer the next morning. I have to redress that, Dom. I have made an appalling mull of this, and I dare say he will not wish to be anything to me in the future, but at the very least, he must know that I wish I had cut out my tongue rather than say such a cursed ungrateful, stupid thing. I have to let him know I didn’t mean it.”

“You’re not thinking of going back now,” Dominic said, warning in his voice. “You must see it would attract a great deal of attention if you turned up twice in a few days.”

“That is the only reason I’m still here. If I had any sense, I would have stayed at Tarlton March so I could have spoken to him again today instead of fleeing back here, but I didn’t think of it then, and I couldn’t bear to be there.” Richard took a large mouthful of brandy. Dominic removed the bottle from the side table without comment. “Dear God. What my father would have said if he knew a fraction of this—”

“Cannot be helped,” Dominic interrupted. “He scarcely conducted his own affairs in a manner deserving of respect. Is it just that Cyprian is a valet? Can you truly not stomach that?”

“If I knew that was what he wanted—” I should have told you yes in a heartbeat, but you never asked. Richard flinched at the memory of David’s words. “But it is not just the duties that trouble me. I am afraid for how vulnerable he would be in his position. God knows I have done enough to him without the least ill intent. And I would not want him exposed to disrespect. You know what I mean.”

“That’s true,” Dominic said. “Although I’d sooner make advances on a crocodile. But yes, his position would be vulnerable.”

“Unacceptably so, and vulnerable to me as well as others. I hurt you so much, and I didn’t even notice. I’ve driven him away from me twice now. I don’t know how to get this right. And when I get it wrong, I know damned well I will not be the one to suffer the consequences, because I never am.”

“Yes, you look quite unaffected now,” Dominic agreed sardonically. “Merry as a grig. Dear fellow, we are all vulnerable. Every time we fall in love, we are nothing but vulnerable.” He circled one wrist with his fingers and rubbed the fading mark there, an absent movement. “Including you, little though you like the idea. May I suggest you leave Mr. Cyprian to manage his affairs himself and concentrate on your own conduct? You have amends to make. And if that goes well, you ought to consider doing what he has asked of you in plain English.”

“What do you mean?”

“Learn to bed a servant. Did he say ‘bed’?”

“He said ‘fuck.’ He said, precisely, that he is a valet and a redheaded bastard, and if I could not fuck the—the man who blacks my boots, then I could not have him.”

“I think I’m beginning to like Mr. Cyprian. Do you want to fuck him?”

“Good God, Dominic.”

“Then the conclusion is obvious. You know what he wants. Give it to him, or leave him alone.”

Richard stared at the wall. “I can’t go back in the near future. And to write honestly—”

“No.”

“I wish I could. I think I could get it right on paper, but of course, I may not even write a bloody letter for fear of discovery. Of course not.” Richard did not often repine at his situation under the law—it was how things were, and his wealth and David’s work had kept him safe enough—but the injustice grated viciously on his nerves now.

“You can write something,” Dominic said. “Express regrets. Ask for an opportunity to meet. It’s better than nothing. And in any case, you cannot do this on paper, and you know it. If you insult a man to his face, that is how you make your apology.”

“What if he doesn’t want to hear from me?”

“Then I dare say he will consign you to the devil. Why don’t you let him decide that?”

“If I write to ask him to wait, not to take another position before we have had a chance to speak again—that is fair, is it not?”

“Entirely. Whether he will is another matter, of course.”

Too true. He’d cut David down twice, and his valet was no dog that would return to a man who kicked him. Richard would need to regain David’s trust, and his first step had to be to give his own trust. God knew David managed matters better than he did.

“Thank you,” he said aloud. “Your patience is exemplary.”

“I need it, believe me. What I wonder—” Dominic broke off and looked around at the sound of a quiet, respectful knock.

A footman opened the door. “My apologies, my lord, but Lord Gabriel Ashleigh and Mr. Francis Webster have called on very urgent business and beg your lordship’s time.”

Richard waved permission, and Francis and Ash hurried in. Francis’s narrow face was tense with worry. At his heels, Ash looked frankly unwell.

“Your pardon for the interruption, but we have trouble,” Francis said. “Serious trouble.”

Richard glanced at Dominic, who opened his hands in bafflement. “What on earth is wrong?” 

“It’s all my fault.” Ash sounded utterly miserable. “I’m so sorry.”

Francis glowered. “It’s your accursed brother’s fault. Are Harry and Julius not here?”

“Harry has taken lodgings in Great Ryder Street,” Dominic reminded him.

“Yes, I know. We told them to meet us here.”

“Feel free to use my house as your own,” Richard said. “What is going on?”

The door opened again, without ceremony, revealing Harry and Julius looking as tense as the others. “Richard, thank God you’re back,” Harry said. “Uh, that is, good afternoon.”

Dominic shot Richard a look. “Are you worried yet?”

“Yes. Will someone please enlighten us?”

Julius came over with the quick, firm tread that suggested he was too on edge to be languid, and sat on the desk since there were not enough chairs. “Welcome home, Richard. Did you woo Cyprian successfully?”

“I beg your pardon?” Richard said with stifled incredulity.

“He’s not returned? Curse it. We could use an intelligent man now. Have you told them, Ash?”

Dominic made an exasperated noise. “If someone doesn’t explain very shortly…”

All the others looked at Ash. Francis hooked a footstool with his ankle, dragged it over, and pushed his lover down onto it. “Speak.”

“What it is, you see— I wrote to Francis.” Ash was staring at the floor. “At Christmas. I was at Warminster Hall for a week, with my family. Including Maltravers. God, it was dismal, and I was bored, and…I wrote a letter.”

“Which I did not receive,” Francis said. “A fact of which neither of us was aware—I didn’t know; Gabriel didn’t think. He mentioned it to me some few days back, and we were, of course, highly concerned that it had gone astray. But you had just divested yourself of Cyprian, and after so long, we hoped that the damned thing had been lost in the post. We are not so fortunate.”

“What was in the letter?” Richard asked.

“I, uh. It was pretty ripe stuff.” Ash was scarlet. “I, uh…”

“It would serve very well as evidence in a prosecution for sodomy,” Francis said, voice flat. “Gabriel wrote about a night we spent before he left for Warminster, with detailed reference to our first evening together. A memoir of buggery running to some four pages of his unique handwriting.” He brushed a finger across Ash’s scalp. “I rather wish I’d read it.”

“I wish you had it,” Dominic said. “Hell and the devil himself. Ash.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

“You so rarely do,” Julius said. “Now tell Richard who has the letter.”

“I put it out to be posted,” Ash mumbled. “At the Hall. I, uh…Mal took it off the table.”

Richard stared. “You cannot be serious. He did what?”

“Lord Maltravers saw a sealed private letter, plucked it off the table, and made himself at home with its contents,” Francis said. “The toad.”

Richard was almost speechless. “That is a damned disgrace. That is appalling.”

“It is a weapon,” Julius said. “This gets a great deal worse, Richard. Maltravers loathes Francis, but even he would probably rather not see his brother in the dock accused of playing at all fours. And if Maltravers did bring a prosecution and both Ash and Francis denied it all, claimed it was some fantasy of Ash’s, Maltravers would ruin his brother, at great cost to his family name, but Francis might escape relatively unscathed.”

“Is that not good? What are you getting at?”

“Maltravers wants to use it,” Harry said. “Against Silas and me.”

Dominic went rigid. Richard could see the white creases down the sides of his nose that betrayed his anger, but his voice was level as he repeated, “Silas.” 

“And, indeed, Harry,” Julius said. “They are both in this to their eminently stretchable necks.”

“Explain,” Richard said. “Now. What has Maltravers said, and what does he want?”

“He spoke to Gabriel yesterday,” Francis said. “He expressed a magnanimous readiness not to prosecute. In return, all of you must retract your testimony about the night of the Cato Street Conspiracy.”

“What?” Richard and Dominic said together.

Richard, Ash, and Julius had lied through their teeth, at David’s direction, to keep Mason from prosecution as part of an ill-fated plot to murder the entire British cabinet. He had been part of the conspirators’ group until the day before the planned outrage, and a constable had seen him on Cato Street that night. The Ricardians had given him a false alibi for the afternoon and evening to save his skin. As it happened, he had not been at Cato Street earlier because he had been in bed with Dominic, but that was scarcely something to be offered in evidence.

If Mason were tried, and Richard and the others did not repeat the alibi, Mason’s conviction for high treason would be inevitable.

“How does Maltravers know about that?” Richard asked.

“I expect through Skelton, the Home Office man to whom you all lied so efficiently,” Dominic said. “He’s Maltravers’s protégé, if you recall.”

“He was there.” Ash’s voice shook. “Mal told me he had that accursed letter and shouted at me until I felt like a worm, and then he said he’d tell me what was wanted and went off and brought Skelton in. He was very polite, he kept saying that we’d been ‘mistaken’ or ‘confused,’ but of course he meant lying. He didn’t talk about the letter at all. He just said that Mal was going to prosecute Mason for his part in the conspiracy and he wanted to know we wouldn’t argue it in court. He said there would be no reason for the ‘misunderstanding’ to come up, as long as none of us challenge the evidence against Mason.”

“Or to put it another way,” Julius said, “if any of us makes trouble, Skelton will proclaim to a crowded courtroom that we lied to protect a man from a charge of high treason. And Maltravers may bring a prosecution for sodomy against Ash and Francis.”

Richard put a hand to Dominic’s arm, feeling his tension. “Does Maltravers believe we’ll just let Mason be hanged?”

“He thinks he’s guilty,” Ash said. “Or perhaps he doesn’t care. He said you can all decide if you would rather protect a seditionist or a sodomite.”

“I thought Mason was both. Actually, I am unclear on what Mason is,” Francis said. “He was not in fact a conspirator? Not guilty of this?”

“Not as such, but a radical of the worst kind and involved in the group,” Julius said. “We can’t let him stand his trial and see how the dice fall if that is what you’re thinking. There is no doubt that he could be successfully prosecuted for conspiracy to murder and treason. All that prevents it is that we lied about his whereabouts.”

“He wouldn’t stand a chance,” Dominic said. “The trial is due to start in the middle of this month, and Adams, one of the conspirators, has turned king’s evidence. He can testify that Silas was part of the group almost to the end.”

“Can he can say enough to hang Mason?”

“I don’t know,” Dominic said. “Silas will. Let’s ask him.”

“Wait,” Francis said. “I don’t want to say this—”

“Then don’t.” Dominic’s tone held a warning. “You and I have been friends for a long time, Francis. Don’t say anything that would destroy that.”

“Gabriel could stand in the pillory if Maltravers prosecutes, at the least,” Francis said doggedly. “Men are killed that way. If Mason was implicated, do you truly propose to preserve him at the cost of Gabriel’s skin?”

“It’s not— Sit down, Dominic; I’m speaking. It’s not as simple as throwing either Mason or Ash to the lions,” Julius said as Richard put a restraining hand to Dominic’s arm. “If Mason is convicted of high treason, it will destroy Harry, who was his assistant for so long. Richard is Mason’s employer, and I paid his bail. Hanging Mason will hit us all hard. But—I am still speaking, Francis—but if Ash’s letter becomes public knowledge, do any of you believe we can all survive the scrutiny? How hard would anyone have to look? This is not a choice between two sacrifices. Whatever happens, a number of us are, if I may use the military term, fucked.”

“Then what the devil do we do?” Harry asked. “I don’t care if everyone finds out about my past—”

“Cirencester will,” Richard interrupted. The futures unfolding before him were appalling. It was impossible to think which would be worse, the little set that bore his name becoming known as a pack of sodomites or the stain of high treason attached to his household. His brother’s wrath would be terrible and entirely justified. “Dominic, explain to me. Why does Maltravers want Mason prosecuted?”

“Because he’s Jack Cade,” Dominic said. He and Francis were watching each other like cats. “The illegal pamphleteer. If Skelton can put that across in court, even if Silas doesn’t hang, he could be transported. He has one conviction for seditious libel already.”

“You are not serious,” Francis said. “In God’s name, Dominic—”

“Yes, I’ve gone mad, that’s been well established,” Dominic snapped.

“On the contrary,” Richard said. “Dominic knows his own business best, Mason is a good man, and we will have no further argument on that subject.” That got startled looks from everyone, Dominic most of all. “But this whole business cannot simply be Maltravers helping Skelton to net an elusive quarry.”

“No, it is more,” Dominic said, recovering his composure. “The Cato Street accused are a pack of malcontents and madmen. But if Jack Cade is added to their number, that links the radical scribblers to the would-be murderers. Maltravers is tired of waiting to step into his father’s shoes. Skelton is ambitious. If they can produce a wide-ranging radical conspiracy during an election, Skelton can be sure of promotion, and Maltravers will make himself look a hero, claim a government position, and hit at us all at once.”

“Indeed,” Francis said. “I suppose Gabriel should gladly embrace the pillory or the gallows to avoid such an outcome.”

Richard lifted a hand to prevent Dominic from responding. “Very well, I have it now. Ash, do you think Maltravers knows, or suspects, about us all?”

“I don’t think so. If he did, he would have gone straight to Bow Street,” Ash told the floor. “He said…horrible things to me, and one of them was how you would all turn your backs on me when you found out. He went on and on about that, about how I’d be disgraced and despised—”

Harry leaned over and put a hand on Ash’s shoulder. “We’re with you. We all are. We won’t give you up. Or Silas either,” he added with a quick glance at Dominic.

“We will give up neither,” Richard said. “None of this can be allowed to happen. The consequences are unacceptable.”

“Yes, well, that sounds very impressive,” Julius said. “How will we avoid it?”

“I don’t know yet. Get Mason.”

The radical was duly summoned. He slouched in, looking around with an expression of mild surprise at the assembled gentlemen. “Evening.”

As Dominic outlined the problem, Richard watched the faces around him. Mason looked steadily grimmer. Ash had his head in his hands; Francis stood by him, a hand on his shoulder. Francis was a rich and ruthless man with no love for radicals; he would not allow harm to come to Ash even if it brought him Dominic’s enmity. Richard did not want it to come to a battle between them.

This was going to rip them apart before their ruin if he could not find a way through.

“So that’s it,” Dominic concluded. “Thoughts?”

“Well.” Mason shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’d say I’d best bugger off, except that leaves Harry in trouble.”

“Very much so,” Julius said. “Flight is an admission of guilt.”

“I could come to France with you,” Harry suggested. Silas gave him a scathing look. “Why not? I speak French, which is more than you do.”

Julius snorted. “He barely speaks English, but I have no intention of going to France, so you are not doing any such thing.”

“A pack of us can’t flee the country together. That would be as absurd as disastrous,” Dominic agreed. “That said—Ash, if you agreed to Maltravers’s demands but Silas and Harry left the country before arrest, would your brother keep his bargain and not prosecute you?”

“Who’s to say he’ll do that anyway?” Julius asked. “With all due respect to his lordship, he’s a thieving, blackmailing turd. Why should he not be a liar? Does anyone here trust his word?”

“That’s a good point,” Harry said. “At the very least, Ash would need to get the letter back from him before doing anything.”

“I doubt he’d give that weapon up,” Francis said. “How can Gabriel make him? He holds all the cards.”

“What about getting the letter back anyway?” Mason asked.

“How would you propose doing that?”

Mason shrugged. “Steal it?”

There was a short silence.

“I like it,” Francis said. “Is it possible? Are you a thief?”

Dominic gave him a thunderous look. Mason rolled his eyes. “I’m a bookseller.” 

“Yes, well, that’s the problem,” Julius said. “We can’t bring in a thief and request him to find this damned thing without exposing ourselves to further blackmail. None of us have admittance to Maltravers’s house; Ash is not welcome there—”

“Cyprian,” Dominic said. “He knows everything already. I’ll wager Cyprian could do it.”

Ash nodded frantically. Mason said, “He’s the man I’d ask, but he ain’t here.”

“Quite,” Julius said. “He no longer works for Richard. Does he?”

He did not, and Richard couldn’t imagine how David would react to being asked to do so now. “I can’t ask him that.”

“For God’s sake, you had him spirit this fellow off the scaffold. You can tell him to find a letter,” Francis said with impatience. “Unless you have any better ideas?”

“I cannot go back to him now and inform him his services are required.” Richard’s jaw ached with tension. “I am no longer on those terms with him.”

“He’s a valet. What possible terms does he need? Double his salary.”

Richard looked at Dominic. He was looking at Mason in intense silent communication, and Richard glanced from them to Ash, wretchedly huddled on the footstool, and then at Harry’s hunched shoulders. Harry had looked like that when Richard had plucked him, ragged and wary, from Mason’s political bookshop a year ago. All of them were afraid.

Richard did not want to ask David’s help now, felt sick considering how he might respond, but he couldn’t think of anything else to do.

“Hell and the devil,” he said under his breath. “Julius, Mason, go and get him.”

“I beg your pardon?” Julius said.

“I can’t do it, and he likes you both. Go to Cricklade and get him. I shall give you a note—no, that won’t do. Just tell him I need him, and offer him anything. You may tell him that from me. Anything.” Mason was giving Richard a look. Richard met his eyes. “If you have thoughts, you may share them.”

“Within reason,” Dominic added swiftly.

“Anything is all very well, your lordship. I’m wondering what I tell him if he asks me why he should bother.”

Richard ignored the glances around the room. “Tell him…” He couldn’t think of anything that would salve David’s pride without seeming a cheap manipulation; any message that might be worth his listening to. He couldn’t think why David should bother. “Tell him that I am in need of his skills. That I require him, and a gentleman will not do at all. Tell him that I am quite specifically in desperate need of a redheaded bastard.”

Julius blinked. “And that will help, will it?”

“Got you, your lordship.” Mason nodded at Julius. “Coming?”

“At your service, citizen.” Julius swept him a bow. “I don’t think I’d miss this for the world.”


Chapter 11

Mason and Julius left at dawn the next morning. It was ninety miles to Cricklade, a full day’s hard journey even with a curricle built for speed and unlimited changes of horses. David could not be expected back in London before the following night at the very earliest. If he came at all.

If David did not come…

If he did not come, it would mean that he was truly no longer Richard’s man, and the thought was so intolerable that his mind flinched from it. If he had made such an accursed tangle of things that David no longer cared to come to his aid, the cascade of impending disasters would be his fault.

“You place a lot of reliance on Cyprian,” Dominic remarked as they sat in the book room the following day. “He’s a clever man but not a magician.”

“He has other ways of seeing things,” Richard said. “That’s what we need. None of us had even considered stealing the letter back before Mason suggested it.”

“And what if he doesn’t come?”

“I don’t know.” Richard put his hands through his hair. “I can’t think of any way around this damned business. We can’t pay Maltravers off, can’t threaten him or appeal to his better nature. I have no idea what we can do, except pray Cyprian is more ingenious than I and that he is willing to help.” He smiled without mirth. “Ironic, isn’t it? I spent so long telling myself that I might not touch him because I have all the power and he has none. It does not feel like that now.”

“Indeed not. Richard, if we are faced with a decision, I need to know what you will do.”

“I promised you that I would protect Mason while you need me to. I will do it if I have to rush him and Ash out of the country together.”

“You understand the consequences to your name and Harry’s.” Dominic looked rather pale.

“I understand them very well. I made you a promise. And in any case, I should not insult Harry by protecting him at Mason’s expense. He would not take that.”

“No, he wouldn’t. Richard, I’m frightened.”

“I imagine you are.”

“Silas doesn’t deserve this.” Dominic was staring at the wall. “He’s the worst sort of democrat and guilty as hell of seditious libel, but he had nothing to do with that accursed conspiracy of fools, and to see him hounded like this…I can’t. We still have so much to talk about.” His smile was a grimace. “I know you don’t understand—”

“Of course I damned well understand,” Richard said. “If I had bothered to look and listen, I should have understood from the start. I’m sorry I failed you in that.” And if he had not, perhaps he might have understood what he felt for David instead of denying what was in front of his own face for so long.

Dominic was silent for a few moments. Finally and carefully he said, “You know, Richard, you are a very imposing man, and of course a rich one, and used to having your way, and it is easy to feel that you are invulnerable. I wonder if I have ever quite understood that you are afraid too.”

Richard opened his mouth on a denial that somehow stuck in his throat.

“The burden of your father’s expectations, of course,” Dominic went on. “Duty, loyalty, responsibility, all excellent things, except that he did not forgive anything less than perfection, did he? Especially not from the second son who was obliged from birth to be ‘useful to your brother’ and ‘live up to your position.’ I grew to hate those words on your behalf, you know. Your mother may have called you the reserve, but it was your father who taught you that you had always to earn your right to exist.” Dominic made a face. “Well, I am damned sorry if you feel there was something more you should have done for me or that you owe me anything now, because you don’t. And I know we are all leaning on you, as we always do, but if you were as frightened and helpless as the rest of us, nobody would think the less of you for it. You don’t need to earn our affection, my dear. You have it anyway.”

Richard could find nothing to say. Dominic put a light hand on his. “I would wager, moreover, that Mr. Cyprian knows your feelings better than I do. Tell him the truth, and let him deal with it in his own way.”

“If he comes. And if he does, there’s every chance it will be out of loyalty to Mason rather than me, and I cannot let my personal affairs get in the way of dealing with this appalling tangle.”

“Whose personal affairs?”

Richard blinked at him, confused. Dominic returned a wry look. “Is it just your affair, Rich, and just your decision?”

“God damn it. Perhaps you could speak to him for me. I feel sure you would do better.”

“I have every faith in your ability to learn,” Dominic said, and added, under his breath, “Eventually.”

—

Richard went to visit Philip that afternoon. It was something to do with the endless day.

“Are you well, brother?” Philip asked. “You look somewhat worn.”

“I feel it. I am just back from an errand to Tarlton March, and any amount of business cropped up in my absence. Tell me something. What do you do when you and Eustacia disagree?”

“We rarely do. She knows my position and her own.”

Richard looked up from his teacup. “That does not sound like Eustacia.”

“On the contrary. I don’t mean that she is subservient. I mean that she does not disagree with me unless she thinks she must. And in all honesty, Richard, I have found that on those occasions she is correct or at least that she has identified something I had not considered. I have learned to listen to her.”

“Listening,” Richard said. “I have been told I need to do more of that.”

“It is…not easy.” Philip carefully rearranged the sugar bowl and milk jug. “One cannot be the Marquess of Cirencester, or even the master of lands such as you own, without certainty. If one is easily swayed or self-doubting…”

“No.”

Philip gave his quick, shy smile. “But even I should rather be married and occasionally corrected than stand alone, convinced of my own rightness.”

“Even if you are right?”

Philip raised a brow. “What’s troubling you, brother?”

“I don’t know. Thinking about Mother, and Father. Will you mind if I do not marry, Philip?”

“Yes, of course I should. Very much. I should like to stand groomsman at your wedding—or I dare say you might wish Frey to do that, of course, but I want to see you married. I want nephews and nieces to spoil now that we expect no more additions to our nursery. I want to see you happy.”

Richard took a deep breath. “Suppose I were happy outside marriage?”

“Oh.” Philip considered that. “You mean—a lady you are not able to marry?”

“Precisely,” Richard lied.

“I had not thought you would—”

“Nor did I.”

“Oh,” Philip said again. “I cannot approve. You must see that. I cannot believe happiness can come through illicit connections. You don’t look happy.”

“I’m not happy. I have attempted to stick to my principles instead of pursuing my happiness and caused a deal of hurt by it.”

“Oh, Richard.” Philip put his cup down. “I’m very sorry to hear it. I suppose you have thought of all the things that I should say to this.”

“Repeatedly. You have no need to disapprove of me. I can do that myself.”

Philip thought a moment. “You must be honest,” he said at last. “I am quite sure of that. No good can come of deception. To thine own self be true—”

“Thou canst not then be false to any man,” Richard completed. “But which self should I be true to, Philip? My private self, the one who…wants? Or the public face of Lord Richard the marquess’s son, who must behave as befits a Vane?”

Philip looked alarmed. “How can you be anyone other than yourself? Of course you must behave as befits your position. You must conduct yourself as a gentleman, and you may only do that by behaving in private as you would in public. There are plenty of men who indulge in liaisons out of the eyes of the world, but really, Richard, have we not seen where such things lead?”

“Oh, yes. Mother strayed, and Father never forgave her. Imagine if he had, though, Philip. Imagine if he had understood.”

Philip gave a short, harsh laugh. Richard sighed. “I am fanciful, I know. I beg your pardon, brother. Ignore me. And don’t worry. I shall not do anything to bring discredit on the family.”

“You never would. I have every faith that you will do the right thing. Uh…I am not very good at these matters, Richard. Perhaps if you talk to Eustacia?”

“I like to talk to you,” Richard said. “I don’t expect you to provide the answers. And I care for your good opinion as yourself, not just as Cirencester.”

“You have it. And you may talk to me whenever you wish.” Philip visibly steeled himself to add, “About any subject you wish.”

I wish to God I could, Richard thought. I wish you might understand.

—

He had not called a meeting of the Ricardians that evening, but they gathered in the private rooms of Quex’s anyway as if dragged there, all of them too on edge for other society. Richard felt that as much as anyone. A note had come from Philip just before he left the house; he had shoved it into his pocket without opening it. If it was some sort of considered warning against immorality, he didn’t want to know.

No good can come of deception. That was easy to say when the truth didn’t earn you the pillory or the gallows.

“If we had only lived a generation ago, it would be simple,” Dominic was saying. “One of us could force some spurious quarrel on Maltravers and deal with him that way.”

“What, a duel? You’d be lucky,” Ash said. “Mal never fights with anyone his own size. He’s Lord Maltravers. He can’t be seen to be beaten.”

“He always made sure he had at least three henchmen at Eton,” Francis observed. He had been brutally bullied by Maltravers during their school days, as a weaver’s son who did not belong among gentlemen. It lay at the heart of their mutual hatred.

“Julius could probably force a quarrel on Maltravers,” Harry said. “He could provoke a stone when he puts his mind to it. And he’s a damned good fencer.”

“So is Richard, though less offensive,” Dominic said. “Rich, will you be our champion and challenge Maltravers for Ash’s good name? Hit him with a glove or some such.”

He and Harry carried that nonsense on for a while, talking because silence was not tolerable. Ash and Francis did not look in the mood for chatter. They were sitting close to each other, shoulder to shoulder. If sardonic, unforgiving Francis had expressed a word of blame to Ash for his folly, Richard had not seen it.

The talk died at last, and silence descended “I wonder when he’ll be back,” Harry said into it. “Julius, I mean.”

Richard ran both hands through his hair. “Tomorrow. They would have had to set off at dawn to return to London tonight. We cannot expect that.” He had told himself that a dozen times in the past hour.

“I hope they are back tomorrow,” Ash said. “And I hope Cyprian is with them, and I hope to God he has some ideas. Richard, should I flee the country?”

Everyone turned. Ash held his hands up. “Everyone’s being terribly kind, but the fact is, this to-do is my fault, and it’s up to me to take the consequences. If I run, it’s admitting guilt, I know, but you could all be shocked and appalled.” He offered the room a watery smile. “And I’d rather bring disgrace on my family from France than in the pillory.”

“Would that not mean Francis would have to run as well?” Richard asked.

“It may come to that,” Francis said. “The accursed thing is, if we run, we proclaim our guilt, but every day we don’t, I feel a growing conviction that I shall find a Bow Street Runner breathing down my neck.”

Dominic sat up. “Have you been followed? Men hanging around, servants questioned?” Ash and Francis glanced at each other and shook their heads. Dominic frowned. “That’s odd. I would have thought—”

“Listen!” Harry yelped.

Rapid footsteps on the stairs. It was one man, not a crowd, and Richard had just time to register Not an arrest before the door opened and Harry leapt up with a cry.

“Gentlemen.” It was Julius, still wearing his hat and greatcoat. He swept them a bow. “Admire my celerity.”

Richard found he was on his feet as well. “Did you get him? Where is he? Did he come?”

“I see the situation has not improved in my absence,” Julius said. “Yes, I have him. He has requested a private interview with you first, Richard.”

Richard nodded. “Send him up. Leave me, gentlemen. We will speak tomorrow when, please God, Cyprian may have some better ideas than the rest of us.”

“I really don’t feel like waiting on his convenience,” Francis said through his teeth. “The man’s a valet. Can you not soothe his damned amour propre with a new set of livery and get on now?”

“No,” Richard said. “It was not his idea or mine to write that letter, and we may all be grateful if he chooses to help us avert the consequences, so you will kindly do as I ask at once.”

Dominic was already standing. “Of course, dear fellow, carry on. Be quiet, Francis.” He steered Francis out as Harry followed pushing Ash. Julius stepped aside to let them out, gave Richard a quizzical look, and closed the door.

The minute they had left, Richard wished they had not. He had not wanted to be alone all day, except that he had not enjoyed anyone’s company either.

“Damn it,” he said aloud, and fished out Philip’s note. He probably needed some moral disapproval now.

It was in Eustacia’s hand. Philip always had her write for him, since even Richard struggled to decipher his efforts.


Dear Richard,

In your conversation today, Philip omitted to observe that some things are of necessity private but may still be conducted honestly. He asks me now to assure you of his faith in your conduct, both in public and in private, and of his continuing regard, whatever course you think best to pursue.


Ever yours,

Eustacia



Underneath that, Philip had scrawled three words in his childlike hand:

I stand corrected.

Richard was still staring at that when David came in.

He looked travel weary, pale, and tired after what must have been a full day in the coach at uncomfortable speed. He wore a brown coat that went better with his hair than the severe black Richard had seen him wear before and his manner was decidedly wary.

Richard put the precious note into his pocket. “David. Thank you for coming.”

“I had no choice.”

Richard couldn’t stifle a leap of hope. “Because…?”

“Silas and Mr. Norreys strong-armed me into the coach.”

“Oh. I meant them to request your attendance. To persuade you, not press-gang you. David, I need your help. Will you sit?”

“I’ve been sitting all day.” David walked to the fire, a few feet away from Richard. “What do you want of me, your lordship?”

“Your help. We are in hell’s own tangle, and I have no idea what to do. I hoped you might.”

“You want me to work for you again.” David’s voice was neutral, his face blank, nothing given away. Guarded. Richard did not want to see him guarded.

He set his shoulders. “I need your assistance quite desperately. I would not have called on you otherwise. You have every reason not to work for me, and this is not how I wanted to meet you again or what I should have wished to discuss. I should have far preferred to come to you for your sake alone, certainly not to make demands, but there is too much at stake. I must put Ash’s and Mason’s lives before my—our—affairs, and I hope to God you will find yourself able to do the same.”

David still wasn’t moving, his silence unnerving. Richard sighed. “I am well aware I have no right to expect your help, but you cannot solve all of my problems for years and then expect me not to run to you in a crisis.”

“I was run to you,” David pointed out. “I don’t work for you, your lordship, and you are asking a very great deal of me, and we did not part on good terms. You told Mr. Norreys to offer me anything.”

“I did.”

“Anything,” David repeated. “What does that mean? Money from your overflowing coffers? Yet another position in your household? To have my way in your bed?” His voice had plenty of feeling in it now, the imperturbable mask cracking at last. “What are you proposing to pay me with this time?”

“Hell and the devil. I did not mean—”

“And yet, you did,” David said. “Again. I will not be bought, I will not be bribed, and I will not return to serve where my service is despised.”

“I did not offer to buy you. I offered to pay you. What in hell’s name should I have done? I could hardly ask your help as a friend given the way we parted, still less as a lover. You are insulted that I offered a price, but would you have been less so if I had assumed your time was at my command? For God’s sake, I didn’t know if you would even listen to my message. Of course I threw all my worldly goods at your feet. I hoped that might convey how much I need you!”

“You need me to work for you,” David said with cold precision. “As you have said, we would both do well to remember our places. I am very aware of mine, your lordship.”

He was not a forgiving man. And Richard knew damned well he had an apology to make. “I have said a number of damn fool things recently. That was one, if not the worst. But as to despising your service—David, I swear to you on my father’s name, it is not true. I did not ever consider your work in that light.”

“Really.”

“In truth? I barely considered it at all.” That got David looking at him, a startled glance. “I took everything you did for me for granted, as my due. All the comforts and the little perfections and the way you made the whole world work for me, and I don’t think I ever quite noticed. You are so good at going unnoticed, you see. And of course our places are different. I am a lord, I should not care to be a servant, and I will not pretend otherwise. I expect I should be an execrable servant, whereas if you were a lord, you would probably be prime minister already. And whatever your station, you would never be fool enough to insult your best and most loyal friend by letting him believe you did not value his work. By not valuing it. I’m sorry, David.”

David was watching him. His face was still and drawn tight with tension.

“I would like to beg your forgiveness,” Richard went on. “I should like to persuade you that I have thought about your words and come to understand them. I should very much like to talk about things again and this time listen to what you tell me. But I don’t think I can afford to do that now, because my friends and I are in bad trouble, worse than any I have known, and the foundations are crumbling under our feet. Will you help, David? Tell me your terms, whatever they may be. Tell me what I must do to have you back at my side, because I have never needed you here more.”

David did not move. “What, precisely, do you want me to do?”

“Make this go away. I assume Julius explained the situation? Retrieve the damned letter, and lift the threat from Ash and Mason.”

“But that won’t be enough,” David said. “Even if you get the letter back, Lord Maltravers will still know. He can still make accusations against Lord Gabriel, and if that spreads, and people start to look…”

That, somehow, had not quite dawned on Richard before. He had been focused on the letter, not the knowledge it held, but of course, David was right. “God rot it. Oh, hell and the devil. We must at the least get the accursed letter back to remove the threat from Mason and Harry, but—my poor Ash. Is there nothing to be done?”

“Oh, of course,” David said with unconscious assurance that took Richard’s breath. “But it would mean pulling Lord Maltravers’s fangs altogether and Mr. Skelton’s with them. That is a large task.”

Richard almost laughed. “How could you? Maltravers is a duke’s heir with a fortune. He is all fangs.”

David raised one shoulder, a half shrug. “I don’t know about that. Have you ever wondered why he is so badly dressed?”

“What?”

“Nothing. For now.” He pressed his lips together, thinking. “If I do this, your lordship, I will need free rein to use any means necessary.”

“You have it. My purse is at your disposal without limit.”

“I don’t mean money. Or not just money. This will not be conducted in a gentlemanly way. I will need to lie and cheat and steal, as I have done before, and I am not going to hide that any longer. I want you to know what I do for you.”

Richard had only an inkling of what David did. It had always seemed better not to ask. “Like pigs,” he said.

David blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“Pigs. When a pig must be killed, you cut its throat, sear the hair from its hide, gut it, clean off the filth, chop it apart. Have you ever seen a pig killed? It’s messy. It stinks. And then, at last, with the blood and shit and squealing left behind, a carefully cured and cooked ham sits on a gentleman’s table, and he will take a few mouthfuls and praise the delicate taste.”

“I see. Yes, very like pigs.”

“My father made us spend time on the land, understand where our wealth comes from. He was, at least, honest. I cannot say I like the sound of lying or stealing, but I never liked the sound of a pig’s death squeal either, and it has not stopped me eating bacon. Or appreciating the butcher’s skill,” he added.

“But you would not do the slaughtering.”

“I lied at your direction just a few months ago,” Richard countered. “I did it for Dominic then, and I will do it now, or anything else you require, rather than see innocent men hang.”

“I wasn’t aware they were innocent.”

“No,” Richard was forced to admit. “No, they are not innocent at all; that is quite true, but I don’t think either Ash or Mason deserves hanging. And in any case, if I am forced to choose between what is right in law and the people I care for, I think I must choose the people. I listened to rightness when I should have listened to you, and I wish to God I had not.”

They stared at each other. “You asked me for my terms, my lord,” David said at last.

“Go on.”

“There are none. I don’t work for you. I am not in your service. If I help you, it is my choice.” He lifted his chin a fraction. “A kindness from a friend and not to be repaid.”

Other men might have made Richard pay through the nose. David was graciously conferring a benefit on him for which Richard would be indebted forever, a grateful dependent.

He had known the price would be high one way or another, but he had not imagined this.

He had to force the words out over his bone-deep reluctance. “If you will do me that kindness, then I will count myself lucky in your friendship. I am very much obliged to you,” he made himself add.

“It stings, doesn’t it? Very well. The election is under way, and Mr. Norreys tells me the Cato Street trial is due to start in less than a fortnight. Lord Maltravers will want Silas readied for the dock as soon as possible. There is not much time in hand.”

“I know. I dare say I have asked the impossible.”

“It may be to our advantage. Lord Maltravers will be impatient, and impatient men make mistakes.”

“Have you any ideas?” Richard asked. “Do you think this is possible?”

“Most things are possible, if you look at them the right way.” David caught his lower lip in his sharp teeth, a little unconscious movement Richard had seen so many times. It said, I’m thinking, and he felt an absurd relief at the sight. A sense of comfort and certainty, as if he were a man on a precipice who had finally stepped to solid ground.

“Well, I’m in your hands, and I cannot tell you how glad I am for that. You will tell me what you need? And—do you have somewhere to stay?”

“Here. Quex and Shakespeare are my friends. I can come and go easily, and so can you. I should not be seen in your company, I think.”

“No. Is this where you came when I drove you away?”

David stilled, watching his face. “Yes.”

“I wish I had known; I should have come after you. And I wish I had not made you go. Perhaps you had to go, but I wish it had not been because of my obtuseness.”

David swallowed, the movement making the pale column of his throat work. “My lord—”

“You said a kindness from a friend. My friends call me Richard.”

“Yes, I know,” David said. “I am still angry, my lord. I am still hurt. I believe you are sincere in what you have told me, but I am not going to fall back into your arms. You were right in one thing: I am vulnerable to you. I didn’t quite understand how vulnerable before. So I accept your apology, and we need not discuss that further, but I will decide on what terms I am prepared to be with you from now on, and you have no say in that.”

Richard exhaled. This was fast becoming the most humiliating conversation of his life, and he had to remind himself that he had earned it. But at least David was here, straight-backed, sharp-eyed, and thinking on Richard’s behalf. “Very well. As you wish. What now?”

“I must sleep. I was up betimes, and it was a tedious journey.”

That was his dismissal. Another novelty from this damned uncomfortable evening. “Of course. Good night.” Richard headed for the door with a certain sense of relief.

“You’re mistaken in one thing, I think, my lord,” David said from behind as Richard grasped the handle. “You would have made an excellent butler.”

“Ah…why is that?”

“You’re very tall, and you don’t drink much.”

Richard stared at the woodwork in front of him. “Thank you,” he said, keeping his voice steady. “I shall bear that in mind should I lose my fortune.”

“You’re welcome,” David said, and Richard left him, cherishing the almost imperceptible quiver of amusement in his voice like a precious thing.


Chapter 12

David woke at the chime of five o’clock as he always did, because years of habit could not be discarded like a worn-out garment. Habit such as doing what Lord Richard wanted.

This was a hellish tangle. The war with Lord Maltravers would have to be fought openly and viciously, and if David failed, Richard’s name and protection would be worth nothing. Lord Maltravers was a powerful, vengeful man and a brutal one. There would be no room for gentlemanly feelings.

David didn’t think Richard would indulge them. Richard had summoned him in the teeth of his own best interests and David’s pride because it had to be done for his friends. He would not hold back now.

Some people would see that as self-sacrifice or kindness. David knew damned well what it was. When Richard decreed something should be so, it had to be made so, and anything in the way of that would be put aside. Richard wanted David to solve his problem, and here David was. He could decide as firmly as he liked that his lord’s troubles were not his own; he had been quite adamant that he would put his glorious, destructive dream behind him at last; but the minute he had seen Silas and Mr. Norreys standing on Mr. Fleming’s threshold, David had known he would be going with them. Richard whistled, and David came.

If Richard decided that David would return to his bed, he did not delude himself that he would resist for long. He’d had to lock his knees as it was the previous evening, feeling his anger vanish like dew under the sunrise of Richard’s sincerity, and it was a struggle to make himself stay angry.

He had to, because he knew all too well that Richard was his Achilles’ heel, his worst vulnerability, the one that would destroy him if he let it. He wanted Richard, and the wanting made him weak.

But if Richard was truly going to listen…

They could change the rules of the game, if they both played differently. They might find a way if they both sought one.

And while they were seeking, David had to take on a duke’s heir and the law and the Home Office and Bow Street, and win, so he ought to give that business the attention it needed. He stared up at the cracked ceiling and turned the situation around in his mind, looking for his advantage.

His first step was to write a letter to Lord Maltravers requesting an appointment. Maltravers had sent a missive of immense condescension a few months back advising David that he should be grateful for the opportunity to serve a future duke and offering a generous salary of a hundred and twenty pounds a year.

It had not been tempting. Richard, far the better man to dress, had paid David four hundred, and Lord Maltravers’s bullying temperament was notorious. David had declined the offer with elaborate courtesy, hinting that he was bound by contract and that otherwise he would have seized the opportunity. He always declined in those terms; if life in a brothel taught one anything, it was never to offend a powerful man’s amour propre, never to make him feel vulnerable or rejected or at fault. Men did not like to be made to think less of themselves, and they were prone to restore their dented pride at someone else’s expense. David was quite sure that Lord Maltravers would react very badly indeed if his self-love were assaulted.

Advantage.

He next went to find Zoë, Jon Shakespeare’s sister, who had done her time on her back in Belle Millay’s service and now ran an assignation house where gentlemen met one another or occasional paid partners. She was still in bed at noon, and it was a foolhardy man who woke Zoë before she was ready, but David had no time to lose, and a basket of expensive sweet pastries with ten guineas discreetly tucked in one corner went some way to improving her morning mood.

“So what’s going on?” Zoë asked. They sat across a table from each other drinking coffee, she swathed in a flannel gown, her tight-curled hair scrunched up into a gravity-defying bun on her head. “Because I heard from a certain pretty Tory that you’d resigned Lord Richard’s service, and if that’s so, you can go bugger yourself, you interfering slyboots ginger bastard.”

“I did. And now I’m back.”

“In that case, it’s a pleasure to see you, sir.”

“You too,” David said. “How was Frey as a flashman in my absence?”

“Oh, he’s got a gift for it.” Zoë fluttered her eyelashes. She was noisily fond of Dominic Frey, mostly because it irritated Silas, but David knew her well enough to suspect she actually liked the man.

“He may be in trouble. Mr. Frey, Silas, the pack of them. It’s to be hoped not you, but I don’t know how far this could spread if I don’t deal with it.”

Zoë’s eyes narrowed. “What’s going on?”

“Lord Maltravers.”

She turned in her chair, hawked, and spat, quite deliberately, on her own floor.

“Like that, is it?”

“Great bullying brawn,” Zoë said. “I remember that one from Seymour Street back in the day. If he can’t get a cock-stand, that’s the whore’s fault. You know the sort. Slapped a girl who laughed at him so hard, she couldn’t do anyone but sailors for a week because nobody wants to look at bruises. And he was tight as a gnat’s arse about it. Other gentlemen pay for damage done, or some of ’em do anyway.” She made a face. “Fucking gentlemen and their pleasures, and their tantrums when they’re thwarted. It’s why I picked the assignation house when old Belle was dividing up the empire, you know. Give me sods and mollies any day.”

“Why, because they’re gentler souls?” David asked with some sarcasm. “Like Silas and your Mr. Frey?”

“They’re not hurting the girls. Fuck my eye if I care what they do to each other. I’d stay away from Lord Maltravers if I was you. He’s a nasty piece of work, and if you cross him, he’ll come back at you till he’s got his stick up.”

“Yes, I know,” David said. “Unfortunately, he’s after Silas again, and after Lord Richard’s set as well. I’m going to have to cross him. And as Belle used to say, ‘If you’re obliged to cross a man at all—’ ”

“ ‘Nail him to one while you’re at it,’ ” Zoë finished. “You going to nail Lord Maltravers?”

“By the balls. Want to help?”

“You know me, Foxy. I’ll do anything for our beloved gentlemen. Here to serve, that’s me.” Zoë grinned at him. “How much?”

They spent a fair part of the afternoon in brothels. David hadn’t kept up his acquaintance with game women after his mother had left Millay’s, and had not needed to visit those types of houses in his work for Lord Richard, so the women who ran the various establishments would have no reason to trust him. Zoë was widely known in the business and widely liked; she could vouch for him. It took trips to a fair few houses and a certain investment of Lord Richard’s money in gin, but at last, they found the place Maltravers frequented.

“His lordship comes here, yes,” agreed the aged bawd who ran this particular temple of hymen under the name Mother Knab. “Domine do-little.”

“Impotent?” David said hopefully.

“Oh, not a gelding, but no stallion either. I dessay he’d be very well with a bit of patience, but my lord the duke’s brat doesn’t have to be patient, does he? Drinks any amount of quack’s potions. Dr. Vanbutchell’s Nostrum and whatnot. And he likes the old…” She put a hand to her scrawny neck, stuck out her tongue sideways, and crossed her eyes.

“The what now, Mother?” David asked.

“Self-strangling,” Zoë said. “What, you never heard of that? You put a rope round a fellow’s neck and it brings his ramrod up like nobody’s business.”

“I did know that. Wasn’t there a fellow killed that way, a foreign musician?”

“Thirty years ago, that was,” Mother Knab muttered. “And the poll who did it was acquitted too, so don’t you go saying it’s dangerous. If it gets fellows to the point, where’s the harm?”

David toyed with the idea of having Lord Maltravers “accidentally” throttled, but discarded it. The last thing they needed was for Lord Gabriel’s letter to be found among a dead man’s papers.

They tried a few more places before Zoë had to go to work. David gave assurances of his mother’s health to the few who remembered her, smiled at a dozen jests about his hair, and didn’t get anything else useful on Maltravers.

He could have done some good with a really filthy bit of scandal, something to disgrace his lordship and make his word worth nothing. But there was nothing shameful in using whores, and the gentry would scarcely care if his lordship was rough with them. Impotence was no use either. It was an easy slur against a man but no more.

Aphrodisiacs, though. He’d heard a lot about those, growing up. Gentlemen who couldn’t do their business often sought desperate remedies, and heaven knew what was in those potions, but some of them did damage. All the whores knew men with slurred speech and snarling tempers. Mad as a hatter, they’d tell each other. Stay away.

Vanbutchell’s Nostrum was no more than a harmless concoction, but if Lord Maltravers had that habit…

Advantage, David thought, and went back to Quex’s.

“So, what, you’re applying to be Maltravers’s valet?” Silas asked later that evening. David had whistled him up to Quex’s, and they were drinking gin and making plans before David went to give the Ricardians their instructions in the private rooms. There were some things the gentlemen didn’t need to know. “You don’t reckon he’ll think you’re there on Lord Richard’s bidding?”

“He might,” David acknowledged. “Then again, it’s known I fell out with my lord, and Lord Maltravers believes that his rank makes him a more desirable master. There is a chance he’ll take my approach at face value. It doesn’t necessarily matter.”

Silas gave him a look. “What are you brewing?”

David grinned. He knew it looked forced, because it was. He was not looking forward to this part of the play.

Silas clearly saw that in his face. “If you need me at your back—”

“I don’t, but I have a different sort of job for you. How do you feel about getting in the gutter again?”

“Born and bred there. Be a pleasure.” Silas cocked an eye at him. “How’s his lordship?”

“In the private rooms.”

“Aye, very good. I’d almost believe I said where. You coming back, Foxy?”

“We’ll see. It depends. On how this goes, for a start,” he added to forestall the obvious question.

“It had better go all right, then. I don’t want to go to France, and his lordship’s not doing so well without you.”

David was not going to ask for details. “I didn’t know you cared.”

Silas gave the snarling grin that had led Julius Norreys to name him “Dominic’s werewolf.” “Aye, and of course you don’t either. I just need someone to play backgammon with. The house is a tomb in the evenings now Harry’s moved out. What’s this job, then?”

—

Richard waited in the private rooms, watching the others. David had asked him to assemble a select group at nine of the clock: Dominic, Francis and Ash, Julius and Harry. Neither of the lawyers, since they would be going well beyond the law. All of them were on edge waiting to hear what, if anything, David could do.

“I damned well hope your valet has something useful to offer,” Francis muttered, stalking the length of the room for the fifteenth time. “Where is the man? He said nine.”

“It’s two minutes past,” Dominic said. “And he isn’t Richard’s valet, and I for one would be grateful if you would calm yourself. You’re setting my teeth on edge.”

“Forgive my lack of consideration,” Francis snapped. “I suppose you would approach this situation with sangfroid.”

“In fact, he did,” Julius said. “You may recall Mason came within a whisker of being arrested for high treason, and Dominic was as cool as a cucumber throughout.”

“And barely made it to the privy afterwards before I cast up my accounts,” Dominic added. “You have all my sympathy, Francis, I just wish you’d stop wearing holes in the carpet. Listen. There’s someone coming.”

David opened the door. “Good evening, my lords, gentlemen.”

Richard felt one kind of tension ease out of his shoulders, even as his gut tightened a little at the sight. “Good evening, Cyprian. Please come in.”

David walked to the fireplace, opposite Richard, gaze flicking from man to man. “Gentlemen, thank you. I’ll get to the meat of it: We have to retrieve this letter; we have to find out what Mr. Skelton knows and take him off the board one way or another; and we have to deal with Lord Maltravers. While he can accuse Lord Gabriel and Mr. Webster, even without the letter, he is a threat. And it seems to me likely that if the letter is stolen his response will be to make accusations. He will not take defeat well.”

“But he will always be able to accuse us,” Francis said. “He knows, damn it. What are you going to do, cut out his tongue?”

“In a way,” David said. “I wondered if we might silence him blackmail for blackmail, but I have found no weapon worth using for that. Unless anyone here knows otherwise, it seems that he has no sordid secrets or hidden crimes.”

“Unfortunately, those are all on our side,” Julius remarked.

“Indeed, Mr. Norreys. The next best option is to make sure that, when he speaks, he will not be believed. I need your help with that.”

The Ricardians exchanged looks. Harry spoke for them all when he asked, “How?”

David’s lips twitched in an echo of his mother’s razor-sharp smile, a warning of danger that made Richard’s skin prickle with the sudden understanding that his red fox was in his element.

“I will explain, but first there is something to establish. I intend to destroy Lord Maltravers’s character.” Ash’s eyes widened. “This is not going to be gentlemanly at all. It will be ruthless, unscrupulous, probably unlawful, and if anyone here cannot be part of it, please say so now.”

Every head turned to Richard.

“Dominic?” he said.

Dominic bit his lip. “Do what you must with Maltravers. He started this, and with Ash and Silas at stake, he can take the consequences. But what about Skelton?”

“What about him?” Francis demanded.

“He’s a professional man. I don’t like him, but he is doing his job.”

Francis and Julius both made explosive noises. “He accused Silas of murder!” Harry objected over them.

“I know, and I should be grateful if you didn’t repeat this conversation, because Silas will doubtless have my hide for it, but Skelton is supposed to hunt down radicals. It’s what he’s paid for. And yes, he’s Maltravers’s ally, but I can’t see him destroyed for that.”

“I don’t need to destroy him,” David said. “I think there is another way to deal with Mr. Skelton, but I will require your help, Mr. Frey.”

Dominic gave him a relieved smile. “Anything. Thank you.”

“Good,” Richard said. “Julius, have you any concerns?”

“Dear fellow, he may rip the balls off anyone he sees fit,” Julius said. “Cry havoc, Cyprian, and consider me your dog of war.”

Francis rolled his eyes. “Seconded.”

“Thirded,” Harry added. “Ash?”

Ash made a face. “I feel a deuced villain, you know. He’s my brother.”

“And you’re his brother, and that hasn’t stopped him,” Francis pointed out.

“I know. I’ll do what I have to.”

“What about you, Richard?” Dominic asked.

“Cyprian has my full support in whatever he does. All of you will kindly treat his requests as though they came from me.” He nodded at David. “Carry on.”

David took a deep breath. “Firstly, time. When is the trial of the conspirators set?”

“The other conspirators, you mean?” Dominic asked a little sardonically. “The fifteenth.”

“Nine days,” David said. “Lord Maltravers will want Silas added to the accused as soon as possible. Lord Gabriel, you need to delay him. Tell him that you are prepared to give in to his blackmail but that you are still working on persuading your friends. Say they are intransigent; Lord Richard is offended. Seem cowed and afraid. Can you do that?”

“I can seem afraid without any trouble at all,” Ash assured him.

“Ask to see the letter, to confirm he has it. You may be able to find a clue as to where it might be. And”—his chin tilted upward—“make Lord Richard the focus of your objections.”

Ash frowned. “How do you mean?”

“Imply that he is the man stopping you from giving in, but he has secrets himself. Use phrases like holier-than-thou, or a fly on the wall might see things. Don’t be drawn into specifics; clam up when he asks. But set that trail for me, Lord Gabriel—that Lord Richard has secrets for Lord Maltravers to learn. I want him on Lord Richard’s scent.”

The other men were shifting in their seats. Julius’s brows were raised so high it looked painful. “Are you baiting traps?”

David smiled, sharp-toothed and wicked. Richard waved a hand, indicating that he was unconcerned. He didn’t quite feel it.

“Very well,” David said. “As to the rest of you…gossip. I need you all, from tonight, to start asking what’s wrong with Lord Maltravers.”

“That won’t take long to establish,” Francis muttered.

“No, Mr. Webster, I mean, What on earth is wrong with Maltravers?” David spoke in a voice unnervingly like Julius’s dry tone. “The fellow’s always been boastful, but really…Or Do you believe all this about Maltravers? He’s been saying the most peculiar things recently, but this seems extraordinary.”

“We’re to say that he’s a liar?” Julius asked.

“That he speaks fantasies, Mr. Norreys. Peculiar, sordid, unreliable. And ask; don’t say. Assert that you don’t believe a word of it. Wonder if anyone else has heard that he is speaking wildly. Remember that nonsense he was spouting about Harry Vane last winter or that ungentlemanly boast about Lady Beaufort—”

“What did he say about Lady Beaufort?” Harry asked, ruffled. He was one of the fashionable widow’s court and took a chivalrous interest in her reputation. “Because I can assure you, she would not drop her handkerchief for that oaf, no matter what he may claim.”

“I’m not aware he said anything, Mr. Harry. But you believed that he did.”

“He’s a braggart,” Francis said. “And a damned offensive lout.”

“Repeat his boasts and his offenses, and amplify them in the telling. The more basis in truth, the better. Would he have made remarks about any other lady?”

“He was heard to remark that he would take his pick of the Martindale girls at his leisure,” Julius said. “I found that insulting.”

“Suppose he said his pick of the girls and their mother too?” David asked.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Mr. Norreys, nobody would believe ill of Mrs. Martindale. If Lord Maltravers has been making remarks about her, that would only reflect on his peculiar state of mind.”

Julius considered that. An unpleasant smile dawned on his handsome features. “Do you know, perhaps he might have said such a thing. I believe I see what you’re about, Cyprian.”

“I don’t, quite,” Ash said.

“Undermining Lord Maltravers’s word,” Dominic said. “If Julius tells Mrs. Martindale that Maltravers said that about her—”

“Tells Lady Jersey that he said that about my cousin Martindale, more like,” Julius said.

“Asks Lady Jersey if she’s heard any such thing,” David said. “And asks if she was present when he said that other thing. Now, was that at Lady Hertford’s or Lady Beaufort’s? I could have sworn you were there, but perhaps not. I think people will be quite sure they were in the room at the time. With a couple of repetitions, they’ll believe they heard it themselves.”

Dominic raised a dark brow. “You don’t have a high opinion of human nature, do you?”

“People like stories, Mr. Frey. And they like to see the high brought low, and they love scandal. Give them the story of the duke’s son who is making the most shocking remarks, and it will spread whether it’s believed or not. Spread it enough, and it will be believed. After all, it must be true if everyone is saying it.”

“Yes, I see,” Julius said. “Richard, have you read Frankenstein at all? No? You probably should.”

“Do be quiet,” Dominic told him. “Will this be enough, Mr. Cyprian?”

“Not on its own, no. This is just your part.” David smiled. “Leave the rest with me.”


Chapter 13

“I am absolutely appalled,” Richard said afterward.

They had cooked up half a dozen lies that were close enough to remarks Maltravers had made to have the ring of truth, but which Julius and David had together given an extra note of malice. The others had learned their parts while David and Dominic had consulted on Mr. Skelton, black and red heads together in the corner, and then the other Ricardians had left to begin their work. Harry had been advised to adhere closely to the truth; he blushed too freely to lie well. Francis was to remind people how much Maltravers disliked him, rather than starting new hares, so that nobody should trace any slanders back to him.

Now the others had left, and Richard and David stood alone among a litter of glasses, staring at the fire.

“You did say free rein,” David said. “And I did warn you.”

“I’m not appalled by you. Startled, perhaps, and—very well, maybe a little appalled, but what else would I expect from Mr. Fox? It is not so, nor it was not so, but we’ll damned well make people believe it’s so. No, I was thinking of Julius’s enthusiasm for inventing scandal. I have rarely seen him enjoy himself more.”

“He does have a knack for it. Do you mind this?”

“You’re killing the pig,” Richard said. “And you could not do this to another man. Lord Maltravers’s character can only be blackened because he has stained it so badly himself. Do sit down. You’ve been on your feet all evening.” He waved at one of the armchairs by the fire. “Drink?”

David looked just slightly uncertain. He took the seat, correct and upright on the edge of the chair, then leaned back crossing his legs in a deliberate pose of relaxation.

Richard handed him a glass of brandy and stayed standing by the chair. “What else have you planned?”

“I don’t want to tell you.”

“I can’t have that. You are doing extraordinary and unprincipled things for me, at my request. This is not like blacking my boots, a thing to be hidden from sight. I want to be with you in this. In all of what you do.”

“Well, thank you, but I meant that I don’t want you to know because I want some things to surprise you, for effect. You’re a good liar, but not a patch on Lord Gabriel or Mr. Norreys. You’ll find out,” he added, grin sharpening. “That should start tomorrow. You may not see Silas around for the next couple of days.”

“I feel a decided sense of apprehension. Do I want to know how much slander I should expect about myself?”

“I am playing fast and loose with your name to Lord Maltravers. It’s what will get me into his house. I don’t think you need fear scandal attaching permanently to you, if we can scotch this business of the letter, of course. Your reputation is its own shield. There is nothing for slander to stick to.”

“Well. Yes.” Richard sighed. “I rather wish I had not admitted illicit affections to my brother.”

“What?” David sat up, brandy splashing the sides of his glass. “You did what?”

“Not that. He thinks it is a lady I cannot marry and have enraged with my damn fool principles. I just—ah, I felt so tired of lying. I could not pretend to be a happily single gentleman any longer, and I have had all the conversations about marriage I can stomach. You have no idea how I envy you your mother.” To his own shock, his voice broke on the words. “If Philip—if I could just talk to him—”

David jerked as though he had started to get out of the chair and stopped himself. “I’m sorry.”

“It is absurd. I have been lying about my affections since I was old enough to have them. Why should it matter so much now?”

“I don’t know.”

“I do. It is because I wish I could tell him about you.”

“There is nothing to tell,” David said, but his eyes were wide and dark.

“Not true. And it will still not be true if you never touch me again. I should still like him to know that I have given my heart to someone who deserves it even if he does not want it.”

“Burn no bridges, my lord. Not on my account.”

“I shall do as I damned well see fit. Just as you will. David…” Richard extended his hand. “Why did you come back?”

“I told you. Silas and Mr. Norreys made me.”

“You did tell me that, but unfortunately for you, Julius’s version of events does not tally with yours. Try again.”

David narrowed his eyes. “Well then, if you will have it, pride. Half a dozen lords and gentlemen desperate for a valet’s help?” He lifted a mocking brow. “I could not resist the opportunity to show off my skills.”

“That is more plausible,” Richard agreed. “You certainly have Satan’s own pride. I don’t know why I never saw it before.”

“It’s marked well enough.” David tugged at a lock of red hair. “The devil’s hue.”

Richard reached down, not asking permission but slowly enough that David could move his head away if he wished. He didn’t, but Richard felt him stiffen as he ran his fingers through the straight, smooth hair. “I assume nothing, and I will not press you to anything. I hope you know that.”

“Yes.” David’s damned unreadable face was closed again, but he wasn’t quite looking at Richard, and there was tension in his jawline that would have been invisible to anyone who had not watched him for so long.

“I am also sure you would not put up with any such thing. You have, after all, walked away from me twice now, and I can hardly pretend that you’re in need of my protection when I am so much in need of yours.” Richard carefully hooked a few strands of hair behind David’s ear. “I cannot think of any better course than to tell you the truth and leave it in your hands.”

“What truth?” David’s voice was a little husky.

“That if you should care to have me come to you, you need but crook a finger.” Richard stroked David’s cheek with the backs of his fingers, feeling the very slightest prickle of stubble. “If you tell me no, I will be silent. If you prefer, I shall never ask again. But you should know that I would plead on my knees if I thought you wanted me there.”

“To win my help?”

“Be damned to your help. I want your mouth, and your hands, and your hair, and your eyes. I want to stop feeling as though half of my world has gone missing. That puts no obligation on you, none at all, but it is the truth. Do as you wish with it.”

David’s lips were parted, but he didn’t speak. Richard wanted to deal with David’s mouth for him, but that would not do. David had to come to him, or not. “If you want me to go now, I will,” he went on, rolling the lock of hair between his fingers. “But I would so much rather stay with you.”

David looked up, meeting his eyes at last. “Then why aren’t you kissing me?”

“Be bold, be bold, but not too bold.” Richard ran his thumb over David’s lips, felt a tiny movement. “Will you be with me tonight?”

David’s mouth moved, lips closing over Richard’s thumb. He felt a tongue on the sensitive pad and shuddered as David sucked harder, scraping his teeth over skin. “God. My fox.”

David dragged his mouth away. “I want this. You.”

Richard nodded. Neither of them moved for a second, frozen together in front of the fire. Then David made a noise in his throat and rose to stand on tiptoe, grabbing a handful of Richard’s hair. His lips hit Richard’s fiercely, and Richard took equally hard hold of him, pulling him close. They kissed in savage silence, breathing hard. Richard dug his fingers into David’s arse and thigh, making damned sure he knew he was needed, and opened his own mouth to kisses that bit.

At last, Richard pulled away. “Bedroom?”

“Floor.”

“The floor under our feet?”

David’s fingers twined through Richard’s hair. “That very one.”

The floor of the Ricardians’ private meeting room, the space reserved for Richard’s most intimate friends. Richard looked down into David’s eyes, which were filled with dancing devils in the firelight. “I have not made love outside a bedroom in…” Not since his youth; not since Dominic.

David didn’t look away, but his other hand moved, and Richard heard the soft slip of buttons. He swallowed. He couldn’t look away either, not with David’s gaze so intent.

David took Richard’s hand, gently pressed it to a very solid cock-stand. His fingers curled around it, apparently of their own volition, forcing a breathy gasp from David, and that was all Richard needed.

He went to his knees on the rug, one at a time because he was too big to do that easily, his eyes still locked with David’s, David’s hand still tight in his hair. He didn’t move for a long, silent moment, letting both of them absorb what was happening, feeling his heart thump, then he leaned forward and took David’s prick in his mouth.

“Christ.” David’s fingers tensed. “Oh yes.”

It was the noises he made. That first time, Richard had thought his uncontrollable excitement had been due to his pent-up need for David or even just the sheer relief of handling another man’s body again, but he’d been wrong. It was those little whimpering breaths, the tiny moans, the sound of David’s control fracturing, which acted on Richard’s own prick like the stroke of a hand. He could feel himself straining against his breeches, painfully needy, and he’d be damned if there would be a repeat of that first absurd schoolboy spilling, but God, the pleasure of sucking David, of making him curse and groan, and of feeling that stiff length in his mouth…He wrapped his tongue around it, working his lips, relishing the sensation and the taste of firm flesh.

“Sweet Lord. Stop.” David tugged at Richard’s hair. “Not yet.” Richard released him with a sound of protest, and David gave a breathless laugh. “My God. You like a cock in your mouth.” He slipped to his knees with effortless grace so that they faced each other, sliding a hand down Richard’s side and over the bulge of his arousal. “Where else do you like it?”

Richard’s breath caught in his throat. David’s hand stilled, and his eyes widened sharply as if his mind had just caught up with his mouth, because to have said that to Lord Richard Vane….

He did not want to be Lord Richard now, and to have David watching his words was not tolerable. He brushed his thumb over David’s lips, steadily and carefully, felt the flick of tongue. “I think…I very much think I should like it anywhere you choose to put it, my fox.”

David closed his lips over Richard’s thumb with deliberate, tight suction, then released him. He spoke without hesitation, with almost a little too much control. “Shall I fuck you, Richard?” 

“Yes. God, yes. Uh…it’s been a long time, though.”

“I’ll be delighted to remind you of the steps.”

The thought was a little unnerving, in truth. Dominic had always wanted to be fucked; Julius did not take either part. Richard’s only experience on that side of things had been years ago, with the tall and cheerful captain of a hussar regiment. They’d enjoyed several unsophisticated but enthusiastic weeks before the man had gone back to the wars, never to return. That felt a very long time ago now.

Richard hadn’t imagined playing at all fours for David. The few furtive thoughts he’d allowed himself on the subject had all been the other way about, as had seemed only natural for their positions and their relative sizes. Richard could not have pictured David asking to fuck him, still less himself asking David for it.

And now it had happened, it would happen, and Richard couldn’t think of anything else. David’s fingers were at work, groping through Richard’s breeches with dizzying expertise, and he felt suddenly weak with the need to put himself in David’s hands and throw over all responsibility. “Please,” he said abruptly. “I want this. Come to bed.”

“No. Here. I want to have you in this room.” David’s hand was almost painfully tight.

“Why?”

“Because I want you to remember.” His eyes looked very dark in the firelight. “Every time you come here, I want you to think of us. I want this room to smell of me forever.”

“You are the very devil,” Richard said hoarsely.

“I’ll make it good. Believe me, I’ll make it worth it.”

Richard caught a handful of David’s hair, jerking his head back, exerting his strength just enough to make David’s eyes widen. Enough to remind them both who was the bigger man, who was bending now.

“Then fuck me, you redheaded bastard,” he said, and felt David’s fierce, foxy grin like fingernails on his skin. “But at least let us lock the damned door.”

David went to do that, then to the adjoining bedroom. Richard stripped off his coat and cravat, threw them with deliberate carelessness onto a chair, and had shrugged off his waistcoat by the time David returned with his own coat and neckcloth removed. Richard pulled the shirt over his head and discarded that as well so that he was standing bare chested in candlelight, watching David watching him.

“Richard.” David reached to put a bottle of oil on the mantel, paused, then tipped some into his palm and rubbed it into his hands. He stepped forward and stroked his slick hands over Richard’s chest, tracing pectoral muscles, abdominal muscles, the curve of his ribs. Richard stood still under the warm, slippery touch, trying to control his breathing.

“There is so very much of you.” David’s eyes were on Richard’s torso as he circled a nipple with a finger. The oil matted Richard’s chest hair, tangled it. “I want all of it.”

“You have it.”

“Tonight.” David gave a fleeting smile.

“It’s more than I thought we’d have. I did not mean to offend you with my offer, David.”

“I know. We are of different worlds, and that is nobody’s fault. I was unreasonable to expect you to understand.”

“No, you were not. But I have had almost thirty-eight years as a lord and one night as your lover.” He tipped up David’s face with a finger under the chin. “Can you allow me to stumble now and then?”

David made a stifled noise. “When you say things like that, you make me almost believe—”

“In us?” Richard bowed his head to brush a kiss over his lips. “I wish you would. I wish I could see our way or that you would find it.”

“I don’t know how. We have tonight,” David whispered. “That will do for now.”

Richard took David’s earlobe in his mouth, gently tonguing the soft flesh, feeling David’s shudder. Julius and Harry were sporting matching earrings now, which Richard found foppish beyond bearing, but he could understand the urge to adorn his lover’s ears, because David’s were beautiful. Porcelain pale, the curves sharply defined at the top where they rose to a noticeable point and softer and gentler on the lower parts. He sucked on the lobe and heard David gasp.

Richard released the ear with some reluctance. “Did you mention fucking me?”

“I think I did. In due course.” David tilted his head, inviting attention to his neck, which Richard gave, kissing his way down until obstructed by the shirt. They stripped slowly, David declining to touch Richard’s boots or buckskin breeches with oily hands so that Richard had to undress them both, until they lay together on the great rug in front of the fire, kissing long and slow, with David’s slick fingers sliding over Richard’s thighs and beginning to delve between.

“When you say a long time…?” David asked.

“Seven years.” Richard saw the red brow tilt and turned up his palm. “Two since I have had anyone at all. I don’t, can’t bed men for whom I don’t care. I dare say that’s unusual, but honestly, I feel I have deprived myself of nothing but the pox—oh, God damn it.” He could have kicked himself for saying such a thing to David. “I beg your pardon.”

David’s fingers had stopped briefly, but now they moved again. “I cannot be too sensitive on the subject. It is how it is. And I don’t want the pox either, truth be told.”

“It wasn’t that, really. My brother says I am sentimental, and perhaps I am, but I simply cannot find joy in rutting for its own sake.”

“I used to,” David said. “And then I entered your service, and even that was taken away from me, because every time I fucked, it was not you.”

“It is now,” Richard said, and saw the smile in David’s eyes. Richard allowed himself to be pushed onto his back, and David climbed over his body, settling between his parted thighs with an intent look that made Richard shiver.

“Let me make it you.” David’s fingers were rubbing and pressing between Richard’s legs in intimate touches, slithery with oil. “Can you tense yourself for a few seconds?” Richard did as bid and, as he relaxed, felt David’s finger sliding in without resistance.

“Clever,” he said breathlessly.

“The muscle can only stay tight for a little while, then it can’t help loosening. It’s a—an old trick.”

A whore’s trick, Richard would have wagered he’d meant to say. It didn’t matter with David gently working him, dipping his mouth to Richard’s prick, rolling his balls, creating a blinding flood of sensation. David served him and commanded him at once, and Richard surrendered to his ministry, gasping out his praise and pleasure and then, urgently, his need. “Please. Now.”

“At your pleasure. Tense up for me now. Or—are you happy like that, on your back?”

“Extremely,” Richard assured him, and they were both smiling as David pushed into him. Between the muscle trick and the oil, it barely stung, and that proof of David’s care brought a painful tightness to Richard’s throat. “God, that’s good.”

“I told you.” There was something disturbingly intent in David’s eyes, something hungry. “I told you I’d make it good.” His fingers closed on Richard’s shoulders, digging in, still slippery with oil. “I want to make you remember me.”

As if he’d ever forget. David’s smell; his hair, loose strands lit to wild vividness by the firelight that shone through it; his eyes, fixed on Richard’s as though to look away would be to end the dream; his body, taut with urgency, muscle and bone and sinew picked out by shadows. The feel of his back, smooth under Richard’s clutching hands. And the way he fucked, with a careful, controlled precision to the movement of his hips while his betraying fingers dug desperately into Richard’s skin.

“More. I won’t break.” Richard curled upward, angling his neck so he could reach David’s mouth. It was an awkward position, but David’s hand was supporting his skull, the other on the floor bracing them both. David thrust with an upward motion, and Richard felt the internal pressure send pleasure jolting through his nerves. He made a muffled noise into David’s mouth, and the lips on his pulled away.

“I want to hear you,” David rasped, and plunged down to press his sharp teeth where Richard’s neck met his shoulder. An actual bite, a sharp pulse of pain, and David was moving harder and faster now, over and in him, so that Richard felt absurdly cradled.

“Christ. David, my fox, my flame. Please.” He didn’t even know what he wanted except more of this, more of David, more of them together with no barrier between them but skin.

David bit again, then pushed himself up so he could get a hand to Richard’s prick. “I want to see your face. I want to see you spend. Make you. I want…” He was moving carefully again, playing Richard’s body, and Richard stared into his brown eyes and groaned his pleasure, feeling David shift and respond as though his only goal in life was Richard’s joy.

He had no idea if he was being served or mastered now. Both, or neither, it didn’t matter. His red fox was in his arms and between his legs, where he belonged, and Richard gave himself up to the mounting sensation of David inside and over and around him, stroking and fucking and kissing at once until Richard could no longer hold back the pleasure. He arched so hard he lifted David off the floor with the movement as he spent against David’s belly. David hissed through bared teeth and shoved him back down, thrusting with a clumsy urgency that suggested he’d finally run out of control, and the raw need in his face triggered a final unexpected pulse of climax in Richard that almost hurt. He took a brutal grip on David’s arse, urging him on, and watched his face distort with what could have been pleasure or agony as he cried out.

David collapsed over him, shoulders heaving, and Richard held him as though he wept.


Chapter 14

David stared at the mirror wondering whether to powder his hair.

“Why?” Jon asked. “It makes a mess everywhere, and it feels like chalk. You don’t like it, do you?”

“Hate it. But then, most masters hate red hair.”

Richard didn’t hate it. Richard said it was beautiful; he’d kissed David’s hair in handfuls, whispering praise. 

Richard was not his master.

David hadn’t seen him since that glorious fuck; he’d been too damned busy for the last two days and nights. He would see him that evening, and it was enraging how much he wanted to report a success. 

“They can’t hate it that much,” Jon said. “I mean, I don’t want to see it, and I still fucked you.”

“Yes, but you’ve no standards at all. Just look at Will.”

“Twat,” Will said without heat.

“I was turned away on sight three times when I started service.” David adopted a foppish tone. “Oh, Lord, sirrah, I can hardly be expected to contemplate that dreadful hue. Give me my smelling salts. Take it away.”

“Sodding gentry,” Will said. “Sack of arseholes. You think Maltravers will care?”

“In the circumstances? I could probably get the place with green hair.” His lordship had sent three notes now, each more insistent than the last, demanding David should arrive for an interview at once. Lord Gabriel had done sterling work in dropping hints about the untouchable leader of the Ricardians; Lord Maltravers was desperate to get his hands on Lord Richard’s erstwhile valet. “But…no, I’ll have to, I think. I need to look as though I want the post.” He reached for the powder box.

“You can sweep up, then,” Will said. “How’s it all going?”

“Well enough. Mr. Harry’s had two people already tell him they were present when Lord Maltravers made his remarks about Lady Beaufort.”

Will grinned unpleasantly. “You’re a bit of a bastard, aren’t you, Foxy?”

“All of one. How’s the word in the clubs?”

“Getting round,” Jon assured him. “And Zoë’s doing a fine job with the buttocking shops. She says that thing of Silas’s is spreading like the clap.”

Silas had written a particularly scurrilous pamphlet on the sexual peccadilloes of various gentlemen of the ton. He had good connections among the Grub Street scribblers and scandalmongers, a turn of phrase that was vivid to the point of being legally actionable, and a biting if unsubtle wit, so David had been confident the sheet would circulate quickly. They’d made sure there was a certain amount of truth in there, bits of gossip that David had been keeping for a rainy day; a few flagrant inventions, including one of Silas’s that David suspected would come back to haunt them; and plenty on Lord Maltravers. It began, We hear Lord M— of the duchy of W— has a thirst for Vanbutchell’s Nostrum, then renamed him Lord Dropmember, and went on to list cures for impotence and a hint about his temper. Some readers would take the inference David intended.

Word was spreading about his lordship’s manner too. Mr. Norreys reported that the appalling gossip Lord Bunbury was busy assuring everyone he met that he could not give any credence to the reports about his lordship. Why, have you not heard? Well…He would not be the only one, and to David’s immense satisfaction, many of the reported remarks were either other people’s invention or, far better, things Lord Maltravers had actually said.

Will and Jon had talked to the staff in the clubs and gambling hells. David had spent two days and nights circulating among servants, meeting valets and ladies’ maids, butlers and grooms, murmuring scandal to be repeated in dressing rooms and boudoirs and carried to drawing rooms and clubs. By the time Lord Maltravers accused Lord Gabriel of anything, so many people would have repeated his extraordinary comments about some of the most blameless people in society that it wouldn’t matter they hadn’t actually heard him make them. Nobody would believe a word he said.

That was, of course, if David could retrieve the damned letter. While Lord Maltravers held that, all the rest of David’s work was worthless.

The letter. Lord Gabriel had twice asked his brother to show it to him, and twice Lord Maltravers had refused. It is not on the premises, he’d told Lord Gabriel the second time, in case you’re hoping to get your hands on it.

David stared at himself in the mirror. White hair, black coat, pale face. He looked like a servant’s ghost, and he felt no enthusiasm at all for what he was about to do.

“You’re beautiful,” Will assured him. “Get moving, Foxy, you’ve got lords to fuck. One way or another.”

—

He had to spend a mere hour kicking his heels in Lord Maltravers’s study before the interview began. Evidently his lordship was in a hurry.

“So. You’re Richard Vane’s man,” Lord Maltravers said.

“I left his lordship’s service some few weeks ago, my lord.”

“Why? Dismissed?”

“I resigned, my lord, with immediate effect.”

“I asked you why,” Lord Maltravers grated. “Answer the damned question.”

“I regret extremely that I am not at liberty to disclose that, my lord.” David gave a deep bow. “Lord Richard demands that his private business is never discussed by his servants—”

“But you’ve left him,” Lord Maltravers put in. “Hey? You’re not his valet any longer. And if you’re to be mine, you’ll obey my orders.”

“I shall do so without hesitation, my lord, if I should be so fortunate as to obtain the position.” It was as blatant as he could be, short of writing Will exchange secrets for salary on a piece of paper.

“Well, now. Hmm. I suppose you saw something of Lord Richard’s friends in his service, did you? My brother Lord Gabriel and Mr. Francis Webster, for example.” Disdain twisted his lordship’s face.

“Yes, my lord. The gentlemen have both been Lord Richard’s guests at his country home on numerous occasions.”

“I suppose you’re an observant fellow, hey? Got to be. Loose buttons and whatnot. And I dare say servants gossip. Don’t they? Chat, chat, chat about your betters.”

“I never gossip, my lord,” David said calmly. “A valet is in a position of great trust, and it must be respected.” He let that hang for a couple of seconds, watching Lord Maltravers redden, then went on just before the man spoke. “Gossip may be repeated in the servants’ hall, my lord, or by other valets. I may even overhear conversations by accident. But if I become aware of the private business of gentlemen, that is a matter for nobody”—a tiny, taunting pause—“but my master.”

“You’re a damned slyboots,” Lord Maltravers remarked. “Ain’t you?”

David bowed again. “It is necessary for me to find a post with a master of greater standing than Lord Richard. Once that is secured, I shall spare no effort to make myself indispensable.”

There was clear anger on Lord Maltravers’s face now. He did not like bargaining with a servant. If David’s true aim had been to secure the position, he would have offered only a flattering mirror in which his lordship could see his own greatness. He would have reminded Lord Maltravers that David was here obeying his will, as a supplicant.

David did not want him to think of it in those terms.

Lord Maltravers needed a victory, and that was David’s biggest advantage of all. There was little more than a week before the Cato Street trial began, and Lord Gabriel had still not capitulated to his brother’s threats, blaming Lord Richard’s obstinacy. A spy who held the secrets of Lord Richard’s household, where Silas Mason sheltered and Lord Gabriel and Mr. Webster were such frequent visitors, would seem a gift. David had to make that gift sufficiently unattractive that Lord Maltravers was not suspicious.

His lordship worked his jaw, a sign of anger. His stock was just a touch too tight and too high for either comfort or flattery of his incipient jowls. Clearly his valet did not like his master.

“I expect total obedience,” Lord Maltravers said. “You’ll do as you’re told and jump to it, sirrah. I shall have questions. You won’t understand them, I dare say, or my reasons for asking, but no matter. You’ll answer them, and you won’t repeat anything I say to you.”

“My master may place the utmost confidence in me,” David assured him, and watched it dawn on Lord Maltravers that if David would betray Lord Richard, he’d do the same to anyone.

He saw that, and he saw the hardening of Lord Maltravers’s lips that spoke of determination. Lord Maltravers would not be a soft-hearted fool like Richard Vane. He would break an insolent valet’s will and satisfy his own dented self-esteem at the same time. David had no doubt that if he took up the place, Lord Maltravers would make him pay for that forced bargain.

And the angrier Lord Maltravers became, the sooner he’d start taking out his resentment. David gave his slyest smile. “May I presume I have the great fortune to be offered the place?”

“You’ll start at once. The first thing I—”

“I beg your pardon, my lord,” David interrupted, and saw his lordship’s eyes bulge. “There are a few small matters first. My salary.”

“I told you. A hundred and twenty.”

“Three hundred, my lord.”

Maltravers went a pleasing shade of puce and indicated that he would be consigned to perdition if he’d pay any such sum. David pointed out that the exceptional wage would purchase exceptional services. Lord Maltravers cursed David’s insolence; David bowed and reminded him that he had been approached by other gentlemen who lacked his lordship’s birth but would not have difficulty finding the money. The words Francis Webster did not have to be spoken. Lord Maltravers, trapped between a natural reluctance to do as he was bid and an equally natural disdain to lower himself by haggling, made gobbling noises and informed David that he’d damned well better earn it. “Starting with answering my questions.”

David gave him a wide, toothy smile. “I shall be delighted to assist your lordship as soon as the contract of service is signed.”

He thought Lord Maltravers might strike him. “That is a formality,” his lordship spluttered. “You have my agreement. You need nothing else.”

David let the smile drop away. “I would not dream of contradicting your lordship. Once the contract is signed, I am entirely at your lordship’s service.”

It was a courtship. Women withheld themselves for as long as possible because their power lay in denial. Once a woman gave in to a man’s wants, she had nothing left to bargain with. If she did not have a marriage contract before she gave up her sole advantage, she could be left with nothing at all; if she did, she became subordinate to her new master. This was just the same. Lord Maltravers’s contract would trap David in his service, and he could then avenge the humiliations of this interview at leisure.

His lordship nodded. “Wait here. I’ll have it drawn up.”

“If you wish me to enter your service at once, my lord, may I suggest that I use the time for your benefit?” David had surrendered; time to be humble and eager to please. “Might I take the opportunity to learn the ways of the house from your lordship’s current valet while he is here?”

Lord Maltravers evidently hadn’t considered the man he was about to dismiss on the spot. “Oh yes.” He rang the bell and gave orders for his man of business and for his valet. In a short time, the latter arrived, a man named Standish whom David had met before. Standish’s face tightened at the sight of London’s best-known gentleman’s gentleman.

“You’re dismissed, Standish,” Lord Maltravers said without preamble. “I’ve taken on Cyprian. You’ll show him the…” He waved his hand irritably to indicate a valet’s tasks. “There will be something for you in lieu of notice. Go on.”

Standish bowed. He took David up the stairs to Lord Maltravers’s magnificent chambers, where he shut the door. “Well, thank you very much for that, Mr. Cyprian. Thank you so much for coming in here and losing me my place. I wish you joy of him.”

“Now wait. Is he proposing to turn you off just like that?” David asked. “Mr. Standish, I had no idea—”

“Why, you heard he was the best of masters?” Standish snorted. “Tight-fisted vat of pickled pork rind, he is, and if he wasn’t a duke’s heir, I shouldn’t stay. Not that I’ve the choice now. If I left his service, he’d have me haled back here, he had the law on a footman who’d had enough last year, but if his lordship wishes to break contract, well then.” He sniffed angrily. “I could tell you how his lordship likes things, but it makes no difference, because you’ll never get it right anyway. You want to watch the mornings most. If he’s got a sore head or a sore belly, he’ll throw things. Caught me a nasty one with a snuffbox.”

“You’re not serious.”

“Oh, yes,” Standish said with glee, and proceeded with a litany of abuses and insults that had been heaped on him in Lord Maltravers’s service.

“Well, that sounds…eccentric,” David said as the flow of reminiscence dried to a trickle. “This isn’t what I’m used to, I can tell you. I was very happy with Lord Richard, till he started to poke his nose into politics and employ radical wretches with Bow Street Runners after them and goodness knows who else. Like that Mr. Skelton. You see a lot of him here as well, I suppose.”

David’s reputation for omniscience was a useful thing. Standish didn’t even blink. “The Home Office gentleman? He’s here daily at the moment. If you don’t like politics, you’ve come to the wrong house.”

“I don’t like radical politics. Every man to his place, I say.”

“Well, his lordship is as far from a radical as you’ll see in a month of Sundays, but he’s hand in glove with Mr. Skelton, and he’s nosing around the gutter every day,” Standish said. “There’s a fellow who doesn’t know his place, if you ask me. Butters his lordship up one minute and shouting at him the next.”

David raised a brow. “Really? I shouldn’t think he’d dare.”

“Oh, yes,” Standish insisted, ruffled by the hint of disbelief. “ ‘You won’t let me down again,’ that’s what he said, and ‘No, I won’t take your word for it,’ just like that. To his lordship, if you can believe it, shouting like a barrow boy. If you don’t like that fellow, you’ve made a mistake coming here, Mr. Cyprian.”

“Is that so? Well.” David looked around the bedroom. “Do you want to show me round or leave me to it?”

“Whatever you like.” Standish propped himself against the bedpost and continued complaining about Lord Maltravers. David took another cursory look around, thinking furiously, and was relieved to be summoned downstairs before he had to waste time learning about a bedroom where he had no intention of serving from a valet he wouldn’t have let near Richard’s third-best riding boots.

The contract was ready, ink still wet on one copy. David read it over, taking his time; Lord Maltravers did not bother to conceal his impatience. The document specified the terms of employment, which were not generous and obliged David to give three months’ notice. Failure to do so would render him liable to an action at law.

David stared at the paper. Now that it was time to sign, he felt rather sick. He knew what hell a bad master could wreak on his servants, and Lord Maltravers was as bad as they came. The thought of signing himself into servitude with this man should have been terrifying. The only thing more terrifying was the discovery that he wasn’t afraid.

Because Richard would deal with it. Where David’s cleverness hit a brick wall, Richard’s power and wealth could smash through it and would. He felt it as an absolute, unquestioned certainty. Richard would throw money and lawyers at it, buy him out at any cost of time or trouble. No matter how things went, with his schemes or between them, if he never touched the man again and refused every offer of lovemaking, employment, or anything else, he knew in his soul that Richard would not let him down.

Perhaps he came running at Richard’s whistle, but David could whistle too.

“Well?” Lord Maltravers said impatiently.

David signed both copies. Lord Maltravers applied his seal, and David folded the paper he was given and pocketed it.

“Very well.” Lord Maltravers rubbed his hands together. “You work for me now, Cyprian. And I’ve some questions for you.”


Chapter 15

Richard felt as though he’d done nothing but pace and fret all day. He’d put in several hours at Angelo’s fencing academy on Bond Street with Julius, which had at least been a distraction. Julius was a vicious opponent; one could not afford to think about anything else in a bout with him. By the time they were both exhausted, Richard had a number of small, painful bruises testifying to his failure to concentrate.

“Is there any progress on Ash’s business?” Julius asked as they headed to Quex’s for a restoring drink.

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him in two days, and I’ve no idea what he’s up to. I should see him tonight.”

“By ‘he,’ you mean Cyprian?”

“Who else should I mean?”

Julius raised his hands. “My dear chap, you are preoccupied to the point of absentmindedness. I’ve been wondering if this could be all Ash’s trouble.”

“Isn’t that enough?”

Julius shot him a glance. “Yes, I suppose it is. I like that man, you know.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Cyprian.” Julius twirled his cane, looking the picture of an unconcerned exquisite. “Intelligent. Shrewd. Quite as ruthless as you but not encumbered by noblesse oblige.”

“I don’t know why you say that,” Richard said stiffly.

“My dear fellow, it is not a criticism. Every Elizabeth needs a Walsingham to effect the tasks beneath her dignity. The monarch in state and the spymaster behind the scenes.”

“I understand you mean to be offensive,” Richard said. “I’m not sure why.”

“For once, I don’t. I simply observe that you and Cyprian are—how may I put this?—a unity. A chimera? A being in two parts anyway.”

“That can hardly be the case since he no longer works for me.”

“True, except in the small detail that he is working round the clock for you now.”

“That’s different.”

“People always say that, you know,” Julius observed. “And yet, somehow, it never is. Here we are.”

They walked together up to the door of Quex’s. It was held open by a liveried footman, who gave a deep bow. “Begging your pardon, Lord Richard, but Mr. Shakespeare requests a moment of your time.” 

Richard exchanged a glance with Julius and nodded. By the time the footman had relieved them of coats, canes, and hats, Shakespeare was in the hall.

The majordomo of Quex’s was a serious-looking man, well built, with the air of quiet dignity that marked the best servants; if he had not been the darkest-skinned black man Richard had ever met, he could have been a butler in an excellent house by now. Then again, according to David, Shakespeare and his partner Quex thrived on the house they ran for Richard’s benefit. It was a club, the deepest of gambling hells for men who chose to play as Francis did, and a place the Ricardians’ secrets could be kept. Richard had indicated what he wanted; David had found Quex and Shakespeare to create it. Yet another of those tasks beneath Richard’s dignity.

He pushed that thought away. “Shakespeare.”

“My lord. May I ask you to accompany me to the private rooms?”

Shakespeare led the way. He gave a single rap on the door and pushed it open.

A man was sitting by the fire. He looked around as they came in, and Richard felt a sudden lurch of eerie, unsettled half familiarity, as though he had lived through this before. In fact, he had. Six months ago, he had walked into this room to find Dominic sitting in that chair with the first stages of a spectacular black eye. Now the bruised man in the chair was David.

The memory came and went in half a second, and then Richard was over by the fire. He would have dropped to his knees by the chair, but David rose too quickly.

“What the devil happened?” Richard demanded instead, and heard his voice ring off the walls.

David put a hand up to his own face without touching it. His skin was paler than usual and marred by an ugly red mark and a nasty split over the cheekbone. “Lord Maltravers hit me.”

Richard wasn’t sure what he said to that. He felt nothing but the urgent need to get Maltravers’s throat in his hands, followed, some uncertain time later, by the awareness that Julius and Shakespeare were both hanging on to his arms.

“My lord!” David had darted around and was in front of Richard, hands out. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does!” Richard wrenched his arm out of Julius’s hold, since Shakespeare was not to be dislodged. “God rot it, David, I did not ask you to endure this indignity! What the devil—”

“Let him tell us,” Julius suggested. “Cyprian, I have spent years being offensive to Lord Maltravers without effect. I should dearly love to provoke him to strike me. Do share your methods.”

“It’s easy, Mr. Norreys,” David said. “Just be unable to hit back.”

There was a very slight shake to his voice. Richard wanted more than anything to hold him, to wrap his slim frame in warmth and tell him Lord Maltravers would not touch him again. He clenched his fists.

“Yes, I see.” Julius sounded rather detached, in the way he did when he was very angry. “Of course it is. I beg your pardon.”

Richard extended a hand toward David’s darkening skin and pulled it back before he could touch. “Has someone cleaned that?”

“Will did. He’s very handy.”

“Are you all right?”

“Yes, truly. It wasn’t—pleasant but no harm done.” David put his hand to his face and winced. His slim, work-hardened fingers were trembling.

He was a valet, not a ruffian or a gentleman with the leisure to spar at Cribb’s or fence at Angelo’s, and the anger fizzed in Richard’s blood. “This is a damned outrage. What the devil was he about?”

David gave a rueful smile. “I provoked him.”

“That is not an excuse—” Richard began, and then saw the look in David’s eyes. “Do you mean on purpose? You wanted him to hit you?”

“I underestimated how hard he’d do it. My mistake. It may be to the good anyway.”

“I want to know what you’ve been up to,” Richard said firmly. “In detail.”

“I’ll tell you when Mr. Frey and Lord Gabriel arrive. It’s a long story.”

Dominic and Ash came in a few minutes later. They took their seats with startled glances at David’s appearance. Richard stood by the fire watching. He could almost see the patches on the rug where they had fucked that night, where David had claimed him and marked the room forever. He couldn’t believe the others didn’t know it simply by being there.

“Thank you for coming, gentlemen,” David said. “I went today to secure the post of valet to Lord Maltravers.”

“What?” Richard said explosively.

“I made him believe that I was your disaffected servant. He wanted to hear secrets about your lordship’s household and friends, something that would help him in his attack on Lord Gabriel and Silas. He engaged me on the spot—”

“What? Engaged?”

David winced. “I signed a contract.”

“Oh God, no, don’t do that,” Ash said urgently. “He’s a brute. Well, you found that out.”

“You contracted yourself to Lord Maltravers?” Richard asked. “Under law?”

“I needed to be plausible, my lord. I could not approach him for a post and then disappear, especially if a letter was to go missing. He could destroy my professional reputation if he accused me of being a thief.”

Richard opened his mouth to assure David he would never lack for employment but caught himself in time. “No, I see that would not do. But you cannot mean to work for the damned fellow. And why did he hit you?”

“I allowed him to think that I would give him incriminating gossip on Silas, and Lord Gabriel, and you,” David said. “I refused to answer questions until I was engaged with a contract. I made him increase the offered salary two and a half times as well.”

“My God,” Ash said. “That’s not a good idea. Mal hates being bargained with.”

“Yes, Lord Gabriel. I was trying to make him angry.” The cut on his cheek had opened again while he spoke. Richard pulled out his handkerchief and handed it over. David took it, glancing at the fine linen with a tiny twitch of a brow. Richard felt a sudden guilt at the thought that David would be getting the blood out of the cloth himself, then remembered that of course he would not.

“He had the contract of employment drawn up there and then,” David went on. “As soon as I signed, he began to interrogate me about what I knew.”

“Dare we ask what you told him?” Julius murmured.

“That Lord Gabriel—I beg your lordship’s pardon—had made a nuisance of himself with a maidservant who had feared she was with child, but wasn’t. That Mr. Webster is considered to gamble unwisely. Also, that Mr. Mason used to be a radical and Mr. Harry had worked with him in a political bookshop. He did not appear to feel any of that information was worth the salary.”

“I’m not surprised.” Dominic was grinning broadly. “That should teach him to buy a pig in a poke.”

“His lordship was not pleased,” David agreed.

“I bet,” Ash said. “What happened?”

“He asked me some leading questions, your lordship, about you and Mr. Webster, about Mr. Mason and the Cato Street raid, and then about Lord Richard.” David flicked a glance at Richard. “He demanded to know about your personal, uh, irregularities, my lord. He…speculated.”

Richard could feel the blood rising in his cheeks. He knew very well that Ash had laid that lure under David’s direction, but the knowledge did nothing to stem his sense of outrage.

“I made him spell out what he wanted me to say until he was quite furious,” David went on. “It lowered his opinion of himself, you see, to admit to what he wanted, and Lord Maltravers does not like to have a low opinion of himself. And once he was very angry indeed, I told him I would not say any of it, and that was when he hit me. Several times. And then he, uh, he reached for a stick, and I ran from the house.”

“I am going to kill him,” Richard said. “I will kill him.”

“Don’t hesitate on my account,” Ash said. “I am so sorry, Cyprian.”

“Let’s direct our indignation into whatever Cyprian’s next step is,” Julius suggested. “Since he is building a perfectly serviceable hell for his lordship already. What is our next move?”

“A moment,” Richard said. “Cyprian, you will oblige me by speaking to my lawyer about this contract with Maltravers. He is to be ready to deal with it as soon as you give the word. And if you go back to that man’s establishment, I shall break his neck with my own hands, and be damned to your plans. Understood? Then carry on.”

“Thank you, my lord.” David sounded very demure. “The next move is to retrieve the letter.”

“You know where it is?” Ash demanded, sitting bolt upright.

“I have an idea.” David took the bloodstained handkerchief from his face. “Lord Maltravers told you it was in safekeeping. I think that’s true. Certainly he was not concerned about allowing me unsupervised in his house. And, gentlemen, if you had a crucial letter that your opponent would be desperate to retrieve, would you leave it in Lord Maltravers’s possession?”

“Well, no,” Julius said. “I doubt Lord Maltravers would see it that way.”

“No, but Mr. Skelton might,” David said. He looked a little worn, but his lips were curving in that foxy smile. “Lord Maltravers’s valet told me that his lordship and Mr. Skelton had argued. Mr. Skelton had shouted that he would not be let down again.”

“Let down,” Dominic repeated. “You think Skelton doesn’t trust Maltravers to hold his course?”

“Precisely, Mr. Frey. Lord Maltravers did not come up with that demand against Mason on his own. I think he went to Skelton for advice on what to do with the letter, and I suspect that Mr. Skelton made it a condition of his involvement that he should hold it, because—”

“Lord Maltravers has pulled the rug from under him once already, over that business with Harry,” Dominic came in over him. “Skelton cannot afford another damp squib like that.”

“Wait. Wait.” Ash’s eyes were stricken. “You think Mal went to this fellow and said, Look what my brother’s been up to; here’s the letter? Mal did that?”

Richard put a hand on Ash’s shoulder. David shook his head. “I doubt it, Lord Gabriel. Mr. Skelton is not a highborn man, entitled to hear a noble family’s secrets. I suspect Lord Maltravers told him, I have a hold over my brother and not what it is.”

“Ash said Skelton spoke to him separately, that he did not mention the blackmail,” Dominic told David. “And he and Francis have not been followed. I feel quite sure that if Skelton knew what was going on, his first step would have been to get supporting evidence. It would certainly have been mine. I think you’re right, Mr. Cyprian. Skelton can’t know what’s in the letter. But you still think he has it?”

When Dominic applied his full attention, Richard well knew, it was an almost tangible thing. He was applying it to David now, focusing on him to the exclusion of all the others, and Richard could see the gleam in David’s eyes as the unspoken alliance took hold. The two loves of his life, plotting together. He felt a little breathless.

“I think there’s a good chance he holds it,” David said. “Perhaps his lordship may keep it at his bank or in a strongbox, of course. But what I see is a balance of mistrust. Lord Maltravers has power over Lord Gabriel, lacks the brains to use it without Skelton, but is too proud to take him into his confidence. And Skelton has been badly stung. Twice now he has made an attempt on Silas and Mr. Harry and been thwarted. I don’t think he would risk serving as Lord Maltravers’s weapon once more when he has misfired already and when he is being kept in the dark. Not without a safeguard.”

“The past incidents have done his career no good at all,” Dominic agreed. “A third failure—I think you’re right. If I were him, I should protect myself. And if he is doing that—”

“We can take him off the board altogether. How is that progressing, Mr. Frey?”

“All set up, Mr. Cyprian.” Dominic smiled, and David smiled back, and their expressions sent a shiver down Richard’s neck. “Name your time.”

—

David was exhausted by the time they had finished their discussions. His ribs hurt, and his face hurt, and he felt miserably shaky on his feet. He hadn’t been hit since he was a child, and the assault had been a more frightening, unmanning experience than he’d believed possible.

Lord Maltravers had bellowed abuse at him, face red and distorted with rage. He was a big man, and he had struck without restraint, his fists heavy with sharp-edged rings, and then strode over to seize a thick walking stick that could have broken bones. David had run, wrenching at the door handle and taking the stairs three at a time with blood trickling down his face and a savage pain in his ribs, praying that the doorman would not stop him. He had been utterly, physically terrified; it still hurt like hell.

Richard’s fury at his injuries almost made them worthwhile.

Richard sent the gentlemen off with thanks and turned back to him. “Are you hungry?”

“Very.”

“I’ll have them send something up.” He rang the bell over David’s protest and gave the order to a footman, then pulled up a chair to sit by David. “Are you sure you’re able to tackle Skelton tonight? You look shaken.”

“It needs to be done. And I have no intention of tackling him. With luck, he won’t know I’m there.”

Richard nodded. “Good. Nevertheless, I want to come with you.”

“What? My lord—”

“Richard, damn it. And if you are doing this for me, then I should do it with you.”

“Yes, but—”

“I heard yes.”

“But you can’t go housebreaking,” David said. “You’re far too big.” Too big, too assertive in his movements, too used to making as much noise as he chose, and a great deal too encumbered by nice notions, no matter what he might think now. Delicate feelings were not a luxury David could afford for himself, and he didn’t need Richard’s getting in his way. “And it’s a job best done by one man.”

“I bow to your experience in these matters,” Richard said, with a touch of dryness, “but I’m sure I can be your…I believe the cant term is pair of eyes?”

Lord Richard Vane serving as a thief’s lookout. “That’s a foolish risk.”

Richard lifted a brow. “May I not judge risk for myself?”

“Well, but—” Of course he could. David still wanted to say no. Every instinct screamed it: Richard should not lower himself. He should not take risks that David could take for him.

You wanted to stand equal, David reminded himself. You wanted him to be part of this. He’s doing precisely what you asked, so what are you afraid of?

“Oh, very well,” he muttered. “If you must.”

Richard gave a decisive nod. “What if Skelton doesn’t have the letter after all? What if Maltravers did the sensible thing and lodged it at his bank?”

“Then we’ll need to force him to bring it out. How would you feel about kidnapping?”

“I’ll consider anything short of murder, and I might make an exception for my lord Maltravers.” Richard stroked the side of David’s face very gently, the backs of his fingers caressing the skin. “How dare he spoil this. How dare he lay a hand on you.”

“He throws things at his valet.”

“Then it is about time a valet threw something back,” Richard said. “I know very well you can look after yourself, but you’ve made an enemy, David, a cruel one. I did not intend you to put yourself at risk like that.”

“That’s why I didn’t tell you I was doing it.”

“And then you presume to tell me I can’t come crib-cracking with you. Hmph.” He slid his fingers through David’s hair. “I’m quite sure you knew what you were about, but that does not allay my outrage on your behalf. And I claim the right to make Maltravers pay for this, one way or another.”

“As what?” David asked, watching his face. “What particular right is that?”

Richard’s fingers tightened a little. “The right to stand by my friend, and act when he cannot. The right you have always claimed over me.”

David caught Richard’s hand and lifted it to his lips. He ran his lips over the knuckles, nipped the top of a finger, slid his mouth along to tease the skin between finger and thumb with his tongue.

“Dear God.” Richard shut his eyes as David turned his hand over and attended to his palm, swirling his tongue over the thumb pad. “How do you make that feel so?”

“It’s just a touch.”

“It is not just a touch. It never was, over all those years. I have never felt a touch like yours.” David sucked a finger deliberately, with tight lips and a scrape of teeth, and Richard groaned aloud. “In the name of mercy. You torture me.”

“I love you,” David said into the palm he held, and Richard’s eyes snapped open. They stared at each other in the candlelight.

He had not meant to say that.

Richard’s eyes were on him. They were such a very deep blue, almost indigo in the candlelight. “You told me so once before, and it frightened the very life out of me. It frightens me now. David— Ah, hellfire.” Richard jerked his hand away.

David had time for a single pulse of bewildered, horrified loss before he registered the knock at the door. “Damn.”

“This is my life,” Richard growled. “Constant blasted interruption. Yes, thank you very much. Carry on,” he told the footman with his usual courtesy as the servant came in with David’s dinner. “What was I saying, Cyprian? Agreeing with you, I feel quite sure.”

David made some sort of reply and stood rigid until the man had placed the dishes at one end of the table and left. As the door closed behind him, Richard extended his hand again. David didn’t take it. “Richard—”

Richard took a step closer, running his finger under David’s chin to tilt it up. “Tell me again.”

David set his jaw. “I love you. I have always loved you. But as you have said yourself, that does not change anything.” He saw the confusion darkening Richard’s eyes and wanted to take it away, but this had to be said. “I still don’t know what to do. I had not intended to come back to London for some time. I needed time to think, to see my path well ahead, and I have not had that. And I won’t fall back into your life without thinking just because I want to.”

“I don’t want you to do that either,” Richard said. “I was going to write to you.”

His hand was so warm, running through David’s hair, sending delicious shivers through his scalp. “Were you?”

“Mmm. I intended to leave a few days for you to calm down, make my apologies—again—and ask that you would see me, talk to me, before you took another post. I hoped you would grant me that much.”

“I dare say I would have. It is not easy for me to refuse you.”

“Old habit?” Richard asked, managing a smile that dropped away at whatever he saw in David’s face.

“You whistle, and I come running.” David looked away. This was not pleasant to say. “Silas didn’t strong-arm me to bring me here. I took down my coat the moment I saw him, and I feel quite sure you know that. I would find it very easy to do as you wish, to come back to you whenever you hold out a hand, no matter what you had done to drive me away, because you have been my master a very long time. And if I do that, it will sooner or later bring us back where we started, and I will not let that happen. I must not.” His voice was raw.

Richard’s hand had stilled. He gently withdrew it, leaving David’s scalp feeling cold. “I see. I’m sorry. Would you prefer me not to speak of this?”

“Of course not.” David’s mouth twisted. “You reaching for me? It’s everything I ever wanted, except for the parts I can’t bear.”

Richard nodded. “I don’t know what to say, David, except this: I don’t want you to come back to me for any reason but your own wish. Certainly not at my order, or even my plea. And I am well aware that puts the onus on you, again, but I have no idea what I can do about that except wait for you. That I can and will do, for as long as you need. I am not the master here, and anything between us is and will forever be your choice.” He gave David a smile that looked as though it hurt. “I know I earned your distrust. I will do what I must to earn your trust again. I promise you, I don’t expect it.”

David couldn’t find a response. Richard pushed a hand through his own hair, his expression a little rueful. “I may add that I have been more thoroughly talked at in the last weeks than in the total of my life before, and no doubt I shall make many more mistakes, but I intend to avoid repeating the same ones. We both have lessons to learn. You must learn to refuse me, and I must learn not to make it necessary so damned often.” He gave a sudden smile that made David’s heart lurch. “Or, alternatively, I might become even more unreasonable, so that you can rehearse your refusals at leisure. Shall I order a puce coat like that one of Harry’s?”

David narrowed his eyes. “If you wish to destroy a sartorial reputation on which I slaved for years.”

“In that case, I could ask Julius where he has his waistcoats made. What would you say to coquelicot and jonquil stripes? Horizontal, of course. I shall set a new fashion.”

David found himself grinning now, as Richard had clearly intended. “Don’t you dare.”

“You see? You are refusing me to the manner born, and I am quite sure you can do so whenever you like. You’ve walked away from me twice, after all. Will you kiss me now?”

David’s mouth opened. He shut his eyes. “No.”

“Very well done,” Richard said. “I should like to kiss you, David. I should like to taste my way from your lips all the way down your neck—”

“No.” David felt rather strangled.

Richard sounded short of breath himself. “Shall I kneel to you, David? Get my hands on your skin and my mouth on your prick?”

“No.”

“Then—are you fucked ever?”

“Yes,” David said breathlessly. “And no.”

“You said you liked my size. Believe me, you’d feel it if I fucked you. Right here, since you like floors so much, on your hands and knees so I can see your hair, your skin, until my weight bears you down to the carpet and I can hear you cry out under me—”

“I hate you,” David said with strong feeling. He was leaning against the table, gripping its edge with both hands to prevent himself from lying back on it.

“I hate myself.” Richard took a deep breath. “And yet you are not on your knees now, and I am quite sure that you will go about your business tonight and make short work of anyone who stands in your way. You have the strongest will I have ever encountered.”

“You shake it.”

“I know,” Richard said. “I don’t think many others do?”

That could have sounded like a vanity. David knew it was the opposite. “Nobody,” he said softly. “Nobody else.”

Richard’s throat worked. “Nobody else. Just as nobody has brought me to my knees as you do. And I should like to be there begging you to come back to me now, but that’s not the issue, is it?”

“No.”

“No. I wish it were.” Richard sighed. “When you come back to me, my fox, you will do so of your own will. I depend on that.”

“When,” David repeated.

“Allow me to hope for when,” Richard said. “I don’t like if. And the thought of not is unbearable.”

“Richard?” David beckoned. Richard came a step closer, and David took hold of his lapels, pulling him forward so their faces were just a few inches apart, and Richard’s lips parted in anticipation of a kiss that David didn’t grant.

“David?”

“You owe me that fuck. At some point, I shall claim it.” He waited for those deep blue eyes to widen and then hauled hard, pulling Richard toward him and going deliberately backward as their mouths met. They were kissing frantically as David’s back hit the table and Richard’s weight came down on his chest.

“Jesus!” David yelped. “Fuck!”

Richard shoved himself up onto his arms, taking his weight off. “What the— Are you all right?”

“It’s just bruises,” David muttered, adding a vengeful mark to his tally against Lord Maltravers for the stabbing pain that had exploded across his chest. “He hit me in the ribs. I didn’t think.”

Richard’s brows drew together. “How badly?”

“Nothing broken. It’s all right. It just hurt a little.” It hurt miserably, and if Richard offered an apology for David’s own damned idiocy, he thought he might scream.

“With my weight? I’m not surprised.” Richard dipped his head, kissed him gently, and rubbed the lightest hand over David’s ribs. “Come, your food is cooling, and you need to eat if you are to embark on burglary, or your stomach’s complaints will betray you to the entire house. Up.” He gave David his hand, not heaving him to his feet but simply letting David pull against him. All the support that was needed and no more than was asked.

“I love you,” David said again, his smile so wide it pulled at the cut on his cheek, and Richard smiled back.

—

House-breaking proved a great deal less dramatic than Richard had probably expected. 

They strolled to Mr. Skelton’s lodgings together. Richard carried a heavy stick. He had not said that part of his determination to accompany David had to do with the dangers of London’s streets at night, but David drew his own conclusions.

“How do you intend to break in?” Richard asked as they walked. He sounded curious rather than disapproving. “I didn’t know you had the skills of a burglar as well as everything else.”

“I don’t,” David admitted. “I put Mr. Skelton’s lodgings keeper’s charwoman on the payroll months ago.”

“You— I beg your pardon?”

“I bribe a lot of people with your money. To keep informed, to keep people quiet, to get access. It’s a fair part of the running costs.” Richard had never queried the “running costs” before, so David had never explained. “I tend to grease people who might come in useful.”

Richard digested that. “How many people do we bribe, in the regular way of things?”

David smiled in the darkness at we. “About sixty, on and off. We don’t pay most of them very much, of course. Mostly just retainers in case of need.”

“Of course. And this one?”

“Has told me which Skelton’s room is and, I hope, left the back door unbolted.”

“Could she identify you?”

“With luck, there will be nothing to identify me for,” David said. “And people don’t like to admit that they took bribes to betray their office. My guess is that even if things go ill, she will be silent. In any case, it must be done.”

“You know your business. Who else do we pay?”

“Aside from the people at Millay’s and Quex’s? Housemaids and footmen. Grooms are useful. I had a footman in Lord Maltravers’s employ for a while, but he was very little use and got turned off in March for drinking.” He clicked his tongue. “Lord Maltravers is a terrible master.”

“What is the significance of that?” Richard demanded. “And of his poor state of dress? You mentioned that before, and I cannot see how it helps in the least.”

“It tells me that Lord Maltravers thinks he knows best. He will not be advised by his valet or his tailor. He doesn’t think other people are worth listening to. He has not put himself in Mr. Skelton’s hands; he is keeping matters from him. He does not consider the outcome. That may do very well for a duke’s heir in the general way of things. It is not advisable for anyone dabbling in politics, or blackmail.”

“I have found it to be ill judged in friendships,” Richard said. “Is this your utilitarian philosophy again?”

“I don’t have a philosophy. I decide what I want to achieve, and I do what I can to make it come about. Lord Maltravers lets his aims be blotted out by his self-love. He would like to be well dressed, but he overrules his tailor and abuses his valet rather than be obliged to a lesser man, and thus he fails. Do you see?”

“I think so, yes.” Richard paced on. “It is a common habit for men in high positions, I suspect. One must consider one’s manner, live up to certain standards, keep at an elevation. My father…” He trailed off. “Uh, you don’t have anyone in my brother’s household, do you?”

“No. I thought you’d prefer it if I didn’t.”

Richard’s hand brushed his. “Thank you. David, will you tell me something honestly?”

“Probably,” David said with caution.

Richard snorted. “Well, then: I know that I offended you with my offer. Was that my clumsiness, or would you truly not wish to change your role given the right opportunity? Would it not be more comfortable for you? I am not pressing you, not at all, but I should like to understand.”

“I like my work,” David said. “It’s second nature now, I can think while I do it, and the results please me. Putting things to rights. Besides, being a valet gives—gave—me freedom to do the other things for you too. People might be wary of a secretary in a way they are not of a valet. And…” He grimaced in the dark, but he had to be able to tell Richard the truth, and Richard had to be able to hear it. “The fact is, I don’t know if I should be a very good secretary. I read and write adequately, but no more than that. I have never worked with a pen in my life. And I like to be very good, and I should not wish to hold a post for any reason other than that I was very good. I’m an excellent valet.”

“Yes,” Richard said slowly. “I beg your pardon. I should have thought of that. I assumed that you could do anything you wished.”

“My mother gave me the best education she could,” David said, feeling a little defensive. “But I always wanted to be working—we needed the money—so it never seemed the most important thing to do, and I never acquired the habit.”

“Philip can barely read,” Richard said. “Not for lack of effort or education, but he has no capacity. And he is the best man I know. There is no shame in it.”

David had known that, since he had made it his business to know about Richard’s life, but Richard had never spoken of it before. He knew damned well there was shame in it, and what it meant for Richard to give him that truth, and his heart clenched in his chest.

“It never bothered me before,” he said. “But Silas reads all the time. Have you read this? Have you read that? I had no idea anyone read so much. All the things he knows, and talks about, and I can’t remember the last time I read a book.”

“Dominic is a great reader too. I suppose that’s what they talk about.”

“Yes.” David knew that all too well. Mr. Frey and Silas had come together to fuck, but what joined them was a passion for an abstract world of ideas and stories and words that David knew to be far out of his own reach, and well within Richard’s. “Is that something you’d want?” He stared at the vague shapes of his feet as they walked. “To be able to talk about—books, and Latin, and scholarly things?”

“On the contrary. I cannot tell you how often I have begged Dominic to speak of something else. I like to read, granted, but I can find literary conversation very easily. Whereas your point of view is unique.”

There was such affection in Richard’s voice. David bit the inside of his lips, but he couldn’t stop the smile from growing. “I, uh, think we’re here.”

They had passed St. Giles church and were on the wide thoroughfare of Broad Street. Skelton lived just a short way from Bow Street, on Plumbtree Street. Its dark opening yawned ahead.

David glanced up at Richard as they crossed the silent road, seeing his face as a pale oval in the darkness. “I had better go alone from here. Wait for me?” 

“Good fortune, my fox. If you need me—”

“Stay here, and bail me out if I get caught.” If he were caught, there would be a terrible hullabaloo, and he was quite positive Richard would come running. He would do well not to be caught then, at anything.

On the other hand…it was black night, well past one in the morning. There was not a soul on the streets, nobody to see. He reached up for Richard’s shoulders and at the same moment felt hands closing on his hips.

“For luck,” Richard whispered. His lips met David’s, and then they were kissing in fierce, passionate silence, freed by darkness, in the open street without fear or shame until David almost forgot he had a burglary to commit.


Chapter 16

Richard went to see Lord Maltravers the next morning.

He had never liked the man. Maltravers was a fleshy, red-faced brute a couple of years Richard’s junior but so puffed up in his own consequence he might have been twice the age. His tailoring was expensive but poorly commanded; his coats were overtight in the wrong places; and that day there was a spot of gravy on his cravat. David would never have permitted Richard to be seen in such a state.

Philip sat by the Duke of Warminster in the House of Lords, and it was impossible to avoid Maltravers in society, so Richard had always felt obliged to maintain a civil manner with him. Maltravers rarely bothered to reciprocate. As the eldest son and heir of a duke, he outranked Richard and liked to show it.

“Well,” he said as Richard took his seat. “You wanted to see me.”

“Yes, I did. You engaged my former valet yesterday.”

“Is that what this is about?”

“What else? He was a good servant to me for some years, and since I understand you were not pleased with him, I wonder if you will cancel the contract. It is clear he will not suit you.”

“Your former valet is a damned insolent sneak,” Maltravers said. “He shall come back to this house, as engaged, and I shall teach him some manners.”

“How thoughtful of you. When I do not care for a servant’s manner, I simply dismiss him. You have made your dissatisfaction quite clear, my lord, so it seems reasonable that you should end the agreement.”

“He signed a contract,” Maltravers said obstinately. “I shall damned well hold the fellow to it.”

Richard leaned back in his chair. “My lord Maltravers, are you quite well?”

“What was that?”

“It is not my habit to deal with my former servants’ affairs. But Cyprian fled to my household for shelter after you assaulted him. The doctor feared that you might have cracked a rib, so brutally did you attack the man. And he tells me—I can scarcely comprehend this—that you did so because he would not swear to a series of extraordinary allegations against your own brother. My lord, your actions are disturbed.”

Maltravers went a satisfying shade of purple. “Disturbed? It is not I who is disturbed. My accursed brother—”

“Ash is a good friend of mine.”

“I know that. And I know he has told you about this.”

“About what?”

“About his vile acts and what you must do!”

“I am not aware I must do anything, and Ash has told me nothing at all,” Richard said. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Maltravers’s mouth dropped open as he visibly worked that out. He would have to assume that Ash had been stalling him, wasting time. The blackmail had failed; the hoped-for political coup was slipping through his fingers. Richard could see his face darkening. “I told Gabriel to tell you that I intend to prosecute your man Mason, Harry Vane’s accomplice, for high treason, and you must not stand in my way. You had better speak to Gabriel at once, Lord Richard, or your cousin will face his just deserts.”

“Why on earth would I speak to Ash about any such nonsense? What is this?”

“I will tell you. Gabriel is a damned sodomite.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“A sodomite,” Lord Maltravers repeated. “He and that wretch Webster are engaged in unnatural acts of the most abominable kind.”

“I find that profoundly unlikely.” Richard struggled to keep his tone calm. He wanted to shout, to demand what the devil Maltravers knew of love or nature or anything. “I know them both well, a great deal better than you do. This is a nonsense, and—Lord Maltravers, I beg of you, stop this. Ash has never done you wrong, and he is your brother. Harry is a fine young man, Mason is a reformed character, and your quarrel with Francis Webster should have been left in the schoolroom. Don’t pursue this, my lord. Wipe the slate clean, let them all be, and, I promise you, it will be for the best. For everyone.”

“For the best?” Maltravers said incredulously. “Sedition and immorality, sir?”

“There is no sedition, and you have no need to concern yourself with Ash’s morals. He is an excellent fellow. I ask you again, Lord Maltravers, don’t stir up this trouble. You will do no good to anyone.”

Maltravers sat very straight. “I shall do as I see fit, sir. Mason will hang, and Gabriel can take the consequences of his own acts.”

Richard sighed internally. He had not imagined his plea would be heard, but he’d had to try. “Yes, we must all do that, you included. Very well. Follow your path if you must, but it is deluded and wrong. Ash is perhaps the most charming and gentlemanly fellow of my acquaintance.” He gave Maltravers a look up and down. “It is remarkable how families differ. And I must say, it is…coincidental that you make these allegations against a brother you loathe and a man you have hated for years. It smacks of malice, my lord, and you should consider that Webster can well afford to bring suit for slander.”

“These are not allegations. I have proof.”

“Nonsense. What possible proof could you have?”

“A letter,” Lord Maltravers said smugly. “In Gabriel’s own hand, to Webster. A full admission of unspeakable acts.”

Richard sat up, frowning. “A letter? May I see?”

“I don’t have it to hand.”

He leaned back again, allowing his dislike to show. “Of course you don’t.”

Maltravers clenched his fists. “What does that mean?”

“It means, my lord, that since you are unable to produce this supposed letter, I must decline to place faith in its existence.”

“Are you calling me a liar?”

“I am certainly not prepared to take your word,” Richard said. “If you can show me this letter, then I will make my apology for doubting you. Until then, my lord, I shall form my own opinion as to whether you or Ash is the more likely to be honest.”

Maltravers looked like a swollen bullfrog. “How dare you!”

“Very easily.” Richard stood. “One may dare anything against a man too cowardly to defend his name.” 

Rage leapt in Maltravers’s eyes, and for a moment, Richard thought he might take the bait. He took a step closer. Maltravers did not rise from his chair. “I said, cowardly,” Richard told him, looking down. “Perhaps you did not hear me.”

Maltravers’s eyes bulged. “My father is the Duke of Warminster, sir. I do not lower myself to brawling.”

“Not with men who can hit back, at least. And my father was the Marquess of Cirencester, so do not cower behind your title with me.”

“You are insolent,” Maltravers snarled. “And you are wrong. I shall show you the letter, and you will make a public apology for your insults.”

“I will do so for calling you a liar if you can prove you are not one. The proof that you are not a coward is up to you,” Richard said, and stalked out.

—

David paced the length of the private meeting room at Quex’s, turned neatly, paced back. He didn’t feel like sitting.

Richard had gone to force Lord Maltravers’s hand; Lord Gabriel was to meet his brother afterward to refuse his blackmail once and for all. Everything would depend on how Lord Maltravers now played the game out, whether he would begin by prosecuting his brother or picking up the fight with Richard in a fury of insult and disappointment. David had men watching Ashleigh House; he would be informed by the swiftest possible messenger if Lord Maltravers headed in the direction of Bow Street first. David didn’t think he would. Lord Maltravers didn’t like to give up anything he thought his by right, including vengeance.

Mr. Skelton would doubtless have advised Lord Maltravers to put pressure on Lord Gabriel, but Mr. Skelton would not be available. Mr. Frey had called on his many connections from a lifetime of government service, and that afternoon Mr. Skelton was due to sit before a board of interview for an excellent post at the Admiralty. He would place that before his lordship’s failing scheme, David was sure. Lord Maltravers would have to make his decisions alone. And if Richard had carried out his task, the man would be in no fit state to do it.

Confuse him. Insult him. Make him angry with you, David had said, and Richard had given that authoritative nod of his, accepting David’s instructions as though nothing were more natural.

He wanted that again. He wanted to tell Richard what to do, and he wanted to see him take it as easily as David took orders from him, and he wanted…

He reached the end of the room, turned again. He’d stand still when Richard arrived of course—no twitching nerves would be displayed then—but he needed action now, to get out the quivering tension that ran through his body at the thought of the game to come.

It wasn’t a game for Richard, with noble names at hazard and his friends in the balance, but David couldn’t help feeling the thrill. He’d worked from behind the scenes for so long. Now he had stretched out his hands across London and tugged on a tangle of threads painstakingly set up over the years, and this time he would see his puppets dance.

There were just a few hours to go. David’s blood was singing, muscles tight with readiness.

He really needed to get the tension out. He had his own role to play, that of the loyal, faceless servant. He could not afford to look as he felt—like a predator poised to spring.

Heavy feet on the stairs. He was still and waiting as Richard entered looking somewhat ruffled.

“Did it go well?” David asked as Richard bolted the door.

“You requested Maltravers angry and confused, and that is what you shall have. He is very angry indeed. I should tell you, I asked him to stop, to let the whole sorry business alone. I know how much work you have done, and I hope that did not threaten it, but I felt as though I were luring him down a path to destruction. I had to give the damned fellow a chance to step off.”

David would have been astonished if Richard had not made some such effort. “It didn’t work, I take it?”

“Not at all, but I salved my conscience somewhat. I am a little nervous, David.”

“Only a little?”

Richard gave a short laugh. “Very well, if you prefer: I am very apprehensive indeed. This is not a battleground on which I feel comfortable fighting.”

David reached up and put a hand to Richard’s jaw. “Trust me?”

Richard’s hand met his, interlacing their fingers. “Entirely. I am not concerned with your scheming, merely my ability to carry it out. I don’t want to let you down.”

“You won’t.”

Richard pulled, sliding David’s palm across to his own mouth, kissing the sensitive skin. “Not if I can help it. Never again.” The movement of his lips was a caress. “I love you, my fox, and whatever happens today, or afterward, I could not be more grateful that you came back to me.”

“I don’t want your gratitude,” David said, and felt Richard’s lips curve against his palm.

“I recall saying the same to you. I should like to give you a great deal more than gratitude, but—”

“You ought to. You owe me a debt, remember?”

“I owe—?” Richard began, and then his eyes widened. “Now?”

David pressed closer, against Richard’s powerful frame. “You owe me,” he repeated. “And we have an hour before you should be in White’s. And”—he let his hand slide downward—“I want it.”

Richard’s breath had grown faster, heavier on David’s hand. David pushed against his hips, rubbing like a cat, chasing his own pleasure as much as Richard’s. “I want it. I want you to fuck me on the floor, right here, and then face the greatest gentlemen in the land with my scent in your nose and my taste in your mouth, and not one of them will suspect you were pleasuring your valet a bare hour past. They wouldn’t dream of it. But you’ll know.”

He could feel Richard’s arousal against him now, see the expanded pupils. He grinned savagely. “Fuck me, my lord. Here, now, hard.”

Richard grabbed for David’s coat, wrenching it back off his shoulders and down his arms. David ground against him, relishing the friction of cloth and flesh. “Show me how strong you are. How big.”

“Christ, David.” Richard’s hands were at David’s waistband. He tipped his head back, baring his throat, felt Richard’s mouth on his skin. “If you want that—”

“All of it.”

Richard had his thumbs inside David’s clothing, shoving breeches and drawers down. “Then get on the floor. Oh, damnation. Is there oil?”

“Mantel.” David had put the discreet bottle there earlier. It was his job to think of everything, after all.

He got to hands and knees. Richard made it back to him with the bottle in two long strides and was settling behind him a moment later, clothing shoved out of the way rather than off. David shut his eyes, feeling his blood thump, the quiver of anticipation and nerves, as Richard’s hands closed over his arse, thumbs skimming his skin. “You know, I always imagined I would do this with such care the first time. Gentle and tender, on clean sheets. Looking after you.” One thumb nudging. David shifted his legs apart. “I must have been mad. You want fucking, my fox?”

David sucked in a breath, feeling Richard’s substantial prick pushing at him, seeking entrance. “God, yes. Just a— Yes, now. Now.”

Richard exhaled, a harsh sound. “Dear heaven. David.” He was pushing slowly and as gently as possible, taking David with care, whatever he might have said, but there was a lot of him. David set his jaw against the burn. There was a heavy hand gripping his shoulder, another arm coming around his waist. David locked his elbows to take the weight.

“Just a bit more.” Richard’s voice was strained. He pushed, and they both gasped as David’s inner resistance gave, and Richard was in him to the hilt. “Sweet Jesus. Yes?”

“Yes. Oh, fucking—yes. Move.”

Richard did, slowly but not tentatively. David pushed back and felt the hand and arm that held him tighten. He pushed again and found he was trapped. Richard gave a breathless laugh at his ear. “You wanted my strength. You may have it.”

David’s hands clenched at nothing, white-knuckled on the carpet. Richard leaned onto David’s back, hips moving faster now, his face pressed against the hair on the back of David’s neck. So strong, so powerful, and all for David. “Richard. More. Yes, God, like that.”

Richard grunted and leaned in harder, and David couldn’t hold himself up against the weight. He went forward with a yelp, and then he was facedown on the carpet with Richard’s arms wrapped around him, under his chest and belly—avoiding his bruised ribs, of course, though that was the least of David’s concerns—and Richard was driving into him mercilessly, in and out. David cried aloud, although he barely had the breath for the weight on his back, writhing in his grip for the joy of friction against the rug, and felt Richard’s teeth in his shoulder through the linen of his shirt. “Tell me,” he rasped, pushing back. “Tell me you wanted this.”

“Forever.” Richard sounded as though his teeth were set. “You cannot imagine. If I had dared I should have pushed you onto the bed and begged for your body every night. Christ, David, you have no idea how I imagined you.”

David felt his lips stretch in a savage grin. “Show me now.” 

Richard made an animal noise. “Up.” He sat back, hauling David off the carpet with him, so he was kneeling up, and David sat splayed over his lap. Richard’s arm tightened across David’s chest even as his other hand moved to David’s aching prick. Dear God, he wished they had a mirror for this. He wanted to see his own slim body against Richard’s bulk, see the red marks of hard fingers on his own skin, watch himself being taken.

“You are going to spend like this,” Richard said into his ear. He was fucking with short, hard snaps of the hips now even as he worked David’s cock, sending the pleasure pulsing through him inside and out so that he felt utterly, gloriously overwhelmed. “Me inside you and holding you. I dreamed of fucking you like this, you beautiful bastard.” He bit at David’s neck. “I dreamed you’d want me to.”

“I wanted you to put me over the desk at the interview,” David managed. Richard’s hand engulfed his prick, his grip and his restraining arm so powerful that David couldn’t have got free if he’d tried. “I’ve wanted this for so long.”

Richard’s hips ground against him. “Then I should make it worth our wait. Like—” 

“Oh Jesus!” David yelped as Richard thrust upward with startling force. “Please!”

“Again,” Richard said in his ear. “Say it again.”

“Please, Richard, more. Please.” David had known the man was strong but he must have thighs of iron to be pushing up like this and at just the perfect angle. If he wanted David begging, he could have it. “Fuck me, fuck me as you wanted to, don’t stop—”

“With me,” Richard gasped in his ear, hand tightening almost unbearably. “With me now.”

David threw his head back against Richard’s shoulder, crying out as he came so hard that it ached, only vaguely aware that Richard was climaxing at the same time. Two shuddering, interlocked bodies, two thundering hearts.

They gasped together a little longer as David’s vision cleared. David’s head was lolling back rather far for comfort, but he didn’t want to move.

“Ugh,” Richard said at last. “My knees.”

David wriggled off, rolled onto the carpet, and stared at the ceiling, getting his breath back. His chest smarted from Richard’s commanding grip, so much that he rather suspected Richard had picked up some ideas from Mr. Frey before they parted, and sent a grateful thought the gentleman’s way.

Richard was straightening his long legs, wincing as he unfolded himself. “My God, David, I cannot tell you how much I wanted that. I hope I did not crush you?”

“I told you, I like your size.”

“I hope I did not crush you excessively, then.” Richard leaned in for a long, gentle kiss. “And that you feel I have paid my debt.”

David smiled at that. “In full.”

“I don’t know if it was your intent,” Richard added, “but I suspect I shall find it a great deal easier to face this afternoon now. I only hope I can keep my mind on our business.” He brushed his hand through David’s hair. “We should get up. And dress.”

They should at that. David dealt with the ruin of his own appearance quickly and was restored to unexceptional decency while Richard was still in the bedroom, prodding at his somewhat disordered cravat in the mirror.

“Let me.” David went over to him. “You’ll need a new cloth; we keep some in the drawers.”

He whisked a snowy length of lawn out and stood in front of Richard as he had so often, valet to master. Richard lifted his chin to let David remove the creased neckcloth and tweak his collar points, then caught David’s hand before he could draw it back, kissing the fingertips. “Thank you for this. I appreciate it.”

“It’s my pleasure,” David said, and then, very softly, added, “It always was.”


Chapter 17

Richard sat in White’s that afternoon, looking at a newspaper without reading it, and waited.

He sat alone. The others were there but occupied so that they did not appear to be assembled as a clique. Julius and Francis were at the tables casting dice. Ash was with his bosom friend Freddy, looking white and sick, as well he might. Richard knew Ash had had an interview with his brother that afternoon in which he had informed Maltravers in so many words that he would not bow to the blackmail. It had evidently been a brutal discussion.

So he waited in the club as his ancestors had waited in tents or on horseback for battle to begin. But it had been two hours now, and the boredom was beginning to become as oppressive as the tension. He wished David were there.

David, twisting and spasming under him, given up to pleasure. David demanding what he wanted and Richard giving it to him because between them they were perfect.

A few weeks before he’d have been appalled at the thought of taking David with anything less than the most reverent care, probably would not have done it at all, could not possibly have backgammoned the man and then had him serve as a valet straight after. All that seemed bafflingly foolish now. David made his own choices; he did not require anyone to protect him from himself. Why on earth would one take a man like that and decide he needed to be coddled? One might as well attempt to make a fox into a lapdog. Of course he’d bite.

Richard knew what he was going to offer David when this business was over. It was not what he would have wanted to offer given a free choice and far from what he would have wanted to accept if he had been in David’s shoes, but he was not David. He hoped, desperately, that it would do.

Of course, any thoughts of the future assumed that David’s schemes had worked and that Richard and his friends would not be forced to flee the country, or deal with arrest, or face public humiliation or private shame or any of the other prospects that were keeping all the Ricardians awake at night. He did not want to explain matters to Philip if this went wrong.

There was a small stir at the door. Richard looked up, feeling his chest tighten with anticipation, and saw not Lord Maltravers but his own brother.

Philip lifted a hand from across the room and made his way over, pausing to greet Lord Alvanley as he passed. The corpulent peer was an intimate of the king and a well-respected man. “Ah, Richard. I had hoped to find you at home,” Philip informed him. “Could you spare me an hour of your time?”

Richard was supposed to be in White’s; it was no use to have Maltravers find him anywhere else. And he did not want Philip to witness whatever might happen.

“Now?” Richard asked. “Is this business or family?”

“Some business, but I hoped to speak to you. I was concerned to know you’re well. Will you walk with me? Unless you’re too busy,” Philip added, looking at the newspaper and the coffee cup by Richard’s solitary chair.

“No, not busy, but I am awaiting, uh, Dominic. Perhaps I could visit you tomorrow? I should like to see the children.”

“Please do.” Philip did not have an expressive face, but Richard knew him like none other. His brother was hurt, and it was not even as though he could mix with the other men there. Everyone in the room knew and respected Cirencester, but it would not occur to him to talk to any of them for pleasure. He was comfortable with Richard. “Would you prefer me to leave you alone?”

Good God, yes, go away. “Not at all.” He could not send his brother off like this even with the awful possibility of confrontation looming. David would tell him he was not thinking of the outcome, he knew; he still could not do it. “Sit down. Tell me what you have been doing.”

“You tell me the same, brother. You seem to have been occupied these last weeks. What have you been up to? I did not ask you when we last spoke: How was Tarlton March?”

“Interesting,” Richard said thankfully, and plunged into the account of the sheep-farming dispute he’d heard about from David’s stepfather. Philip listened with close attention, putting in some questions Richard had not considered, and Richard found himself so engrossed in the conversation that he barely noticed the noise from the doorway until Lord Maltravers bellowed his name.

“Vane! You there, Vane!”

Conversations around the room faltered. Richard looked up. Beside him, Philip stiffened.

“Good afternoon to you, my lord,” Richard said. “Are you addressing me or Cirencester in that manner?”

“You, as you well know.”

“Lord Maltravers, you are very blunt,” Philip said.

“You may not hide behind your brother’s title, sir,” Maltravers told Richard with immense satisfaction. “You owe me an apology. A public apology.”

“For what?” Philip demanded.

“Has Vane taken up writing?” asked Sir James Cairn, a noted gossip and literary patron. There was a splutter of laughter from around the room. Richard didn’t understand why, but he would have wagered his fortune it was David’s handiwork somehow. 

He gave Cairn a suitably blank look. “I called Lord Maltravers a liar.” That dragged all the attention back to himself, and Richard had to pitch his voice loud to go on over the stir it caused. “And I shall be glad to retract my words at such time as I see proof that he is not one. I await that proof with interest, my lord.”

The room was completely silent now. Maltravers paced forward. Behind him and through the other door, more men were coming in, attracted by the raised voices.

“Richard.” There was a clear warning in Philip’s tone. “It is not like you to make accusations.”

“No, it is not, but then, I don’t often mix with liars,” Richard said. “I beg your pardon, Cirencester, but Lord Maltravers has made allegations against my friends that must be substantiated or withdrawn.”

“This is not your quarrel, then,” Philip said with a frown.

“Lord Maltravers has made it my quarrel.” Richard rose. “He knows how. And I say again, sir, that you must prove your words or withdraw them.”

“No, Lord Richard,” Maltravers said. “You will withdraw your words, or I shall make you eat them here and now. Won’t I, Gabriel?”

“What?” Ash, in the corner of the room, blenched.

“Do you wish me to prove my words to your friend here?” Maltravers shot a malevolent look at Francis. “Do you, Spinning Jenny?”

That was one of the schoolboy taunts Maltravers had long used on Francis, who returned a look of withering contempt. “If you have something intelligent to say, I’m sure we’d all be astonished to hear it.”

“No, please don’t,” Ash said. “Please, Mal. Richard, I must ask you to take this elsewhere. This is—private business.” He glanced around the crowded room, visibly unhappy.

“No, I don’t think so,” Maltravers said. “Vane has called me a liar, in public, and I will have my apology. I told you, sirrah, that your dear friend Francis Webster was a sodomite.” There were audible gasps from around the room. “And I repeat that, and here, sir, is my proof of it.”

He pulled out a sealed letter from his breast pocket and waved it.

There was an endless moment’s total silence. Richard didn’t dare look at the others. He set his jaw, unsure he could control his features.

Finally Francis managed, “What did you say?” His voice had a strangled sound.

“Oh God, please.” Ash put his face in his hands, a picture of shame. “Mal, don’t.”

“Give that to me.” Richard took a pace forward, holding out his hand in command. “Let me see that at once.”

Maltravers snatched the letter back. “I think not. I do not trust it to your hands, sir.” He glanced around, spoke more loudly. “This is from my misguided wretch of a brother to that weaver’s brat—”

Francis lunged. Julius grabbed him, hissing, “Steady, now. Steady.” 

“It is a full confession to the vilest crimes, and I shall be acting on it once I have your apology, Lord Richard.” Maltravers shot a malevolent look at Ash. “You have only yourself to blame.”

Richard set his shoulders. “Let me see it, my lord. When I see that it says what you claim, I shall retract my words at once. For God’s sake, let me read it.”

Ash made a stifled noise. Maltravers glanced at Richard and then thrust the letter in Philip’s direction. “You may read it, Cirencester. I should not wish my evidence to be harmed.”

Philip looked at Maltravers with glacial disdain. “It is not my habit to read other men’s letters, Lord Maltravers. I am surprised to learn that it is the habit of any man in this room.”

“Well said,” someone mumbled, and there was a general murmur of support. Richard doubted its sincerity. If Philip had offered to read the thing out loud, nobody would have moved from the spot.

“I should very much wish it to be read.” Francis had his voice back under control. “I want to read it.”

“Ash, may I have your permission?” Richard asked gently. Ash nodded, staring at the floor. Richard held out his hand for the letter once more. “I will not throw it in the fire or tear it up, if that is what you fear, Lord Maltravers. You have my word. But I must know if what you say is true.”

Lord Maltravers glanced around. “Every man here has heard you say that. Very well.” He handed over the letter.

Richard broke the seal, unfolded the sheets, and scanned them. He took his time, reading the letter carefully, turning the closely written pages, letting nothing show on his face. The silence built. He came to the end, shuffled the pages together, and turned the sheaf face up.

“Well?” Francis demanded. “What the devil is this?”

“I think I must withdraw my claim that Lord Maltravers is a liar.” Richard could hear himself with odd clarity, sounding deep and grave in the silent room. “It is quite evident that he is insane.”

“What!” Maltravers shouted over the babble that erupted. “You just read—”

“I did read it.” Richard had a very loud voice when he chose, and he made it loud now. “I have read four pages of chatter and gossip in Ash’s inimitably bad handwriting and saw not one single word that any man could interpret as criminal. What is wrong with you?”

“It is four pages of perversion!” Maltravers shouted, eyes bulging. “What the— Someone else read it!”

“An excellent idea.” Richard passed the letter to Alvanley. “With your permission, Ash, of course.”

“I suppose you must,” Ash said. “It’s only fair on Webster. I am awfully sorry about this.”

“What the devil was in that letter?” demanded Francis. 

“Nothing at all. It was addressed to you and dated from Christmas,” Richard said. “The man is quite mad.”

“That is one explanation,” Alvanley said, as Richard went to ring the bell and murmured an order to a wooden-looking footman. “There is nothing blameworthy in this letter except, as Lord Richard observes, the penmanship. Lord Maltravers, what on earth are you about?”

“Give that to me!” Maltravers snatched the letter from Lord Alvanley’s hand, ignoring the peer’s offended look. Maltravers’s eyes bulged as he scanned the pages. “But this is not the right letter. This is the wrong one. It is nothing but a foolish mistake. I shall send for the correct one—”

“I spoke to Lord Maltravers this morning about another matter,” Richard said. “He mentioned this supposed letter then but was unable to produce it, for unexplained reasons. He has had the afternoon to retrieve it and brings the ‘wrong one.’ I dare say that if he goes to find it again we will hear another excuse.”

“It was in my man’s keeping,” Maltravers said. “He must have given me the wrong one, that’s all. There has been a mistake.”

“I beg your pardon?” Richard gave Maltravers an incredulous look. “You say you had a letter written by your brother, containing an admission of a capital crime, and you handed it to a servant?”

“For this confusion to arise, the servant must have at least two of Lord Gabriel’s letters in his possession,” Philip said. One consequence of his illiteracy was that he listened to detail very carefully indeed. “How is it that you have so many of your brother’s private communications, my lord?”

“He stole three at Christmas,” Ash said, a picture of reluctant admission, as Maltravers groped for an answer. “Or, at least, I put out several to post at Warminster Hall, and only one ever arrived. This has been coming for a while, I’m afraid. It happened to our Great-Aunt Lucinda too. You couldn’t trust her with the spoons.”

“You damned little bastard!” Maltravers bellowed. “You lying swine!”

“I hardly think that is an accusation you can make, my lord.” Venom dripped from Francis’s words. “And you owe me an apology.”

“He does, but I claim precedence.” Richard glanced at the open door of the room. “Lord Maltravers has an apology to make to me first. Ah, Cyprian. Please come in.”

There was a soft cough, and David stepped around Lord Maltravers, giving him a markedly wide berth.

“I beg your pardon, gentlemen, Cirencester, Alvanley,” Richard said. “This is Cyprian, formerly my valet. I sent for him just now for reasons which I trust will become clear.”

David stood in the middle of the room, under dozens of eyes, face blank. The ugly bruise was a spectacular shade of dark purple now, its swelling marring the line of his cheek. Otherwise, he was soberly clad, expressionless, a picture of the perfect servant except for his vibrant hair. Richard rubbed his fingertips together at the memory of how that hair felt.

Just a few hours ago he’d fucked this imperturbable, unreadable man till he begged and babbled. They had kissed and conspired and climaxed together, and just as David had said, nobody in the room would ever know. Richard had to bite back a sudden wild urge to laugh. 

They were going to win this, because he had David on his side and that meant he could not lose. 

“Good heavens,” Julius was saying. “What on earth happened to him? Footpads?”

“No,” Richard said. “Lord Maltravers attacked him.”

There was a flurry of shock. A man might well throw a boot at an ordinary valet, but this was the great Cyprian.

“He is my valet. I may chastise my own servant,” Maltravers snapped.

“I dare say, my lord,” Philip said. “In my household, chastisement is done with a word of rebuke, not a blow to the face.”

“The doctor suspected a cracked rib from a kick,” Richard went on. “Fortunately, he fled Ashleigh House before Lord Maltravers could continue his assault with a club.”

“It was a stick!” Maltravers protested.

“A stick, then. You don’t deny you used a weapon.” David had suggested that trap; Richard felt a deep satisfaction in springing it.

“Good God, sir,” Lord Alvanley said. “What did the fellow do?”

“I don’t care. He is an artist, and you, Lord Maltravers, are a barbarian,” Julius said. “A Vandal.”

“This is a—a—a misrepresentation!” Maltravers was scarlet now. “The man was insolent and deceitful. I had every right—”

“Cyprian, why don’t you tell us why Lord Maltravers hit you?” Richard asked. David had sown the seed; he should be the one to wield the scythe now.

“Excuse me?” Francis snapped. “Richard, I have been insulted. I will not stand and wait on the chatter of your valet while my name is besmeared by this overstuffed brawn!”

“Kindly do,” Richard said. “You will find it relevant, I promise you.”

“This is not about a damned valet!” Maltravers put in at some volume. “You are attempting to distract attention from a monstrous crime against nature!”

“We will hear the valet,” Philip said. “No, Lord Maltravers, you may not expect to go unchallenged. Richard says this is relevant. If so”—he nodded at David—“proceed.”

David bowed, wincing with the movement. “I applied for a post with Lord Maltravers, my lord. He seemed urgent to employ me. He wrote several letters to demand my presence, and when I arrived, he dismissed his valet for no fault and drew up a contract on the spot, more than doubling the salary he had originally offered me—”

“Be quiet,” several men said over Maltravers’s outraged bellow.

“But this is not what happened!” Maltravers exclaimed.

David’s mouth tightened. “I have the contract his lordship signed and the letters he sent me. The valet can confirm my account, as can his lordship’s man of business. I am not a liar, my lord.”

“These are all easily tested claims,” Richard observed. “Do you deny them?”

“No, of course not, but—he told me to do all that!” Maltravers protested, and there was a roar of scornful laughter from the gentlemen around them. “I mean—”

“Be quiet,” Philip ordered the entire room. “Silence. This is no matter for jesting. You admit the valet tells the truth, Lord Maltravers?”

“The facts are true, but he wished me to employ him!”

“As servants do. I cannot understand your objection. Continue, Cyprian, and you must know that any deviation from the truth will be harshly treated.”

“There is no need to tell me that, Lord Cirencester.” David spoke with perfect, quiet dignity. Philip inclined his head; David went on. “Lord Maltravers began pressing questions on me. He asked me about Lord Gabriel and Mr. Webster, if I had seen signs of—uh—improper affection. I said, again and again, I had not. Then—” He glanced at Richard. “My lord, I don’t wish to say this.”

“Go on,” Alvanley and Philip said together.

“He began to make implications about Lord Richard. Fantasies, my lord, lurid imaginings, leading questions. He wanted me to—to invent a reason why I left his service, which— It was not true. It is not true.” David’s dignified manner was cracking now, showing distress. The crowd was deathly silent. Maltravers’s mouth worked soundlessly.

“I would not say it,” David went on, his voice thin and tense. “I refused. He shouted, he said that was why he had taken me on, and he hit me then, in the face, in the ribs. I was terrified, my lord. He went to get a weapon, uttering threats, and I fled the house. And I returned to beg shelter of Lord Richard because…” The men around him strained forward to hear as his words dropped to a whisper. “Because I was afraid for my life.”

The silence hung heavy. Richard took two steps forward and put his hand on David’s shoulder. “You did right. There; that is all that is required of you. Thank you.”

“Lord Maltravers,” Lord Alvanley said, voice very cold and clear. “Is this true?”

Maltravers was crimson and sweating. “It is misspoken. Twisted.” 

“Did you employ this man on the terms he described?”

“Yes, but—”

“Did you ask him questions implying a criminal relationship between Lord Gabriel and Mr. Webster?”

“Yes, because—”

“Did you encourage a servant to invent slander about my brother?” Philip put in, with barely contained anger. “Did you?”

“He led me to believe he could tell me those things!”

“You hired a valet in the hope of scurrilous gossip, and when he failed to deliver it, you beat him bloody. Is that the case, my lord?” Philip was a thin man of nothing like Richard’s impressive height and build, but he did not need them. He stood in the full majesty of fifteen years as Cirencester, two steps below the king himself, as unchallengeable and authoritative as ever their father had been. “Your acts are incomprehensible. Explain yourself.”

“He was working for Lord Richard,” Maltravers panted. “He must have been. All the time. It was a plot.”

“I asked for an explanation, not for accusations and excuses,” Philip said. “Have the goodness to confine yourself to fact.”

Maltravers was looking around frantically. “I tell you, this is a plot. Gabriel wrote a letter of filthy postures and obscenities to the man Webster. I had the letter, it has merely been misplaced. Lord Richard must have known about it and sent his valet to—to search my house for it—”

“He’s a valet, not a Bow Street Runner,” Richard said. “And I knew nothing of this fantasy but what you told me this very morning. If I had known earlier, I should have spoken to you earlier.”

“Cyprian led me to believe—” Maltravers looked around the room. His station had meant he was always received, and mostly treated, with respect. He had never needed to win over opinions before. Richard saw the need dawning on him far, far too late, even as he pulled himself straight. “I give you my word as Warminster’s heir, sirs. Every word I have spoken is the truth.”

“I think we all know the worth of your words, Maltravers,” Sir James Cairn said. “This is disgraceful.”

“Curse it, do you think I should invent such a business? About my own brother?”

“You have invented sufficient business about my brother.” Philip was stiff with anger. “On your own telling, my lord, you stole letters, you hired a valet for gossip and beat him when he showed a decency you should emulate, and you set out to ruin your brother’s good name. Even were your allegations true, every feeling must be revolted. As it is, you produce no evidence but lies and bluster. I wonder at you, sir, and I shall have words for your father on your conduct.”

There were strong noises of agreement from around the room. Someone muttered, “It’s the mercury draughts. Mad as a hatter,” and several men chuckled.

“I am telling the truth,” Lord Maltravers insisted. “And if I had to take measures I regretted to prove it—”

“You are a lying hound,” Francis bit out.

“You should hang as a sodomite!”

Julius grabbed Francis’s arm again. Ash’s friend Freddy said loudly, “Well, you know about hanging, Maltravers,” and there was an explosion of laughter from a number of men. Philip glared them into silence. David’s face was exceptionally wooden. Richard made a mental note to find out what the devil that was about. 

“I will not stand for these accusations,” Francis was saying, shaking Julius off. “I will not have them repeated.”

“He’ll never stop,” Ash said wearily. “He still says he didn’t break my rocking horse when I was five, and both my sisters saw him do it. He’ll never admit he was wrong. I’m not sure if he knows when he is.”

That had the ring of absolute truth, and it was the coup de grâce. There was no doubt at all in the faces around the room now. “I did not credit the recent remarks I have heard ascribed to you, Lord Maltravers,” Alvanley said. “Perhaps I should have.”

Maltravers turned on his brother, face savage, but Richard was already walking up to him. “My lord, your quarrel with Ash and Webster is your business. I have no say in that except that I consider your conduct shameful in the extreme. But everyone here has heard that you encouraged a servant to invent obscene slander against me. What have you to say about that?”

“I say be damned to you,” Lord Maltravers snarled, and Richard hit him.

It was an excellent punch. Richard had planned it with care; it carried seventeen stone of outrage, frustration, and bitter resentment; and it landed on Lord Maltravers’s cheek just where David’s face was bruised. Lord Maltravers lurched backward, steadied himself, and came charging in again with more courage than Richard had expected. Richard sidestepped his wild blow, put a right hook into his ribs, and swung an uppercut to his jaw that snapped Lord Maltravers’s head back. He stumbled a pace, tripped over somebody’s foot, and hit the floor.

“Good God, Lord Richard,” Alvanley said into the stunned silence. “We are in White’s.”

“I beg your pardon, gentlemen.” Richard stepped back. “And I am very ready to give Lord Maltravers satisfaction as soon as he asks me for it.”

“When he does so—I dare say he is somewhat stunned still—I trust you will name me as a friend,” Julius said.

“It is unacceptable for my brother to duel Warminster’s heir.” Philip spoke with all his authority. “There can be no question of such a thing, Richard. I forbid it.”

“Considering what he said about your wife—” Sir James began, and stopped dead as Richard and Philip turned on him together.

“I beg your pardon?” Philip said softly.

Sir James put his hands up. “I mean no insult, Cirencester, none in the world. Maltravers was offensive. I shan’t repeat it.”

“My brother and now my wife.” Philip’s face was white. “Get up, Lord Maltravers. Get up now.”

“Enough.” Lord Alvanley’s deep voice resonated with command. “I shall be obliged if someone will escort Lord Maltravers from the premises as soon as he can stand. Lord Richard, I expect you will wish to make your apologies to the club in writing. It seems to me obvious from the absurdity of these allegations that Lord Maltravers is unwell, and I am sure his words will be disregarded on that account. I dare say no man in this room will stoop to repeat such things.” That was a clear threat, and there was a general murmur of acquiescence.

“Unwell, perhaps,” Philip said. “Notwithstanding, I regret that I cannot remain a member of any club that admits Lord Maltravers.”

“Hear, hear!” said Freddy loudly, and went red.

“The committee will discuss Lord Maltravers’s membership,” Alvanley said. “Lord Richard, I see no need for your valet to remain with us. Or—whose valet is he?”

“Mine.” Maltravers was sitting up, rubbing his jaw with a savage expression. “My damned valet. I have a contract with you, sirrah.”

“Take him to court,” Richard told him. “If a magistrate feels the need to punish him because he is unwilling to be beaten to death, I shall pay whatever fine may be levied.”

“A number of men in this room would be happy to do so,” Julius said. “Cyprian, since you are without a position—”

“I should be most interested to discuss that,” Lord Alvanley said.

Julius gave him a narrow look. “Excuse me, my lord, I have prior claim. I have been trying to poach him for years.”

A number of other men spoke at once. “This is unseemly,” Philip said over them all. “You are excused, Cyprian. Lord Maltravers, your presence is unwelcome amongst gentlemen.”

Maltravers heaved himself up. He shot a look of pure hatred at Ash and left in silence. David slid out after him, keeping a long way behind.

“Well, good heavens,” Alvanley said. “In White’s. What is the world coming to?”

Philip shook his head. “I shall speak to Warminster. Richard, you will kindly attend me now. I have some things to say to you.”


Chapter 18

“How was it?” Julius asked. They were gathered in the private rooms at Quex’s the next evening, he and Harry, Dominic, Francis, Ash, and Richard. The last twenty-four hours had been, to say the least, lively. “Did you fall under Cirencester’s disapproval?”

“He wasn’t best pleased,” Richard said. “He does not like that sort of attention at all, and he felt that I should not have involved myself in such a sordid matter.” That was putting it mildly. Philip had been outraged by the whole sorry business, and worse had been the question that inevitably followed: Does this have anything to do with the affair you spoke of?

Not that Philip had been near the truth. His fear had been that Richard’s involvement was with Lord Maltravers’s fiancée or, worse, one of his married sisters. Richard had looked his brother in the eye and assured him, No, that had nothing to do with the business, with bruises from avenging David’s injuries already dark on his knuckles.

Philip had feared Richard was pursuing some illicit agenda and had still stood by his side without question.

“He is the best brother in the world,” Richard said. “And I for one was very grateful for his intervention.”

“He was magnificent,” Francis said. “I would have thought you’d cooked it up with him if it was conceivable Cirencester would do such a thing.” He was sitting with Ash on his lap. The young nobleman looked subdued and rather miserable.

“And he has spoken to Warminster,” Richard added. “He went there today. I think he has become somewhat tired of Lord Warminster’s manner over the years, so I dare say he made his point with force.”

“I’m sorry for Warminster then,” Harry said wholeheartedly. He was terrified of Philip. “I shouldn’t thank Maltravers for letting me in for that dressing down.”

“I don’t suppose he’s pleased about that appalling pamphlet either,” Francis said. “My God. I suppose you’ve all read it by now?”

Richard had not. “For some reason, a copy has not reached my house. Since almost every gentleman I know appears to have been handed it by his valet—”

“I certainly was,” Julius said sourly. “Can I assume we all know who is responsible for that scurrilous libel?”

Everyone looked to Dominic. He hunched his shoulders, the very image of Mason, and growled, “Couldn’t say.”

“Naturally,” Richard said. “Was there a particular libel I should know about?”

“The pamphlet was designed to undermine Maltravers,” Dominic said, returning to his normal tones. “However, for verisimilitude, it included a certain amount of other scandal. And of course it was necessary to avert suspicion by making one of us a target.”

“Of course,” Richard repeated, with deep foreboding. “Ah, who…?”

“It suggested, among other allegations, that Julius has a peculiar habit of bestowing offensive names on ladies of pleasure during the act.” Dominic was entirely failing to keep a straight face. “With examples.”

“Your accursed werewolf—” Julius began, and stopped short as understanding dawned. “I see. That is Mason’s revenge, I take it.”

Dominic shrugged. “If you must insult Silas, you may face the consequences.”

Julius glowered. Harry patted his arm in a way that would have been comforting if he’d been able to stop grinning.

“We all make sacrifices, Julius,” Richard assured him.

“I did not make a sacrifice. Your valet and your werewolf made a sacrifice of me.”

“I’m sure you would have volunteered, had you been asked.”

“Oh, be damned to Julius’s reputation. It’ll do him good,” Francis said. “Richard, how in God’s name did Cyprian get that false letter into Maltravers’s hands? I know he had Ash write one—”

“He let himself into Skelton’s room while the man slept, searched it, and found the letter in his desk drawer,” Richard said. “Maltravers had sealed it, I suppose to discourage Skelton from reading it, so Cyprian had to break the seal to confirm he had the right one. He then went back to Quex’s, got Maltravers’s seal off his contract of employment, applied it to the false letter, and let himself into Skelton’s room again to put the counterfeit in the desk.”

“He must have nerves like hawsers,” Dominic said. “Good heavens.”

“Why the counterfeit? Why not just steal the letter?” Harry asked.

“To confuse matters and because he didn’t want Maltravers blaming Skelton for the letter’s loss,” Richard said. “But it seems that when Maltravers sent to Skelton for the letter, he passed it over without examination. A sealed letter from a drawer—why would either of them look closely? So Maltravers walked into White’s with the counterfeit in his pocket, which is something I shan’t soon forget.”

“That was the single worst moment of my entire life,” Francis said. “I thought that everything had gone wrong and all your promises had been in vain. You looked like a Roman statue, Richard.” He tightened his arm round Ash’s shoulders. “And you were magnificent, my Gabriel.”

“He’ll never speak to me again.” Ash’s voice was low. “Which is good, because I never want to speak to him again. It comes to something when my own brother wants to see me hang, and I try to make the world think he’s a madman.”

“And succeed,” Julius said. “Be damned to him, Ash.”

Harry went over to give Ash a hug. “He’s right. Maltravers started this. You had no choice.”

“What about Skelton?” Richard asked. “Is he likely to be a problem?”

“Far from it,” Dominic said. “He has accepted the Admiralty post. I didn’t think they’d offer it to him, as it’s a significant promotion, but my friend on the board found him most impressive. Which means he will no longer have anything to do with pursuit of radicals.”

“Really?” Harry yelped. “Oh, thank God!”

“It is a relief,” Dominic agreed. “He knew blasted well that you and Silas had some sort of case to answer. Without his pursuit, I think, if the pair of you can keep out of trouble, trouble may stop coming after you.”

“I really will try,” Harry assured him. “Honestly.”

Dominic didn’t look quite convinced. “We can but hope. Talking of posts, Rich, have you engaged a valet yet?”

Richard blinked. “Not as such, no.”

“Do you not think it’s time you did?”

“I will thank you to leave me to my own business.”

“Then we shall.” Dominic rose. “Come, gentlemen. Richard has household affairs to attend to. Good evening, my dear fellow. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

—

David was somewhere in Quex’s, Richard knew, communing with his allies in the depths of the house. Richard sent a request for his presence along with an order for a bottle and waited alone in the private rooms. It should not take long for him to come; Richard almost wished it would be longer. If he got this wrong…

Soon enough there was the familiar quiet knock, and David came in.

“Good evening,” Richard said. “Will you drink?”

David’s eyes went to the bottle. “Champagne?”

“I think we may celebrate. You have done wonders.” He held out a glass. David took it but didn’t sip. “I am in awe at your gift for forgery, incidentally. The seal held until I broke it. I had no idea you were so talented.”

David shrugged. “I never knew you had such a good right hook.”

“I did say I would make him pay. David, the slander against Eustacia…”

“Sir James was making trouble, I believe. Lord Maltravers has made a number of disobliging remarks about her appearance over the years.”

“You didn’t tell me that.”

“I didn’t feel you would want to know when you weren’t in a position to hit him.”

“True, but I wish I’d hit him harder. David—”

“Lord Gabriel should be safe now, as should Silas,” David interrupted. “The letter is burned. Lord Maltravers is the object of contempt and distrust, his word worth nothing. I have done what you wished when you summoned me.”

“More than I could have hoped. I owe you a great deal.”

“My pleasure.” David’s face was guarded, inexpressive. Nervous, perhaps, or at least Richard hoped so. “You wanted to talk.”

“I do. I have yet another request to make of you. Even larger than the last.” Richard put down his glass and took David’s from his hands. “I want you back. I want you as my lover, my right hand, my devious, lying, counterfeiting, entirely unprincipled fox.” He took a deep breath. “My valet.”

David’s lips parted silently.

“I want you blacking my boots, solving my problems, and sharing my bed. I want you to accept a situation of gross injustice with no safeguard except your trust in me. I want you to be that foolish, vulnerable creature, a servant who warms his master’s sheets, and only the two of us will know that I am not the master here.” He stared into David’s eyes, praying his own showed his sincerity. “And I swear to you, if you will give me that trust, I will be worthy of it. Whatever may befall between us, no matter whether you change your mind, I will always behave as the man I ought to be. The man you need me to be. As though I had your mother’s eyes upon me.”

David gave a startled choke of laughter. Richard took him gently by the shoulders. “I love you, David. Will you be with me?”

“As your valet,” David said.

“If you will. Or if there is a position you would prefer, as long as it is what you prefer, name it. I will be glad of any means by which you may be by my side and in my bed. Or on my floor, even. Will you please say something?”

David looked down silently, then lifted his face. His eyes were very bright. “How about against the wall?”

Richard grabbed him by the waist and hoisted him up, reaching the wall in just a few swift steps. He pushed David against it. David wrapped his legs around Richard’s hips and his arms round his shoulders, and Richard kissed him without thought of consequence, without care for his bruises or his position, with nothing except David’s lips and teeth and tongue in his mind. David rocked against him with startling abandon, bracing himself on Richard’s body with feet flat against his thighs, and Richard kissed him with hunger and with wonder, until they were both gasping.

David slid down to get his feet on the floor and pulled Richard to him by the lapels of his coat. David’s lips were hot and wet, his eyes wild. “Richard. You have no idea how long I have waited for you to kiss me like that.”

“Four years and seven months. Are you coming back to me?”

“We still haven’t resolved the question of the wall,” David pointed out. “I think that’s crucial.”

Richard pushed him back, holding him to the wall with one hand on his shoulder and the hard press of lips, grabbing for the fastening of David’s trousers with his free hand. He dealt with the buttons with better speed than before and pushed his hand into David’s clothing, feeling his moan as a vibration of lips and tongue. David’s prick was hard to Richard’s fingers, and Richard worked it ruthlessly, ignoring David’s muffled sounds of pleasure and unconvincing protest, making sure David could not twist free, or move from the wall, or do anything but let himself be frigged mercilessly. He squirmed and then groaned surrender under Richard’s mouth, and at last, Richard felt his cry with a shiver of triumph as David spent, thrusting in his hand.

He lifted his lips away as David’s head lolled but kept his hand pressed lovingly tight. “Does that deal with your concerns, you trifling swine? And I have dozens of walls if that’s what you want. I have houses full of walls and floors doing nothing but holding up the roofs, and before you suggest it, I refuse to fuck you on a roof unless we can be absolutely sure of the rafters. In the name of God, will you give me an answer so I can stop babbling?”

“Oh, of course I’m coming back,” David said. “Don’t be absurd.”

“As my valet?”

“As your valet.”

“Thank the Lord for that,” Richard said, leaning forward against him in bone-melting relief. “My boots are a disgrace.”

David spluttered with laughter, shaking with it, and Richard kissed his neck, his ear, everywhere he could reach. “My fox. Will you come home tonight?” 

“Not until we have a contract and I’m free of Maltravers’s. Believe me, the servants would notice. Talking of appearances, the hair powder—”

“I adore your hair. If I am permitted to touch it occasionally, I want to look at it all the time. Discard the livery while you’re about it.”

“I’d rather keep wearing it. It suits me better than black.”

And it made him look like a servant. Perhaps that was for the best—a reminder to be careful when they were not alone. “It does suit you very well. Are you content with this?” Richard pulled back to examine his lover’s eyes. “I know your position is far from perfect.”

“I never asked for perfect,” David said. “It is not ideal for you either. Can you be content with a valet?”

“My valet, my friend, my redheaded bastard. I must be content with you because I have been so discontented without you that I am astonished my friends are still speaking to me. I love you, David. And I know very well that no man is a hero to his valet, but I shall do my damnedest.”

“That is all I could have asked.” David skimmed his fingertips over Richard’s face. “It is more than I hoped and—about as much as I dreamed, in fact, but I have very ambitious dreams.”

“Mine are simple,” Richard said. “You in my bed for as long as you can be there. And I, my fox, entirely at your service.”


Epilogue

MAY 1, 1820

“Gammoned,” David said, and sat back with a triumphant grin.

Silas growled. “You sneaking ginger bastard.”

“You were distracted tonight,” David offered kindly. “I can’t think why. Unless you’re waiting for something.”

The Ricardians, including Mr. Frey, were dining downstairs in private celebration of victory now the events at White’s had worked themselves out. Lord Maltravers had not taken his humiliation well, and his spluttering bewilderment at his shattered reputation had only made things worse. Julius Norreys had dubbed him Cassandra, after the Greek prophetess who told the truth and was never believed. His lordship’s wedding to Miss Martindale had been postponed for reasons of ill health; her maid, no admirer of his lordship, gleefully reported that it was a matter of time till it was called off. Lord Maltravers had retired to the country for fresh air and quiet. Everyone knew that was at his furious father’s command.

“So what now?” David asked.

Silas glanced at the clock, which was almost at midnight. “Another game?”

“I doubt we’ve time. I don’t think it’ll be an all-night carouse downstairs. No, I meant you. Will you be staying with us?”

Silas shook his head. “I want to get my shop open again. My own place. Reckon I should be safe to do that now. It’ll be a while yet till I get it set up, but it’s time to start planning.”

He’d lost his bookshop in a fire earlier that year, and David knew Silas missed his independence. Still, he’d be sorry to lose his radical friend from the household. “Lord Richard would have you here indefinitely, you know.”

“Aye, I know. He’s not a bad fellow. Didn’t think much of him at first but…not so bad.”

“I’m sure he’d be delighted to learn of your good opinion.”

Silas grinned. “And what about you? You pulled it all off.” He tipped his chair back, contemplating David. “You got my lad Harry safe, and me off the gallows, and Dom well out of his lordship’s way, and that young neddy Ash out of trouble. And your arse in his lordship’s bed, even, which sounds like as much hard work as all the rest put together. So what’s next for you, Foxy? Back to folding clothes?”

“Whatever’s needed. As and when.”

“At Lord Richard’s service?”

“Let’s say at his side, shall we?”

“I’ll drink to that.” Silas raised his glass and then looked around at the jangle of a bell. “Sounds like that’s the gentry done, so I’ve a promise to keep, and I dare say you’ve business too. Enjoy yourself, redcock.”

“You too, radical. Try not to make Mr. Frey squeal too loudly. It alarms the housemaids,” David said, and ducked out of the door before Silas could throw anything at him.

—

Richard came into the bedroom and saw David there. As he always was, as he always should be.

“Cyprian,” he said, shutting the door.

“Good evening, my lord. I hope you’ve had a pleasant time?” 

“Very pleasant indeed.” Richard locked the door, then walked to his usual position by the mirror. David ran his hands up Richard’s back as if smoothing the coat. Richard breathed in sharply. “A great deal more pleasant for seeing you.”

“I thought you might stay talking later.” David was taking his time over Richard’s coat, shifting it off his shoulders with excruciating care. He could feel his valet’s breath on the nape of his neck.

“I was preoccupied, and I don’t think I was the only one. David, would you like to go to France?”

That got David’s attention. “We’re not fleeing the country, are we?”

Richard laughed, feeling David’s hands on him shifting with the shake of his shoulders. “Oddly enough, no. Ash tells me that Warminster has lost patience with Lord Maltravers and is sending him on a lengthy tour of the Continent. Julius says if this starts another European war, he will enlist on the other side. Francis simply hopes his boat will sink.”

“Mr. Webster is a very sensible gentleman,” David said. “If Lord Maltravers will be on the Continent, isn’t that a good reason to stay in England?”

Richard turned. David’s arms slid around him at the same time, and Richard took hold of his slim hips in return. “The Continent is large enough to hold us all. It simply occurred to me that I enjoyed my own travels abroad a great deal. I thought perhaps you would like to see Paris and the French fashions. We would travel very light. No entourage.” He bent his head to press a kiss to David’s pointed ear. “Just a gentleman and his valet, quite anonymously doing as we wish.”

David tilted his head, allowing Richard access to his pale neck. “That sounds…wonderful.”

“Mmm.” Richard tugged at David’s neckcloth, wanting it undone. “We must go to Tarlton March first, of course, to spend some of the summer with Philip’s family. And pay a visit to Cricklade while we are there. But then—”

“Paris.” David was removing Richard’s cravat with three times Richard’s dexterity despite working around his arms. “I should very much like to see Paris. I have never been abroad. Paris.” There was awe in his voice.

Richard couldn’t adorn David’s ears with jewels and doubted very much he’d want them. Even the plainest gifts would be attention-grabbing, inappropriate, dangerous. Richard would just have to give his valet the world instead. “Paris, Lyons. Munich, even. We can go wherever takes our fancy, for however long we like. I cannot be expected to travel without you, after all.” He cupped David’s face in both hands, stilling him, relishing the feel of long, sleek hair under his fingers. “I love you, my fox. I wish I’d had you there tonight, there with us. You should have had the highest seat at the table, and we all knew it. I honestly believe Julius was expecting me to present you to the others.”

David’s brows shot up. “As your lover?”

“Mmm. He has evidently guessed. Do you mind?”

“Not if you don’t. I don’t care about any of that. I have what I want.”

“You are content with your position.” Richard slid his thumbs over David’s mouth, felt his lips move. “I fear I am not at all content with mine.”

David frowned. “What’s wrong?”

Richard smiled into David’s eyes and then, carefully, because he’d had a glass of wine more than usual, went down to his knees.

“You’re right,” David said. “That is a better position. Oh, yes. Oh, my lord.”

“My fox,” Richard mumbled.

David gasped at the touch of Richard’s mouth. “My God.”

“Now, that is overstating it.” Richard took tighter hold of David’s thighs. “Stop laughing, damn it. I am attending to you.”

“You have my undivided attention,” David assured him as his fingers tightened in Richard’s hair. “All yours.”

His. His valet, his passion, his redheaded secret. His truth that could never be lightly shared because it would not be understood. The world would have nothing but contempt for his love affair or for his lover.

The world knew nothing, not how David’s skin felt under Richard’s fingers and lips, or the sound of his gasps at Richard’s touch. He was Lord Richard Vane with Cyprian at his side, where he belonged, and if the world was fool enough to get in their way, it would just have to be dealt with. Be damned to meeting the demands of rank and society; Richard, with David all shuddering pleasure under his hands, had better things to do.
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LONDON, AUTUMN 1818

On the morning of his destruction, Lord Gabriel Ashleigh woke up with Satan’s own head.

He lay in bed, eyes shut as he swam dizzily into consciousness, trying to control his rebellious stomach. It roiled with nausea from the wine, the brandy, the gin, and then, as waking crept over him, from the terrible cold-sweat memory of what he had done last night.

Surely he hadn’t….It was a dream. It had to be a dream. Please let it be a dream.

It wasn’t a dream. Vomit rose in his throat.

What have I done, what have I done?

He was ruined. It was as simple as that. He had wagered everything at the gaming tables and lost it all, had left himself only the choice between fleeing to the Continent or ending it here, now, alone in this room, with a pistol.

The devil fly away with that. Ash was ashamed, and angry, and despairing, but he was also just twenty-six years old. He didn’t, despite the throbbing pain spearing his eyeballs, want to die.

No, he would leave the country. Take passage to France, find a place among the other men that England had broken, and live with the disgrace. It would be better than the alternative.

But to have ruined himself in a single night. To shame his sisters—Eleanor’s engagement would soon be announced. If he made a bolt for it, what would that do to her? Her intended was the Marquess of Buckstead’s eldest son, and that family was as high in the instep as his own. Surely the Ashleigh blood would count for more than the peccadilloes of one black sheep?

He could go to his father, he supposed, but the thought was chilling. The Duke of Warminster was not a kindly man. His limited affections were mostly reserved for his heir, Lord Maltravers, leaving very little for the other children and none at all for Ash, whom he openly despised. It was the duke’s will that his unsatisfactory youngest son join the army and remove himself from the family, and without Great-Aunt Lucinda’s legacy to make him independent, Ash would have had no choice but to obey.

Aunt Lucie’s legacy, which he had gambled away last night. His home, his comfortable life, his freedom from his father. Everything staked on the turn of a card, and lost.

His father would probably buy him a commission, if only to prevent Ashleigh’s joining up as a private, but Ash knew that was the most he could expect from that quarter, and God help him, he didn’t want to join the army. No soldier, he: Ash was a wastrel, a rattle, and a damned fool to boot.

He attempted to sit up. That was a mistake. It took a moment of carefully shallow breathing to control his stomach as his brain bumped gently against the inside of his skull. He slackened his muscles again and lay back on the bed, grappling with his predicament.

Might Mal intervene on his behalf? Was that a chance? Unlike their father, Mal enjoyed the tables. He would understand how Ash had come to this pass. But he would not understand, would never understand, why his brother had chosen to play against Francis Webster.

Maybe he could be made to see it as an act of loyalty instead of defiance. Ash rehearsed the arguments: The fellow was insolent. I could not let him win. I staked everything rather than accept defeat.

I lost anyway. That was the sticking point. Mal disliked being on the losing side.

Still, it was worth a try, although at best he would be sent back to Warminster Hall, deep in the country, for months or years under his father’s joyless, watchful eye. Death might be preferable.

—

Any hope of Mal’s support wisped away like smoke when his brother thundered up the stairs at the ungodly hour of noon.

“God damn you, Gabriel!” Mal’s voice was never pleasant, but to a man with a head like Ash’s, it was downright grating. “You gull, you sapskull, you addle-pated fool. I hope you don’t expect me to help you. You brought this upon yourself, mixing with that wretch Webster….”

Ash shut his eyes. He had managed to get out of bed and to consume some of a plate of ham and eggs, but he was still in his dressing gown. It was silk damask, most gorgeously embroidered, and had given him great pleasure at its purchase. His pride in it withered under his brother’s contemptuous gaze.

Contemptuous gazes seemed to be his lot in life, Ash reflected as Mal bellowed on. That was what he remembered about last night. Well, no, he remembered the clouds of smoke, the brandy glass by his elbow, constantly refilled. He remembered, as though it had happened to someone else, the strange passion that had gripped him to wager and wager again, disregarding Freddy’s urgent representations, and the dizzying panic once he understood what he had done, which had led him to consume much of a bottle of Stark Naked. But most clearly of all, he remembered the steady, scornful regard of a pair of hazel-green eyes opposite him, their gaze spurring him to defy the cards and Fate itself rather than walk away, and that memory made him sweat as much as the gin that oozed its way from his skin.

“Spider Webster!” Mal shouted, seemingly noticing that he’d lost Ash’s attention. “Spinning Jenny! That scoundrel! And you lost Chamford House to him! Our family’s property!”

That was Mal’s true objection, Ash reflected, observing his brother’s bulging eyes. He had been furious not to be named Great-Aunt Lucinda’s heir, although he had paid her the least possible lip service, considering her an embarrassing relic of bygone days. Aunt Lucie had sported the ludicrous fashions and blunt manners of her youth well into her eighties, and had lavished on Ash all the affection the rest of his family never showed, or felt. Ash had loved the outrageous old woman dearly. He missed her now.

But Mal was the eldest; everything came to him by right. Despite having a very neat property of his own, and the Warminster estate awaiting him when their father turned up his toes, he had wanted Chamford House too. And he did not wish it to be owned by Francis Webster.

Mal went away eventually, after telling Ash to go to the devil, recommending that he take himself there forthwith, and assuring him that their father would feel the same. It was no more than Ash had expected, really.

He had been staring out the window, wondering what to do, when the note came.

—

Ash looked again at the paper in his hand. 


Mr. Francis Webster begs to request Lord Gabriel Ashleigh’s company at nine o’clock.


It wanted a few moments to nine now, and here he was outside Webster’s home, a town house on Bourdon Street. Elegant, well located, but off the bustle of Grosvenor Street. Just a little set back, a little reserved.

Ash had made himself respectable, sweating out the gin with a few bouts at Cribb’s and in a Turkish bath. He wouldn’t want Webster to believe he was always bosky. In truth, he had kept his potations within reasonable limits over the last couple of years in the hope of shedding his reputation as one who dipped too deep.

Except for last night, of course. Although it hadn’t been the brandy that had made him behave so brattishly. It had been that enraging cold stare.

It was absurd, how he’d reacted. Webster was cold, everyone knew that. Unfriendly to his intimates, icy to strangers, never standing up to dance at balls. A chilly, bloodless, callous fellow who had Ash’s ruin in the palm of his hand.

Ruin, or salvation, perhaps. If he chose to give Ash time, there might be a way to salvage the wreck. Though Ash couldn’t imagine why he would. Ash was Lord Maltravers’s brother, and Webster would not have any kindness for him at all.

It had started at Eton, when Webster and Mal had been put in the same house. The young Lord Maltravers was scion of the ancient Ashleigh family, heir to the venerable Warminster dukedom, one of the better-born men in England, and certainly one of the most puffed up about it. Always conscious of his own superiority, Mal had felt instant contempt for Webster, a gangling, bookish youth, and the contempt had sharpened into profound dislike when he’d learned that the fellow was the worst sort of commoner. Francis Webster, attending a school for the sons of gentlemen and thrust into Lord Maltravers’s company every day, was nothing more than a son of trade, his father’s wealth coming from some weaver in the Midlands who’d invented a new kind of loom. Mal had been enraged and offended by his forced association with such a fellow and had not missed any opportunity to make him learn his place.

They’d dubbed the weaver’s brat Spinning Jenny, of course. Mal had told his younger siblings that frequently, and they’d laughed every time. Spinning Jenny, Web Spinner, Spider Webs, Money Spider, and a hundred other variations besides. The insults had been relentless, the ostracism general, and the kicks and punches would have hurt.

Ash had not been involved in the matter. He was six years younger than Mal and Webster, and the affairs of older boys were not his business. Of course, he’d been on Mal’s side, because Mal was his brother and Webster was a dashed commoner, but in truth he’d felt sorry for the fellow. For all Mal’s pride, he had cursed little idea of fair play. Ash had felt his fist and boot, and earned the rough side of his tongue, quite often enough to be grateful that someone else was Mal’s target.

No, there was no great reason that Webster should feel affectionate toward an Ashleigh.

The chime of nine began, resounding from nearby clocks and churches. Ash swallowed hard against the nervous constriction in his throat. He had dressed well in the hope it would give him confidence, and because Webster was noted for his style, choosing attire that was the plainest possible but cut to perfection. The natural curl to Ash’s dark blond hair meant that he could achieve the Brutus fashion of artfully tousled waves without resorting to bear grease. His coat, made by Mr. Cheney, was a masterpiece of tailoring; his linen was spotless, his cravat tied in an unassuming, neat Mathematical, and his superfine breeches, nicely judged for an informal evening, were so tight as to make the best of what he knew, modesty apart, to be excellent legs.

He might be facing ruin, disgrace, his family’s fury, or worse, but whatever Webster might mean to do with him, Ash intended to appear a gentleman, and to take whatever he doled out as a gentleman should.

He knocked at the door. An impassive footman led him into a generously sized room, something between a dining room and a drawing room. There was a mahogany table, its bare wood gleaming, sized for no more than eight; a card table with two chairs; a couch. Wax candles blazed in two candelabra, lighting the card table but little else. The rugs on the floor were of a vaguely Oriental look to Ash’s uninformed eye, and oddly, more rugs, or at least some sort of cloth, hung on the walls in place of pictures. The one opposite him now was woven stuff of some kind bearing a pattern that he didn’t trouble to make out because Francis Webster’s elongated, spindly shadow stretched across it, blackening its brightness.

Webster stood in the middle of the room, behind the card table. Impeccable Hessians, gleaming black. Buckskin breeches on those long legs. Coat of superb cut, flattering his tall, lean build. Mathematical tie, just as Ash sported, but in truth rather better arranged. Straight mid-brown hair brushed back in that severe style that accentuated the narrowness of the man’s face. Hazel eyes, unblinking, on Ash.

“Good evening,” Ash managed as the door shut behind him.

“Good evening, Lord Gabriel.” Webster’s voice was cool. He didn’t invite Ash to sit.

“You, ah, you requested my company.”

Webster’s eyes were on him, assessing. Ash tried not to shift nervously. He wasn’t sure what there was in the way Webster was looking at him, but he didn’t like it.

“Mmm.” Webster moved to the dining table and took up a little pile of papers. “You played rather deep last night.”

“Yes.”

“You wagered”—he flipped through the scrawled notes—“some thirty thousand pounds, and your property, Chamford House.” His voice was without inflection, devoid of concern. He might have betrayed more passion discussing what boot-blacking recipe his valet preferred. “Do you normally wager so extravagantly, Lord Gabriel?”

Webster’s cool tone seemed to linger on that absurd name of his. “My friends call me Ash.”

“I have no interest in being your friend.”

Ash’s mouth dropped open. If the fellow expected him to swallow that tamely—

“I’m not aware that you possess unlimited resources,” Webster went on, apparently oblivious to Ash’s indignation. “You’re at a stand, aren’t you?”

“I’m at point non plus,” Ash said bluntly. A waste of time to prettify it now. “I’ll have to sell out of the Funds to make good. If you will give me time—”

“No. I shan’t give you time. But I shall give you a chance.” Webster moved away, a long step backward and another to the side, and pulled out the chair opposite Ash, on the other side of the card table. “Will you play?”

Ash stared at him. “Are you jesting?”

“Hardly.”

“But—” Why in God’s name would Webster want to play him again? “I don’t understand.”

“There is nothing to misunderstand. If you wish to regain your property…” Webster picked up a pack of cards, split them, riffled the pasteboard through his slim fingers. “You are no better than a flat at piquet. Écarté?”

Ash was, he knew, terrible at piquet, whereas Webster was notoriously good. How he had believed he could play the man at it last night, he couldn’t imagine. “I do prefer écarté, but I’ve nothing to wager.” Webster raised a brow. Ash felt himself flush. “You can see for yourself.” He indicated the heap of papers. “I’ve not left myself a feather to fly with.”

“Your father is very well fledged,” Webster observed.

“He wouldn’t pay my gambling debts, and I shouldn’t dream of asking him to. It’s my own fault.”

Webster’s hazel eyes narrowed slightly. “Good heavens, Lord Gabriel. I had thought the Warminster upbringing did not include such expressions.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Expressions of responsibility or of regret,” Webster said with chilly precision. “I have not been familiar with those from members of your family.”

And there it was. Sweat sprang to his skin under the constricting cloth around Ash’s neck. Of course Webster held a grudge. Why wouldn’t he?

—

The older boys had left Eton long before Ash, and without Mal’s abrasive presence, he found he rather enjoyed the place. Time and the tide of education swept him to Oxford, where he discovered wine, cards, and, furtively, the pleasures of the flesh. Then he had moved into society, a callow lout of twenty-one, and that was when he’d met Francis Webster again.

It had been in Quex’s, a club in St. James’s, and Ash had been on the mop, of course. He’d been foxed six days out of seven then. Arm round his friend Freddy’s shoulders to stay upright, hopelessly disguised, he’d stumbled into the room and come face to face with a man.

He was tall, a good four inches above Ash’s own medium height, with a narrow, assessing face and hazel-green eyes that locked onto Ash’s own with an intensity that forced Ash to look away. And as he’d dropped his eyes, he’d registered the long limbs.

Webster wasn’t spindly anymore. The ludicrous lankiness of the adolescent was all gone in the grown man, replaced by a lean, rangy build deliberately accentuated rather than concealed by his extremely well-cut coat. But his long arms had triggered Ash’s memory, and there, in the middle of one of London’s most exclusive gaming hells, face to face with the fellow, he’d blurted out, “By Jove, it’s Spinning Jenny!”

And it had gone from bad to worse. He’d drunkenly tried to reminisce—why, why?—about Mal’s various nicknames, insults, as if they were a shared joke. His friends, as foxed as he, had roared with laughter. Webster had stared him down, expression icing over, until Ash had belatedly noticed that nobody else in the room was laughing, and finally stumbled to a stop. Webster had waited for silence, let it grow to an unbearable pitch, and spoken only when every man in the place was listening with undisguised interest.

“If I wished to hear the squalling of toothless brats,” he had said with chilly calm, “I should pay a call on my sister’s nursery. I commend it to you for a visit, Lord Gabriel. You would feel quite at home.”

And then he had turned on his heel and walked away.

—

Webster was watching him still, and Ash was sure he was thinking of that night. He shifted uncomfortably.

Mal had made the fellow’s life hell at school, and Ash knew damned well he felt no regret, and that even if he did it would go unexpressed. If Mal had ever admitted himself at fault, Ash hadn’t heard it, any more than he’d ever heard their father offer an apology to anyone. Ash had been raised with the knowledge that the pair were infallible, that merely expressing disagreement placed him in the wrong.

He didn’t much like it, and he didn’t suppose Webster did either.

“I’m sorry,” he blurted out.

Webster’s brows shot up. “I beg your pardon?”

Ash cursed himself. He hadn’t intended to say that. In this situation, and years too late, it smacked of toad-eating at best. But he had been in the wrong, there was no denying it, and it needed to be said.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated. “That night in Quex’s. The fact is, I was badly foxed, and I had no intention of being so cursed rude, and I wish I’d held my tongue. I should have said so long before.”

Webster’s eyes were fixed on his face, unreadable in the candlelight. His mouth looked a little tense. “I see,” he said. “Are you under the impression that I am holding a grudge, Lord Gabriel, or that I can be blandished into giving you an easier ride?”

“I’ve no idea what you think,” Ash retorted. “And I’m well aware you hold the whip hand here. I was in the wrong and I owe you an apology, and you have it. That’s all.”

Webster’s expression didn’t change. He was still a moment more, then said again, “Will you play?”

“I told you, I’ve nothing to stake.”

“Have you a shilling?”

Ash took a deep breath. But, after all, he had nothing more to lose.

“A shilling. Against which you stake what, Chamford House?”

“Hardly.” Webster seated himself with a flick of his coat’s tails and picked up the pack to deal. “But let us say ten pounds, for now.”

It was quite the new thing, écarté, a fast-moving game played with a limited pack, much simpler than piquet and more dependent on chance after the initial exchanges of cards that allowed both men to improve their hands. Ash doubted that Webster considered it a serious game, but his face was keen and intent in the candlelight.

“Spades are trumps.”

“I propose an exchange.”

“How many?”

“Four.” Ash discarded four cards, took his replacements, and was rewarded with the king of spades and two knaves. Webster exchanged three.

“I stand pat,” Ash said, declining the opportunity for another round of exchanges. If he couldn’t win with this hand, he was in trouble. “I declare king of trumps. Play.”

He did win, taking four tricks to make two points. Webster seemed indifferent.

Though he played a lot because everyone did, Ash wasn’t one of nature’s gamesters, preferring games of pure chance to those involving skill. He found the tension of piquet sickening rather than exciting, and disliked the silences. He couldn’t keep track of what had been played with any great accuracy, certainly not after the first few hands, and had no sense for what cards were likely to come up.

More than that, though, he was easily distracted. Just now, he should have been concentrating on the pasteboard rectangles, but as Webster swept them up to shuffle, he found himself looking at the man’s hands instead. Long-fingered, pale, smooth, and well-kept except for the left thumbnail. That was very short and a little jagged, as though someone had attempted an improvement by worrying it with his teeth.

Webster didn’t look as though he bit his nails. His expression was calm, even bland. He was not a handsome man by most standards, with his narrow face, thin lips, and slanted, saturnine eyebrows. Some people said he looked sly. Ash thought shrewd said it better. It was an intelligent face, a formidable one. Ash wondered what it would be like to be the full focus of Francis Webster’s attentions. The thought made him shift uncomfortably.

Ash dealt, which meant Webster could choose to exchange. “I propose. Two.”

The dealer had to accept the first exchange, which was tiresome, because he had an excellent hand. “One.”

“I propose two.”

“I refuse.”

The game went on. Ash won a few points, lost more. Webster’s hands moved with a slightly unnerving smoothness on the shuffle. He poured brandy, and Ash drank it and wagered recklessly, without thought. There was no prospect that he could win against a gamester of Webster’s skill. He was lost and this was merely delaying the inevitable.

It was all his own fault, of course, like so much else. He’d deserved Webster’s enmity, and last night he’d paid the price.

—

There had been a number of sequels to the incident at Quex’s. Ash had discovered that Webster was generally admired, if not liked, for his wealth, his cool reserve, and his skill at the card tables. More than that, he was an intimate of the set headed by Lord Richard Vane, known as the Ricardians. This was an odd assortment of men of varied birth, wealth, and brain, including some rather queer fish, but they shared qualities of self-possession and a strong mutual loyalty that made them bad men to cross. And with Lord Richard, Mr. Julius Norreys, and Sir Absalom Lockwood among their number, few felt able to set themselves up in opposition. The Ricardians set their own fashions and chose their friends with little care for the world’s opinion, and the world made way for them. Mal remarked on them occasionally with disapproval, even resentment, and now Ash learned why. Francis Webster was a Ricardian, but Lord Maltravers, heir to the Duke of Warminster, his name passport to any other society, was not. Nor, of course, was Ash.

He had been advised that he was no longer welcome at Quex’s. Other hells were also closed to him, and some men sheered off, avoiding him when the news spread that he had set himself up in enmity to the Ricardians. Ash couldn’t blame them. It was the last thing he’d have chosen to do if he wasn’t such a blasted fool. Gallingly, Webster’s words at Quex’s had stuck. Ash had been known as the Toothless Brat for years, a soubriquet that was only just beginning to wear off.

And he hadn’t made his apology. He’d wanted to, desperately; he had been bitterly ashamed of himself by the time he woke the next morning—insulting a man to his face for no reason, good God. But the next few times he’d encountered Webster, he’d received only a blank look that left him tongue-tied and squirming inside. So he’d told himself that the miserable fellow had doubtless deserved it, accepted Mal’s clap on the back, and set himself to confront the man when he could. A challenging stare, a few encounters at the gaming tables in which Webster would invariably take his money and excuse himself early. Ash hadn’t wanted to fight—he wasn’t a fighting man—but there was something in the way Webster looked at him or, worse, the way he ignored him that made him grit his teeth. He resented being ignored by Francis Webster.

It had come to a head last night.

It had been at Quex’s, again, to which Ash had been readmitted at last. He had stood chatting with a friend—perhaps a little distracting to the players, but curse it, it was a social club as well—and Webster had lifted his dark head and given Ash a long look that had made him flush from hair to toes. A hard, assessing, invasive sort of a look—insolent, that was what it was, Ash had told himself, and for all his faults, for all his shames and peccadilloes and his secret sins, he was the third son of the Duke of Warminster. He would not allow a weaver’s spawn to bring him to the blush. No longer able to tolerate the man, he’d drawn himself up to his full, though not magnificent height, marched over to the table, demanded to play—

And lost, and lost, and lost.

—

“Five points,” Webster said, sitting back. He swept the cards off the table, glanced at the litter of notes to one side, and raised a brow.

“I’m out,” Ash said. It scarcely mattered. He’d come with nothing, he’d leave with nothing. That had doubtless been Webster’s intention; he couldn’t imagine what else it might be. “I’ve nothing to wager.”

“I’ll accept your note of hand.”

Ash had no intention of adding to the mountain of his debt. “I couldn’t pay. I told you. You’ve had everything but the coat off my back.”

“True.” Webster contemplated him. “A hundred pounds against your coat.”

“What?”

“It’s so often said, ‘the coat off a man’s back,’ yet I’ve never played for such a thing. One should be open to new experience.” Webster’s thin lips curved. “On the first trick.”

Apparently, he meant it. Ash swallowed. “Very well.”

He dealt, giving himself a worthless hand. Webster proposed an exchange. Ash accepted, exchanged four cards, and found himself with nothing more than knaves. If only Webster would exchange again….

“I stand.”

Ash held back a curse. He couldn’t exchange if Webster didn’t, and this was not a promising hand.

And he did not win. Webster took the trick, contemplated the cards, and looked up at Ash. One of them, Ash wasn’t sure who, breathed out hard enough to send the candle flame jumping, making shadows flicker over Webster’s eyes, darkening their hazel-green.

“Your coat,” Webster said softly.

Ash stood, movements a little jerky, feeling the cloth tight around his shoulders. “You’ll have to help me.”

Webster moved round behind him. Ash felt breath whisper over his neck, raising hairs. Webster’s hands came onto his shoulders, very softly, closing over the cloth, gently tugging it away from Ash’s body, sliding the tight material down his arms. Ash stood, not moving, as he would with his valet, feeling a touch of chill as the warm cloth was removed so that he stood in his shirt, with Webster behind him.

Webster’s finger brushed Ash’s, and he jolted, but the man was merely bringing the sleeves over his hands. Ash calmed his breathing. His heart seemed to be pounding a little too fast.

“Another hand,” Webster said softly, dropping the coat over the back of a chair.

“What do you propose to play for now? My shirt?”

“If you choose.”
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