
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	Strange Strange World Box Set

	By Tinnean

	Published by JMS Books LLC

	Visit jms-books.com for more information.

	Copyright 2023 Tinnean

	ISBN 9781685505172

	* * * *

	Cover Design: Written Ink Designs | written-ink.com

	Image(s) used under a Standard Royalty-Free License.

	All rights reserved.

	WARNING: This book is not transferable. It is for your own personal use. If it is sold, shared, or given away, it is an infringement of the copyright of this work and violators will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.

	No portion of this book may be transmitted or reproduced in any form, or by any means, without permission in writing from the publisher, with the exception of brief excerpts used for the purposes of review.

	This book is for ADULT AUDIENCES ONLY. It may contain sexually explicit scenes and graphic language which might be considered offensive by some readers. Please store your files where they cannot be accessed by minors.

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are solely the product of the author's imagination and/or are used fictitiously, though reference may be made to actual historical events or existing locations. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

	Published in the United States of America.

	* * * *

	This is for Bob, because...Bob. It will always be for him.

	* * * *

	Strange Strange World Box Set

	By Tinnean

	Destiny's End

	Prologue: Warrick Synclaire

	"What do you think of Thorny Walk House, Thomas?" I asked as we stood in the courtyard, gazing up at the three-story monstrosity with its turrets and battlements, huge and sprawling.

	Thomas Fortescue-Smythe, my very best friend, leaned against me, as he was wont to do, and glanced at the house that had belonged to my family for almost two hundred and forty years.

	"Truthfully?"

	"Mmm." I stared into his beautiful eyes and lost track of most of what he was saying.

	"It's so...er...majestic."

	I bumped his shoulder. "It might be majestic, but your house is a home."

	Synclaires had lived in Wales from the time of the Plantagenets. Of course, they hadn't been known as Synclaire when an enterprising mercenary got himself knighted by Henry II. The property granted him was mostly marsh, and only produced peat, swamp grass, and hungry peasants. And very strange legends. No one would speak about that branch of the family in my presence because I was deemed too young.

	All of that changed, however, in the time of the restored Charles. One of that knight's descendants had profited by having a beautiful wife who pleaded prettily to be taken to court.

	Because he could deny her nothing, Laurence, her husband--who was a younger brother--finally acceded to her wishes. And once at court, she managed to catch the lusty monarch's wandering eye.

	Even then, Synclaires had not been very clever in whom they chose to love.

	Charles II only enjoyed the lady for a few nights before he returned her to her husband, but he was a generous monarch, and in recompense, granted my ancestor a baronetcy. It might not have seemed like much by way of payment, save for the property in Kent that went with it, which alone was worth more to my ancestor than a more exalted title.

	Everyone concerned felt the bargain was well met. Except, perhaps, for the wife, who had hoped for a permanent position under the king.

	The land given with the title had belonged at one time to Crispin Thorn, one of Cromwell's favourites. It contained a huge, sprawling house that had been added to in all the wrong periods.

	Being a rather unimaginative sort, old Laurence had made the name of the manor the same as that of the estate, and we became the Synclaires of Thorny Walk.

	However, prior to Crispin Thorn taking possession of the estate, it had belonged to a family of Papists who had secreted a chapel behind the cellar's cavernous walls. That wasn't discovered until centuries later, when Thomas and I came upon it one rainy day while amusing ourselves by playing at being adventurers. There were priests' cells and an altar and dusty paintings of martyred saints on every wall.

	"This is wonderful," Thomas breathed as he peeked into one of the cells.

	No, it was disturbing. Were we likely to find skeletal remains down there? "I don't like it. Let's go up to the attics."

	"All right," he said agreeably.

	Fortunately, we had no trouble finding our way out through the many winding corridors.

	* * * *

	That was Thorny Walk House--my home.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 1: Warrick

	A few miles from Thorny Walk was Greenbriers, the estate of another baronet, Sir Henry Fortescue-Smythe. His youngest son, Thomas, was the most beautiful boy I had ever seen. He had white-blond hair and blue-green tourmaline eyes that I could have willingly drowned in. We were the same age, staunch, inseparable friends throughout our boyhood. We did everything together--rode, fished, swam, hunted.

	I should have realised it would cause talk, but I didn't. Thomas was my friend.

	My brother Harry had come home on leave and brought with him a fellow officer. Because there was such a disparity between our ages, Harry rarely had anything to say to me, although neither of my brothers were deliberately unkind.

	I'd gone to the library to find a book that evening and decided to remain there, avoiding my parents, who were being coldly polite to each other. I curled up in an armchair that must have been there since the flood, and I'd got deep into the book when Harry and his friend came in, having a low-toned conversation.

	"We'll be private enough here, Collyn. Now what was it you had to tell me?"

	I was about to rise and let them know they weren't alone, when I overheard what Collyn was saying.

	"You'd best have an eye to that little brother of yours."

	"Half-brother," Harry corrected. "Why ever for?" As usual, he sounded bored.

	"D'you mean to say you haven't seen the way he looks at your neighbour?"

	"Who, Bertie?"

	I bit my lip to keep from laughing. Bertie was Thomas's brother, older than both Thomas and I, and was usually in Town escorting the young ladies to balls or visiting his friends' hunting lodges, depending on the season.

	"You're an arse," Collyn snapped. "I'm referring to the younger one."

	"Thomas? What are you going on about?"

	"They seem to be as thick as inkle weavers."

	"They've always been like that. They shared a cot when they were infants."

	"In case it's escaped your notice, they're neither of them infants. And quite frankly, your brother isn't hard on the eyes."

	"Do you think so?"

	"I do."

	I felt myself blushing. This friend of Harry's--not to say he was to my taste, but...he thought I was attractive?

	"He's so...dark." Trust Harry to depress any pretensions. Not that I had many, for while my brothers had the fair good looks of their mother, I had the dark looks of mine, which they'd constantly told me were mediocre at best.

	I held my breath and continued listening.

	"Some people might find those looks intriguing."

	"You, Collyn? I know what you're like, and if you touch him--"

	"You know I'd never do that. You're my friend, and I'd never overstep. I just thought...a word to the wise."

	"Very well. I think you're very wrong, but I'll mention it to his mother."

	"Not your father?"

	The door closed behind them, shutting out Harry's response to that, and I released the breath I'd been holding. I wondered briefly how Father would have responded to that, but I assumed he'd give it as much interest as he had on learning of the excellent marks I'd received at Eton. They'd been better than Harry's and almost as good as John's, but he hadn't commented at all.

	Thomas was my best--my dearest friend. I couldn't lose him, as I was certain I would if it went about the district there was anything unnatural between us.

	I couldn't let that happen. And yet, if I made any attempt to curtail our friendship, Thomas would be hurt and would want to know the reasons behind it.

	The book dropped from my hand, and I began worrying a thumbnail, trying to come up with a way to keep our friendship safe.

	* * * *

	I was no closer to a solution by the next evening, and the condition of my fingernails made that evident.

	I changed for dinner, ran a hand over my hair and tugged at the hem of my dinner jacket, then went downstairs. Father escorted Mother into the dining room and seated her, and I waited for him to sit at the head of the table before I took my own seat on his left. It was just the three of us, since Harry and his friend had returned to their regiment.

	For the most part, the meal was silent with only the sounds of our cutlery coming into contact with the fine china interrupting it.

	"You'll have to do something about that milkmaid, Sir John," Mother finally said as she sliced her lamb.

	"What did you want me to do?" Father swirled the wine in his glass, seeming more interested in that than in anything Mother might say. Which was the way it usually was between the two of them.

	"Turn her off. She's--" Mother slid a glance in my direction. "She's a bad influence on the men."

	"She simply has a healthy...um...appetite."

	"How are you aware of this? Have you sampled her charms?"

	"I'd hardly be likely to, my love. She's a milkmaid. However, she's well enough for randy young men." This time it was Father who glanced in my direction.

	"Warrick, leave the table."

	Although I was no longer in the infantry, I knew better than to object that I hadn't finished my dinner. I left, but Mother had planted the seed of an idea in my brain.

	Instead of going to my room, as Mother no doubt thought I would, I hurried out to the stables. "Saddle Monte if you please," I asked the groom who was polishing tack.

	He didn't say anything about how I was dressed, just touched his forelock and set about obeying me.

	* * * *

	Fortescue Manor was a lovely house of faded cream brick, old, but not as old as Thorny Walk House, and far more pleasing than the house I grew up in.

	I rode around to the stables and left my horse there in the care of the groom, then went to the kitchen.

	"Lord love us if it isn't Master Warrick!" Mrs Rivers, the cook, smiled at me. "Whatever are you doing here at this time of night?"

	"Hoping you might take pity on me and feed me?" I wheedled.

	"Sit yourself down." She began preparing a plate of roast beef, potatoes, and asparagus. "Jane, go tell Master Thomas he's got a visitor."

	I didn't protest that I didn't want to interrupt the Smythes' dinner. They were long since done. It was Mother who preferred to keep Town hours, something Father went along with for once.

	The little maid bobbed a curtsey and hurried out.

	I washed my hands and took a seat, and Mrs Rivers placed the meal before me.

	I began eating. "Mmm." The cook at Thorny Walk House never prepared food as succulent as this, and I sometimes wondered if it might be because there was love in this house.

	"Thorn?" Thomas strode into the kitchen. He looked me over, and I knew what he saw: me in a dinner jacket but with my hair in disarray from the gallop to Greenbriers. He shook his head. "What's to do?"

	"I need to speak with you privately." I sent Mrs Rivers an apologetic glance.

	"I'll keep this warm for you, shall I?"

	"Thank you." I seized Thomas's sleeve and dragged him along after me. "Where can we be private?"

	He gave me an odd look. "Mother and Father are in the lounge. We can go to the conservatory. I must say you're making me curious."

	I hurried him through the house until we came to the conservatory. The odour of Lady Eugenia's roses scented the humid air.

	"Thomas, I..." I suddenly realised I could hardly tell him there were some who might confuse our friendship for something else. "I think it's time we lost our virginity."

	"Truly?" His eyes lit up. "I've been waiting--"

	"There's a milkmaid on Thorny Walk who should do nicely."

	"Ah. I see. And this is what you want?"

	No! "Yes."

	His smile was crooked, not the usual one I got from him. "Then of course we shall."

	"I'll...I'll make the arrangements."

	"Excellent. We should bring her a gift."

	"Why would we do that? She works for my father."

	"She's being kind to us. We still want to give her some little token. That's what Bertie does with his Saturday-to-Mondays."

	"His what?"

	"His mistresses."

	"You brother has mistresses?"

	"Hush. Mother isn't supposed to learn of that."

	"Yes, but...mistresses?"

	"He only has one at a time."

	I thought about it for a moment, then shook my head. "Well, she'd hardly be that." I was starting to regret coming up with this plan.

	"Warrick. It's the gentlemanly thing to do."

	"Oh, very well. If you insist."

	"Good. Now, I'll give her some flowers."

	"What am I supposed to give her?"

	"Use your imagination."

	I ground my teeth together. In spite of the fact that my father was wealthier than Sir Henry, Thomas's allowance was a good deal more than mine. Still, I wouldn't let him think me niggling in this matter. I knew there had to be something in the attics that would appeal to a woman who was unfamiliar with the finer things in life.

	"Now, why don't we return to the kitchen so you can finish your meal? I take it Lady Helena sent you away from the table early?"

	"She did." At one time I'd wished to know why my mother never seemed to care for me, but I'd long since given it up as unknowable. As for whatever motherly affection I needed, Lady Eugenia, Thomas's mother, was kind enough to provide it.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2: Warrick

	The milkmaid had a little cottage near the cow pasture, and she agreed to the two of us coming to visit her there.

	Thomas brought her a bouquet of his mother's roses, while I'd found a trinket up in the attics--a silver Celtic cross with white stones embedded in it, hanging from a silver chain.

	It was ostentatious enough that it should please her, and in fact she seemed happy with both our gifts. She placed the flowers in a clay vase and set them on the little table in her kitchen. She hung the cross around her neck and admired her reflection in the bit of looking glass she had on her mantel.

	Then she giggled, whirled around, and stripped off her clothes. "Ready, sirs?" At our nods, she laid down on her bed.

	I found her charms to be overblown and blowsy, but I concealed my distaste. It wasn't her fault that she wasn't who I desired.

	What disconcerted me was the fact that I couldn't sustain an erection. I'd had no problem in my own bed with my cock in my hand and thoughts of Thomas in my head.

	I could have wept. If I wanted to keep the wrong kind of talk from getting about, I had no choice but to do the deed.

	"It's all right. Young gentlemen sometimes get overexcited." She leaned up on an elbow and stared at my groin, no doubt thinking I'd climaxed prematurely. "Suppose your friend comes pleasure me whilst you catch your breath?"

	"That sounds wizard." Thomas stroked my arm. "No need to get upset. Might we try something, miss?"

	"Whatever you'd like." She grinned at him, and I wanted to strike her.

	"Thorn, remove your clothes, please?"

	I did as Thomas suggested. Being naked wasn't something we were unfamiliar with--we'd often gone swimming in the nude in the lake on Greenbriers land.

	"Very good. Now lie on your back, if you will?"

	The milkmaid moved aside to make room for me. "Ah, I see what you're after," she said, and rolled onto me.

	Before I could fret that I'd never be able to get my cock into her, a light touch tickled my balls. It wasn't her fingers on me, though. It was Thomas, his blue-green eyes fastened to mine.

	"Yes?"

	"Yes!" I was suddenly rock-hard, and I was able to penetrate her.

	"All right then, miss. Hang on, because the train is about to enter the tunnel."

	"That's quite all right, Mr Thomas. I've taken it up me bum before. Just use some of that lotion I've got at the head of the bed."

	The thought of Thomas being separated from me only by a thin layer of tissue...I couldn't help myself. I moaned and began thrusting into her.

	Sooner than I expected, Thomas had entered her, as well, only instead of being separated, we were flush against each other. I nearly spent right at that moment. "Thomas?"

	He shrugged and bit his lip. "Miss?"

	"Don't stop. Whatever you're doing, don't stop!"

	I had no plans to stop. The heat, the friction--I forgot about the milkmaid and lost myself in the feel of Thomas above us, his cock moving in a rhythm with mine. It was like nothing I'd ever before experienced.

	Thomas scattered kisses over each bit of flesh that he could find. Some of those kisses landed on my shoulder or cheek. Sweat broke out along my hairline, and he ran his fingers through my hair, kneading my scalp.

	I was taller than Thomas, and as a result my reach was longer. I was able to wrap my arms around both the milkmaid and my friend. I trailed my fingertips down his spine to his muscular buttocks, and teased the crevasse between. He wriggled under the tender assault of my fingers and spread his legs wider.

	Thomas's mouth was just a hairsbreadth away from mine, and his lips were a temptation I couldn't resist. I completely forgot this was supposed to keep talk from going around the village, and I kissed him.

	His lips were soft and his breath was sweet. He licked at the interior of my mouth, and I sucked at his tongue.

	Abruptly, Thomas pulled out of her. "Withdraw, Thorn. Withdraw now!"

	Confused, I still did as he ordered. He pushed the milkmaid onto her back and did something between her legs that seemed to ignite a fire within her. She bucked against him and shrieked, and I was afraid she was having a seizure.

	Thomas laughed softly. "It's fine." How did he know how to do this?

	And then his other hand...he caught our cocks and held them together, and stroked.

	I closed my hand over his, and together we worked our cocks. It didn't take long before I spilled my essence all over our hands. Thomas shivered and climaxed, as well, and our hoarse groans mingled with the milkmaid's cries of fulfilment.

	"Oh, la, young sirs. That was loverly. And I thank you kindly for looking after me."

	"Beg pardon?"

	"The last thing we want is a baby."

	Oh my God, I hadn't even thought of that. Thankfully, Thomas had.

	"If you want to do this again, Meggie is your girl." She sighed voluptuously.

	Thomas and I got to our feet. I was uncertain about him, but my legs could barely hold me up. The milkmaid--Meggie--had been right. It had been loverly, but only because Thomas had been there. We wiped our chests and groins with the tails of our shirts and dressed.

	There was one thing I still needed to do.

	"Meggie, you must promise not to tell anyone about this."

	"Oh, aye, Mr Warrick. I promise." She yawned, and within seconds was asleep.

	"Why did you ask her to promise?" Thomas asked. "You know she won't keep it any longer than it takes the sun to rise."

	No, but it would help put any rumours to rest.

	"Let's go. And you can tell me how you knew what to do with her. I thought we were both virgins."

	"We were." He sounded smugly pleased as he walked beside me down the lane.

	"Then how did you know to pull out before we spent?"

	"A few years ago, Father sat me down and had a long talk about what went on between a man and a woman. He was very explicit about it, and I'm surprised my cheeks didn't go up in flames. One thing he said was that while Mother was looking forward to Bertie and me making her a grandmamma, he'd prefer if they weren't bastards. You know there are many men and women in the area who have the Fortescue-Smythe colouring."

	I nodded. Of course it wasn't spoken of, but Thomas's grandfather had been unable to resist a pretty face, and the same could be said for a good many of his ancestors. His father, though...once Sir Henry had seen Lady Eugenia, he'd never looked at another woman.

	"Wait until you're legally wed before you make any babies," Father had said.

	"D'you mean to tell me that's how babies are made?"

	Thomas frowned at me. "Never tell me you thought the stork brought them."

	"Of course not. D'you think I'm a fool? Everyone knows fairies leave them at the bottom of the garden."

	His eyes grew wide, and then he realised I was having him on, and he poked my shoulder. "Arse."

	"Did he also tell you how to touch a woman?" I couldn't help feeling a little resentful that Sir Henry would discuss bedroom matters with his son, while my own father avoided any conversations with me when at all possible. I'd had to learn what little I knew by listening in to the grooms talking about it when they were unaware I was nearby.

	"No, that was thanks to Bertie. He left a copy of this magazine in his bedchamber."

	"You snoop in his bedchamber?"

	"Of course. That's what younger brothers do."

	I never had. "Very clever."

	"Of course." He bowed.

	I laughed, bumped his shoulder, and then looked around. "Where are we going?"

	"I thought we might go for a swim?"

	It was a beautiful, balmy evening,

	"That sounds like a wizard idea."

	He smiled at me. "I had a feeling you'd think so."

	* * * *

	There was a full moon, and we were able to see each other clearly as we stripped naked.

	Unobtrusively, I peeked from the corner of my eye. He was half hard.

	I was fascinated by the sight of Thomas's cock. When he realised I was watching him, his cock swelled and the head peeked out of its foreskin. While I knew I shouldn't, I couldn't prevent myself from reaching out to touch its velvety length.

	"Oh!" The single word was a breathless sigh.

	My gaze rose to Thomas's. His eyes were wide and his lips were parted.

	"Perhaps...perhaps a swim can wait until later?"

	I stroked my fingers over his cock, and it quivered beneath them. Be damned to what others might think. Thomas was perfect, and I'd not let anyone condemn what I felt for him as unnatural.

	I swallowed and looked into his eyes. "Will you let me suck you?"

	His cock jumped at my words, and more of its head appeared out of the foreskin. I could almost feel the heat of his cheeks as I nuzzled the side of his nose. His lips parted and a faint breath washed over the corner of my mouth, but it appeared he couldn't utter a single word.

	"Thomas?" I wasn't going to do anything unless he said the words, asked me to. Cruel, perhaps, but I needed him at my mercy.

	He swallowed and nodded, but still I waited, and he gave a full body shudder. "Suck me, if you please?"

	I pushed him to sit on the mossy edge of the bank of the lake. His legs splashed in the water, and he spread them wide.

	I sank down between them and shivered as the scent of his arousal rose to fill my nostrils. My mouth watered, and I leaned over and tentatively swiped my tongue over the slit at the tip of his cock. Then I drew back a bit and blew across it, and Thomas moaned softly.

	"Oh, that's..." It seemed he couldn't describe what he was feeling, which made me proud. "Please, more!"

	I took the head between my lips and sucked, and Thomas moaned again, this time more loudly.

	"Am I hurting you?"

	He shook his head wildly, and I swallowed more of him. My head bobbed up and down, and I became lost in the experience as I learned his taste and texture.

	He stroked my shoulder, my back, down my torso, then pinched a nipple, and I did a bit of moaning myself. I ran my tongue under his foreskin, and he bucked up into my mouth.

	"Warrick, pull off. I'm going to..." He tried to push me away, but I was having none of that. He smelled amazing, and I wanted to taste him.

	I reached between his thighs and gently tickled his balls as he'd done to mine earlier this evening, and with a cry, Thomas climaxed. I swallowed thirstily.

	Of course, it wasn't enough. Somehow I'd managed to prevent myself from spending. I rolled him onto his stomach and had him kneel on the bank of the lake. He raised his hips and reached back to part his buttocks, and I licked a path from his balls to the little pink pucker, loosening it with my tongue.

	Thomas writhed and raised his arse higher. He remembered from earlier that I wouldn't do anything unless he begged, so he did. "Please," he cried--such a good boy. "Please, fuck me! I want this!"

	His essence was still oozing from his softening cock, and I smeared it over my own erection, fitted it to Thomas's hole, and began to push in.

	He panted harshly, struggling to accept my bulk, and then I was past the tight ring and buried deep in his silken heat. My balls slapped against his as I drove into him, and his small whimpers of pain changed to moans of pleasure. "There! That spot right there!"

	I wasn't sure what he was talking about, but somehow I found the place that caused him to gasp and thrust back on me, and I brushed up against it again and again.

	His head dropped onto his arms and his inner muscles gripped me tight. His moans were music to my ears. I thrust and thrust and thrust until finally, my balls tightened and drew up, and I climaxed, pouring liquid heat into his passage.

	I fell across his back, struggling to regain my breath. "Are you all right?"

	He was silent, and I feared I had hurt him. I slid out of him and turned him onto his back. He peeled open his left eye and grinned at me. "Can we do this again?"

	"You are greedy, sir."

	"Oh, yes. What did Oliver Twist say? Please, sir. I want some more."

	A glance at the night sky revealed the passage of time. "Not tonight, I'm afraid."

	"Bother. Well, we'd better wash off."

	We dove into the lake and swam about lazily for a few minutes, then returned to the bank and used our pants to dry off before stuffing them in our jacket pockets and pulling on shirts and trousers.

	"Will Sir John be angry that you're out all night?"

	"Not after Meggie spreads her tale. He'll think I spent the night with her."

	"You devious so-and-so."

	I bowed slightly, acknowledging his praise. "I reckon if we visit her a few more times, it'll be firmly entrenched that when we're off together, we're with her."

	"And we'll be off together?"

	"We will, if you'd like it?"

	"I would, Thorn."

	"Come along then. I'll walk you home."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3: Warrick

	As I'd anticipated, word got out that Meggie was entertaining not only one young gentleman but two, Thomas as well as me. Mother was furious, but Father nodded in satisfaction.

	I had no idea how Thomas's parents regarded our escapade--he never said and was his usual happy-go-lucky self, so I imagined as long as we were smart enough not to get our paramour with child, they looked on it as nothing more than a peccadillo.

	Meggie might have been simply a milkmaid, but she was wise in the ways of the world. She knew that sooner or later Thomas and I would have to leave her in order to court a young lady of our own class. We gave her pretty presents, and didn't abuse her of that notion.

	Meanwhile, we visited her a night or two during the week, and spent the rest of that summer off on our own, finding secluded spots to love each other, always making sure to bring back some of the trout in Thorny Walk streams or a clutch of rabbits from Greenbriers.

	Those were halcyon days, but unfortunately, they were drawing to a close, along with summer.

	I rode onto Greenbriers land just as Thomas came trotting toward me, and of one accord, we turned our horses and set them to a brisk canter.

	Once we were on Thorny Walk land, I kicked my horse into a gallop, setting him at the panelled fence that separated the home farm from some fallow land.

	"I say, not fair!" Thomas raced after me, but I was the better rider, and my horse cleared the bars with a characteristic flip of his tail. "You blighter!" But he was laughing breathlessly.

	I pulled up at the far edge of the field and slid off Monte's back, waiting for Thomas to catch up with me. "Slow coach," I teased.

	He hopped off his own mount and threw himself into my arms, knocking us both to the soft grass. Monte snorted and ambled off a few yards. Thomas's Galahad joined him and they began to graze.

	White-blond hair spilled across my lips, and tourmaline eyes glinted with laughter. "Let me make love to you."

	I froze. He'd never asked that of me before. I should permit him to, since he was so accommodating as to always let me have his arse, but I couldn't say the words.

	"You're so beautiful," I said instead, my voice hoarse, and I drew his head down to mine. "Kiss me."

	His mouth was like honey, and I feasted on it. But there was a desperate quality to that kiss, and of course Thomas sensed it.

	His fingertips stroked my cheek. "What's wrong, my prickly Thorn?"

	I turned away from him and plucked a blade of grass, winding it restlessly between my fingers.

	"We're leaving." I glanced at him to see how he would take that news.

	He nodded. "I know. It's off to university for you and the Royal Military College for me. I shall miss you. I fail to understand why your father insists you go to Cambridge, instead of Sandhurst. We'd make brilliant officers and give our all for king and country--"

	"Hardly. I'm not the 'giving all for king and country' type. Besides, there's already one Synclaire willing to do that."

	"Harry?"

	I gave him a look. "Harry. He's just been promoted to major." And of course Father was over the moon about it.

	"Yes, but--"

	I kept talking. "John will inherit the title, and I..." I tore the blade of grass in two.

	"You, Thorn?"

	"I believe I'll look into becoming an architect." I forced a grin.

	"Why?"

	I shrugged and said as nonchalantly as I could, "Why not? I've always liked to think what I could do with Thorny Walk if I'd designed the house."

	Thomas sighed. "Still, I wish you were coming along with me."

	I shook my head. "I wouldn't be a good soldier. At any rate, you don't understand. I shan't be going to Cambridge or Oxford or any university here in England. Mother and I are leaving. She and Father had a tremendous row the other night, about Meggie, of all things."

	Thomas groaned.

	"Yes. Mother was never able to turn a blind eye to me sowing my wild oats, and that Father wouldn't listen to her objections about continuing to maintain the friendship with your family was the last straw. She's going back to Canada." I ran a hand over my hair.

	"I don't understand. Why should Sir John cease being friends with Mother and Father?"

	"Because they're so casual about this entire thing."

	"So that's why..." Thomas suddenly looked as unhappy as I felt.

	"Yes. She's insisting I go with her."

	"How can Sir John permit that?" he demanded. He took the larger piece of grass from me and stroked it across my lips.

	I shrugged again, trying to conceal the hurt that question evinced. I wasn't the heir. I wasn't even the spare, but how could Father let me go?

	His first wife had been the daughter of a penniless earl, but he'd loved her--still loved her for all I knew. She'd presented him with his beloved sons, dying in childbirth after the birth of the second one. This left Father not only devastated, but with a young boy and an infant to bring up.

	Still enmeshed in grief, he'd married Mother, whom he met while she was touring the countryside with distant relatives--Mother was from Canada, hence her desire to return there now.

	After ten barren years, she finally became pregnant. But by that time things had gotten extremely rocky between them. It always puzzled me how I could have been conceived, considering that state of affairs.

	I grew up assuming that all married couples sniped at one another over the dinner table, or that they slept in separate rooms, until I stayed overnight at Thomas's home and realised otherwise.

	For the longest time I wanted to be Thomas. But loving him was almost as good.

	"When must you leave?" he asked, his voice subdued.

	"By the end of the week. I'm going to miss you so much."

	"You could stay with us." He knew well enough how things were between me and my father. "If you ask Sir John to let you--?"

	I shook my head sadly. "Mother would be too hurt. It would be just one more betrayal. I have to go with her, you see that, don't you?"

	His mouth took a mulish turn. "She's playing upon your sympathies."

	I knew that, and I'd wondered if perhaps her pregnancy all those years ago had put a halt to her plans to leave Father at that time. Now, however, for the first time in my life, she actually seemed to need me.

	"All right, I suppose I do understand. But oh, I shall miss you." His blue-green eyes swam with unshed tears.

	I forced a smile and got to my feet. "We have these next few days. Come."

	He took my outstretched hand, and I pulled him up.

	With the horses trailing along behind us, we began to visit the spots on the estate where we had played, and I made love to him in each one of them.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 4: Warrick

	The evening before Mother and I were scheduled to leave for Liverpool, to set sail from there to Canada, I slipped out, saddled Monte, and rode to Greenbriers to meet Thomas one last time.

	"Let's say goodbye to Meggie." He had another bouquet of flowers in his arms. She'd loved them the first time we'd come to visit her, and he would often bring her whatever flower was in bloom. She always wore the pendant I'd given her, however, and I couldn't help but be smugly pleased over that.

	"I don't have anything as personal to give her," I grumbled, although in truth I did have something. Father had given me a pouch containing some coins. You're a gentleman, he'd said. As such you'll treat your mistress well.

	I'd never considered it that way before, but yes, I supposed I did have a mistress. I refused to think what that made Thomas to me.

	But all I wanted this last evening we'd be together was to spend it alone with him.

	"That's all right, my prickly Thorn. We'll tell her the flowers are from both of us." He handed the flowers up to me.

	"Oh, very well." I held the bouquet until he mounted Galahad, and then returned them to him, and we rode to the milkmaid's cottage.

	Meggie was tidying her little home and came to the door wearing old clothes that were dusty and worn.

	"Mr Warrick. Mr Thomas. I weren't expecting you this night, what with you both having to leave."

	Of course she'd know. All the servants and tenants as well as the entire populace of Upper and Lower Flossmere knew the sons of the manor houses would soon be off, me to further my education and Thomas to become a leader of men.

	"We've come to bid you goodbye and thank you for treating us so kindly," Thomas said, offering her the flowers. "These are from both of us."

	Her eyes flooded with tears. "Thankee, Mr Thomas. You two have been the kindest..." She sniffled and dabbed at her eyes with a corner of her apron. "God bless you, and I'll never forget you."

	"Don't talk as if we'll never be back."

	"No. Sorry, sir."

	Thomas kissed her cheek. "We'll leave you to finish your tasks."

	"Yes, sir. Godspeed."

	"Uh...wait for me by the horses, please?" I asked Thomas.

	He looked curious but returned to where our horses were tied.

	"We--Mr Thomas and I--want you to have this, because as Mr Thomas said, you've been very kind to us." I handed Meggie the small purse. "This should be enough to tide you over until you find a man who pleases you." I was afraid she'd resent being treated like a whore, but she threw her arms around me and kissed my cheek.

	"Thankee. You didn't have to--you've both given me a lot of pleasure, but thankee. And thankee again for this, as well." She tugged the pendant I'd given her that first night from beneath the bodice of her dress. The white stones seemed to be glowing, and I had the urge to snatch it back from her.

	I folded my arms behind my back. A gift once given should never be asked to be returned. "You're welcome." I didn't know what else to say, so I said, "Goodbye," and hurried down the path to where Thomas was waiting, already up on his horse. "Let's get away from here."

	"All right. I have something else in mind."

	I swung up into the saddle. "Us spending the rest of the night making love?" I forced a smile and clapped my heels to Monte's side. If we didn't get away soon, I was certain I'd go back for that pendant.

	"Eventually," he said. "Follow me."

	He led the way back to Greenbriers, to a clearing where his father had given a vista of gypsy caravans permission to camp. That surprised me, since they usually camped on Thorny Walk land.

	I swung off Monte's back and wrapped his reins around a low-hanging branch. Thomas did the same with his Galahad.

	"Let's go to the lake," I said. "I want to make love to you."

	Thomas laughed and backed out of my reach. "I want to have my fortune told, first. Please?" he wheedled. "Don't you want to know what the future holds for us?"

	"I already know what it holds," I told him grimly. "You're going to be here, in England, and I'll be three thousand miles away."

	"You'll be returning, won't you?"

	"Of course."

	"All right then. This way we'll know when. You know I'm not that fond of surprises." He leaned close and kissed me. "Please, Thorn?" he begged. "Just a quick stop at the fortune-teller's tent, and then you can take me away, and make me beg for you to do anything you like."

	"Anything?" Having one's palm read was utter rot, but...while the thought of Thomas wrapping those lush lips of his around my throbbing cock took my breath away, it was the image of his bum turning a bright red beneath my palm that brought me erect in seconds flat.

	He nodded--would he have agreed so readily if he knew I wanted to spank him mercilessly?--and laughed and pulled me after him toward the camp.

	A number of villagers from Upper Flossmere were already there, as well as tenants of both Thorny Walk and Greenbriers, and we had to wait to see the gypsy, Syeira. We strolled around the camp, past the young women who danced as they shook their tambourines, and the young men who tried to interest the unwary in an unsound horse or donkey.

	I paid an old crone a penny for a dish of stew that I shared with my beloved friend. "If we were alone, I'd feed this to you with my fingers," I whispered to him, delighting in the flush I could see in the firelight.

	His lips parted. "Tell me what you would do."

	Purposely I kept my voice low, so he would have to lean close to hear me. "You see this piece of bread? I'd dunk it in the stew and then rub it over your lips. When you opened your mouth to take a nibble, I'd slip my fingers in instead, and make you suck the sauce off them."

	He moaned. One thing I'd learned over the course of the past months was how very vocal he could be. Oftentimes, I'd have to cover his mouth with my own, swallowing his shouts.

	"Must we wait for the old woman? I want to fuck you so badly."

	"Soon, I promise." He danced away from me. "See, it's our turn now." He took the dish and returned it to the gypsy, then seized my hand and hurried into the tent, dragging me after him. "Good evening, Grandmother," he greeted her politely. "It's very nice to see you again."

	"And you also." This band of gypsies had been coming to our corner of Kent to summer for years, and of course Thomas would know them and they'd know him.

	I, on the other hand had been forbidden to visit the clearing.

	"You have been well?" She examined him in the fitful light of the candles and smiled, a snaggle-toothed grin that revealed a few gaps. "Ah, yes I think you have been more than well. There is an aura about you."

	He blushed and his gaze sought mine as if he couldn't help himself. "This is my friend, Mr Warrick Synclaire."

	She studied me for a moment, then gestured for Thomas to seat himself before her. "I think he is more than a friend." Her voice was so low I almost couldn't distinguish her words, and for a moment I worried, but then I knew I didn't need to, since both Thomas and I would be leaving soon. "Tell me, young sir. What is your desire?"

	He promptly held his palm out to her. "What does my future hold, Grandmother?"

	I stood at Thomas's shoulder and watched as Syeira took his hand in her work-worn grip and studied it intently. She stroked her fingertips over the plump mound at the base of his thumb and across the depression in the centre of his palm. She shivered. "Do you wish for the truth?"

	He looked affronted. "Of course I want the truth. I'm a man. I can deal with whatever comes my way."

	The gypsy smiled sadly and looked at his palm again. "Proud," she murmured, almost to herself. "Very well, young sir. Your path will not be easy. There will be loss along the way--great loss. But you are brave and will bring much honour to the name you bear." She met his gaze. "What more do you wish to know?"

	"Love, Grandmother. Will my love return to me?" He glanced at me through his lashes.

	"The one you love will come to you through danger, across flood and fire--" She gasped and her hand tightened convulsively on Thomas's. Her eyes searched his deeply. "Because of the one who will love you, you will be under the protection of a very ancient power." She looked at him with something akin to awe.

	I thrust my palm in front of her. "Read my future, old woman." Already I was trying to determine how I could make her words to Thomas refer to me. I was going across the ocean, surely that could signify as a flood. Danger and fire, though...

	She let my friend withdraw his hand, and then she took mine. She shivered again and reached up to move aside the collar of my shirt. I thought she lost all colour in her cheeks, but I dismissed it as fancy since I was unable to come up with a logical explanation for that. She released my collar and turned to Thomas, all the while maintaining her hold on my left hand with her other hand. "Young sir, be so kind as to bring me another candle," she directed him. He ducked out of the tent, and I slid into his seat. The gypsy leaned forward, speaking urgently. The words that spilled from her mouth were indecipherable. They seemed to roll over me, reverberating in my skull, but I couldn't make sense of a single one of them.

	"Speak English, Syeira," I demanded petulantly. "What are you telling me?"

	And then abruptly I could understand her again. "The young sir is not for you, my son. Your future paths will cross, but there will be only sorrow and death at the end of them if you do not let him be."

	I was stunned. This was not the type of reading a gypsy normally gave, and I struggled to free my hand. "You must be mad, old woman!"

	Thomas returned just then with a candle stuck in a tin cup. "Here you are, Grandmother."

	"Thank you, young sir." She held my gaze over the flickering light. "You will recall my words, and return to this place, when the time has ripened. Until then, go with God, my son. Nicolae," she called. A young gypsy male thrust aside the opening of the tent. He wasn't as tall as I, but he was brawny, and I backed away from him. "Show these gentlemen from the camp."

	She refused to accept our coins. Thomas bowed politely over her hand, but I could see he was concerned by her action.

	The gypsy, Nicolae, laid his hand on my shoulder, and I shrugged it off sharply, disturbed by the sensation of his touch. His dark eyes bored into mine, and it was as if something passed between us.

	"Come," he said in a guttural tone, and he led us to the edge of the camp.

	It had grown late. The fires had been banked, and the villagers and tenants had all returned home.

	"Thank you for visiting us," the gypsy murmured. He started to turn away, but Thomas seized his arm.

	"Wait. Take this, with thanks for the fortune the grandmother foretold."

	He took the coins from Thomas, then stared into my eyes. His lips were parted in a frightening smile, revealing sharp teeth, and I wanted to whimper. It was a cruel smile, such as I'd never before seen directed at me.

	"Thank you, sir." His words were respectful, but his glance mocked me. He vanished into the darkness.

	I swallowed. "I want to make love to you one last time," I told Thomas in a low, urgent voice. I'd be leaving in the morning, and who knew how many years would pass before we saw one other again? Father certainly wouldn't care whether he saw me or not. I mounted my horse, waited for Thomas to swing up onto Galahad, and then touched my heels to Monte's sides. He broke into a canter; Galahad matched his stride.

	And our horses took us away from that spot.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 5: Warrick

	Lady Eugenia had a lovely rose garden at the back of the grounds of Fortescue Manor, and that was where we wound up, on a marble bench tucked among the rose trees.

	"Now, I believe you said you'd do whatever I told you?" I opened his trousers, slid my hand in, and fondled the hard flesh I found.

	"Always."

	I gestured down to the front of my trousers, and Thomas grinned and dropped to his knees. Within seconds he had the buttons undone and my cock out.

	"Such a handsome fellow." He stroked it, then leaned forward and ran his tongue around the foreskin.

	But as much as Thomas tired, with hands and mouth, to rouse me, he was unsuccessful. I remained limp.

	"I'm sorry." I was ready to weep. "That damned gypsy." I didn't know if I was talking about Syeira or Nicolae.

	"Hush, Thorn. It's all right. What did Syeira say to you?" Of course Thomas didn't know of my interaction with Nicolae.

	"I...I don't know. Nothing, I think. It isn't important. What is important is that I'm leaving tomorrow, and I can't make love to you tonight. Who knows how long it will be before we can be together again?"

	"Will you wait for me?" he asked.

	"Yes!" I cried hotly. And then tears did fall, because I knew how difficult it would be for us to remain faithful to each other, with an ocean between us. I buried my head against his shirtfront. "I'll try, Thomas. Oh God, I'll try so hard."

	He caressed my hair, threading his fingers through it and running his nails over my scalp. "I also, my prickly Thorn." His kiss was salty from my tears. Or perhaps they were his tears, as well.

	And suddenly I was trembling with desire, my cock threatening to burst through my trousers.

	Glancing around quickly to make certain we were unobserved, I shoved Thomas into the shadows that surrounded the garden. His trousers were already opened, and I reached in to free his cock.

	I knelt before him and took it deep into my mouth. A spurt of precome hit the back of my tongue, and his taste exploded in my mouth. I rubbed my tongue vigorously along the underside of his shaft.

	He was breathing heavily, and his legs trembled. I tightened my grip on his hips, urging him deeper into my mouth.

	He pulled back.

	"No!"

	His hands tugged on my shoulders. "Together. I want us to come together with you inside me."

	I climbed to my feet and my trousers slid down, exposing my quivering cock. Thomas surged forward and rubbed his cock against mine. I wound my fingers in his hair, holding his head still while I plundered the honeyed depths of his mouth.

	He swallowed my groans and sucked on my tongue as our hips rocked in an increasingly unsteady rhythm, then released my mouth and the warmth of his unsteady breaths washed over my cheek. "Please."

	I spun Thomas around and pushed him to his knees.

	"Yes."

	I rubbed my leaking cockhead against his anus, then spit on my palm and used it to lubricate my shaft. With a single, smooth thrust I was deep inside him, my balls nestled against the crack of his arse.

	He groaned and quivered and raised his arse to take me deeper. I kept driving into him, and waves of pleasure swept over me. Judging from Thomas's very vocal reaction, he was enjoying it, as well.

	We were both too close to the edge, and as much as we might have wanted to, we couldn't make it last. With one final, hard push, we spent, and I filled Thomas with my essence while he filled my hand with his.

	I sprawled over his back, and he spread his legs to steady his stance. I stayed in him for as long as I could, but eventually I grew too soft and slid out. I rolled onto my back, gasping for breath, and fastened my lips to his throat, working the flesh so in the morning he would see the mark.

	"Are you all right?" Thomas asked.

	I drew in a deep breath, savouring the scent of our passion. "Are you?"

	"My arse is sore, and I wager I'll feel you inside me for some time after you've gone, but...Never better." He tried to smile, but then his face crumpled and his arms tightened around me. "Oh God." He gulped. "I will miss you."

	* * * *

	We tidied ourselves as best we could and then we walked back to Fortescue Manor, my arm around his shoulder, his around my waist.

	It was so hard to say goodbye. We spent the next little while saying goodnight with soft touches and deep caresses. Finally, exhaustion threatened to overcome us.

	"I'll come by tomorrow--" he murmured.

	"Please don't. I'll give us away if you do."

	He was silent for a moment, then agreed, although his reluctance was obvious. "I'll write to you."

	"All right." I stroked his hair, cupped his chin, and brought his mouth to mine for another kiss. "Go now, before I forget my responsibilities and take you home with me, family be damned."

	"Warrick...I--"

	"Please don't say it."

	He gave a crooked grin. "All right. Godspeed, my friend." One last kiss, and then he disappeared into the house.

	"You're a fool, Warrick Synclaire." I was letting Thomas go in order to please my family. Not one of them would do the same for me. I turned to the stables to retrieve my horse, and Monte took me home.

	* * * *

	One of our grooms was still awake when I rode Monte up to the stable door. "I'll take him, Mr Warrick."

	"Thanks, Alfie." I dismounted and handed him the reins.

	"Been to see Miss Meggie?"

	"Just to say goodbye. She's a fine lass."

	"Aye, she is."

	"Take good care of Monte." It would be a long time before I saw him again.

	"I will, sir. Good night."

	"Good night."

	I knew at that time of night Thorny Walk would be locked up--Mother's little punishment for me riding out when she'd wanted me at her side all evening--but that didn't worry me. A large oak tree grew outside my window, and I'd learned early to climb down its height to escape the cold, cutting words my parents would toss at each other, sharper than any blade. Earlier that evening, I'd left my window unlatched. Mother never checked to see if I was in my bed, and the servants never came to that level once the bedchambers had been prepared for the night.

	I leapt to catch the first branch and then scrambled up the rest of the way.

	The window slid up quietly, and I swung a leg over the casement. I decided to leave the window open to let the late summer breeze in. I stripped off my clothes and folded them carefully. Our boxes had already been picked up by the train station's luggage cart earlier in the day, so I'd pack them away in a valise, along with the items I'd need for our London stay. Mother had informed me earlier in the day that we'd be stopping in Town for a few days before travelling on to Liverpool.

	Those clothes would have to serve as a memory of Thomas until I could return to him.

	I stretched and ran a hand down my body to cup my cock and balls. I'd wash myself in the morning, but for now I'd keep Thomas's scent on me for as long as I could.

	I yawned so hugely the hinges of my jaw almost locked and took a step toward my bed.

	Suddenly I realised I wasn't alone, and I whirled around to see the gypsy Nicolae standing just inside the window.

	"What are you doing here? How dare you?" I took a step toward him, expecting him to back away--I was the taller, after all--but he just stood there, looking me over from top to toe.

	It occurred to me I was naked, and I covered my private parts, blushing when I realised how ineffectual that was.

	He continued to look me over. His eyes, which had seemed so mundane when I'd first met him, now glowed golden, and I couldn't tear my gaze away from them. My mouth went dry, and I found myself leaning toward him.

	He stalked toward me, and I shivered.

	"You will not cry out, little brother."

	"N-no."

	"I have no wish to hurt you," he continued. "But if you make a sound you will leave me no choice. Do not do that." His forceful words aroused me as nothing had, and I began panting. He grinned, spun me around, and pushed me onto the bed.

	He kept me in position with negligent ease, the weight of his body pressed to my upper back.

	There was a rustling as he opened his trousers with his free hand. I shivered as I felt his cock prod my anus, and I tried to buck him off. Even though I was roused by his actions, I needed to fight him. When that proved unsuccessful, I bit at his hand. He wound his fingers in my hair and yanked.

	"Cease," he snarled. "You'll hurt yourself."

	I moaned. If I wouldn't permit Thomas, whom I cared for above all things, do this, how could this gypsy think I'd hold still for him buggering me?

	He had the advantage of me, though, and all I succeeded in doing was wear myself out, while he pushed me deep into the bed. The angle resulted in my feet inches off the floor, keeping me helpless as he shoved past the ring of muscle. He must have prepared himself before he'd set out to do this deed--he achieved maximum penetration with minimal discomfort, but he was big...oh God, so big. I whimpered as he stretched me, filling me to the point of pain, but somehow filling me to the point of pleasure, too.

	I was helpless, at his mercy, and I relished it. After all, even if my face hadn't been buried in the pillows, how could I cry out for help now, when I would be found like this?

	"You didn't let that other one have you." He grunted in satisfaction.

	I didn't answer, but how could he know that?

	"I am sorry, little brother. This is the way it must be."

	For a split second I understood, and the future was revealed to me--somehow different from what Syeira had promised. Then the shroud of forgetfulness descended once more, and all I knew was this moment. No, he wasn't sorry, and no, this wasn't the way it had to be. It was the way Nicolae wanted it to be.

	"I'm going to make you spend, just from my cock in your arse. And you're going to love it and beg me to do it again."

	Was he right? I didn't want to think so, but my hard cock made me think he might be. Still, I tried to fight, tried to buck him off again, but it only drove him deeper. He reached beneath me, caught my testicles, and gave them a squeeze that bordered on the painful.

	"None of that," he said, his tone gravely. "I would have made this pleasant for you, but now you'll accept how I give it to you."

	Yes! I loved his tone, I loved how he bent me to his will. If Thomas had ever spoken to me like that, would I have had the same reaction? My cock was so hard it ached, and I thrust mindlessly against the coverlet.

	And then the gypsy did something, and all thoughts of my Thomas vanished as my cock swelled.

	I had no thought to be ashamed, just as I lost all thought of avoiding his thrusts and instead rocked back against him. The gypsy settled back on his haunches and brought me up onto my knees. He constantly targeted that spot within me, and my cock grew hard, harder than it had ever been with Thomas, and leaked copious amounts of precome. This time when he reached beneath me, he handled my balls gently. I panted and whined as he pushed me closer to my climax.

	With a growl, he thrust forward one more time, and then held himself still. I could feel his liquid heat pouring into me, filling me, and I trembled. An odd fancy occurred to me--if I'd been female, this act would have seen me bred. I buried my head in the bed's covers and surrendered to his mastery over my body.

	When he was finished, he pulled out of me and turned me onto my back. Although my cock was smeared with precome, I hadn't spent, and I shivered and whimpered. His golden gaze held mine and seemed to burn in the dark of my room.

	"Stubborn gadje. You think to make a liar of me?" He leaned forward and dipped his tongue into my foreskin, something Thomas hadn't known to do, and I cried out, but he still didn't give me any satisfaction. He ran his tongue around the head of my cock and tugged hard, then folded his tongue into a point and dipped it into the slit.

	I thrashed my head back and forth on my pillow, and he growled once more, the vibration of the sound driving me closer to climaxing.

	Then he pulled off.

	"No. Please. Don't stop!"

	His laugh was triumphant, but I couldn't find it in me to resent it. In fact, that was the furthest thing from my mind. I wanted...needed...more.

	He ran his tongue from the base of my cock to the crown, took it between his lips, and set to work with a strong suction.

	I panted and wrapped my legs around him, determined to keep him close to me. He laughed again as he shoved two meaty fingers into my arse. My internal muscles spasmed around those fingers, and he continued fucking me with them while he sucked my orgasm from me. Unlike Thomas, I'd always been silent when climaxing, but now I had to bite the heel of my hand to muffle my cry of completion.

	The gypsy removed his fingers from my body and wiped them and the remains of his own climax on the bed covers before he did up his trousers. He hadn't even bothered to strip them off.

	And I found that wildly arousing.

	He pulled me up to him, and I was certain he would try to kiss me. I raised my face to his, and while he tightened his hold on me, he didn't kiss me.

	"Nicolae?"

	I was emotionally exhausted, powerless, and incapable of struggling out of his grasp, although I had no desire to. He lowered his head, and I waited for him to brush his lips over the spot where neck and shoulder joined. Instead, he sank his teeth into the muscle of my shoulder.

	The pained scream that should have come out of my mouth was little more than a pathetic yelp. I stared at him in abject horror, almost overwhelmed by the pain but unable to do a thing to stop him.

	Yet when he raised his head there was no blood smeared over his lips. I forced myself to look at my shoulder, at the horrible wound that should have shredded it, to find only a rapidly fading scar.

	"What...what did you do?"

	"I've marked you as mine." He touched my shoulder. "When this returns--when you're able to count each tooth mark--then you will know it's time for your destiny to be fulfilled."

	"What destiny? What are you talking about? I'm leaving England," I protested weakly.

	"But you will be back." He got to his feet and extended his hand toward my face. I flinched away from his fingers, and irritation filled his eyes. He caught my chin between his thumb and forefinger and squeezed until he forced my lips to part. Then he lowered his mouth to mine, and bit at my lips and tongue.

	Finally, he tossed me aside and made his way to the window.

	"Why, Nicolae?" I wiped away the blood on my mouth, feeling almost nauseous. "Why did you do this to me?"

	"We have been tied together on the wheel of life. I'm yours. You are mine. Protest it as much as you want." He glanced back from the window before he stepped out into the night. "It has been seen in your palm."

	What was he talking about? I stared at my palm, but I could see nothing of any significance beyond the tooth marks I myself had placed there in order to keep silent.

	I went to the window and looked out, but there was nothing but the night. I pulled down the sash and latched it, not that it would do any good--the damage had already been done.

	How had the gypsy made me wild for his cock? What had made me willing to betray Thomas?

	Tears streamed down my cheeks. When I left England, my body would take, not the scent of my best friend submitting to me, but of this gypsy who had plundered my back passage so thoroughly, who had made me submit to him.

	I wouldn't go to bed smelling of the gypsy, though. I poured tepid water into the bowl on the washstand, wet and soaped a flannel, and then I scrubbed and scrubbed and scrubbed.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 6: Nicolae/Syeira

	"Where have you been, my son?"

	Nicolae started and almost tripped over his feet. "Syeira?"

	"Who else?"

	Dammit. He'd hoped to slip into his caravan before the old woman realised he'd even been gone. "I was just out for a stroll."

	She cocked her head at him. "Is that truly so?"

	"It is."

	She wrinkled her nose. "And yet you reek of sex."

	"What if I dallied for a bit?" In spite of his challenge, he made a sign behind his back. The old woman was not one to trifle with. "There's no harm in that, is there?"

	"No," she agreed, and he released the breath he'd been holding and relaxed his fingers.

	He should have known better. She continued, "But that depends on who you dallied with."

	He scowled at her. "So what if it was the gadje? He's mine--he has the mark of the pentagram in his palm. You know as well as I that means he'll become a werewolf." And he'd seen to it that would happen. Not now, perhaps, but in the future. "You should have told him. You should have let me tell him. You shouldn't have let him leave."

	"The time is not ripe for him to know." She sounded tired. Well, that was just too bad.

	"Anyway, why shouldn't I have had some fun with him?"

	She had the nerve to give him a sorrowful look. "He's not to have fun with."

	He growled at her, and he wasn't surprised when she sighed, twisted her hands together, and then rose.

	"Oh, my son." She was nothing but an old, ineffectual woman, after all.

	He was surprised when she drew back her arm and smacked him full in the face, so hard that he shied back and cupped his cheek.

	"You forget who I am," she snarled. "Your foolish actions may well have cost us everything."

	"Grandmother--"

	"Get out of my sight and pray I can repair the damage you may have done."

	He slunk away from the old woman's caravan. His cheek throbbed, and he knew there would be a bruise in the morning. The men of the vista would tease him over it, thinking some feisty female had let him feel the back of her hand. And they'd be right, not that he would ever admit it.

	When he was a safe distance from the old woman, he paused, glared over his shoulder, and bit his thumb. What did he care about her plans? The gadje was his, and Nicolae would bugger him whenever he bloody well felt like it.

	"Nicolae."

	He jumped and then swore. The almost ghost-like figure of his brother appeared from the shadows behind the caravan Nicolae shared with him.

	"What are you doing still awake at this time of night?" he snapped. Trust Milosh to be nosing around.

	"What have you done?"

	"Jesus God, not you, too. I didn't do anything."

	Milosh shook his head. "I care about you, brother. You're going to wind up destroying yourself."

	"All I did was have a little fun."

	"Did you bite him while you were having this fun?"

	Nicolae felt his jaw drop. Even Syeira hadn't accused him of that.

	"You did." Milosh sighed and braced his hands on his hips. "Does Syeira know?"

	"No. Are you going to tell her?" It would be just like the little shit.

	"What's the point just now? The brother is leaving the country tomorrow, sailing west. We'll be traveling in the opposite direction."

	"But he'll be back--Syeira saw it in his palm--and I'll be waiting for him."

	"You're an idiot."

	Nicolae scowled at him. "You should have more respect for your headman."

	Milosh rolled his eyes. "You're not headman yet." He turned away from Nicolae.

	"Where are you going?"

	"To bed, and I'd advise you to do the same. Dawn will be here soon enough."

	"The gadje is mine," Nicolae insisted sulkily.

	The boy made a scoffing sound, climbed the steps to the caravan, and disappeared into its darkness.

	Nicolae stared after him and chewed his thumbnail. He would have drowned the whelp at birth, but the headman had been overjoyed to have another son. At any rate, he'd guarded the boy, and Nicolae could do nothing about him.

	Nicolae tore the cuticle of his thumbnail, and he swore as it began to bleed. He scowled at the caravan. As the oldest son of the vista's headman, no one had ever denied him anything--not the best horses or the prettiest girls or even the most toothsome of the young men.

	Why should he think he'd be denied the gadje m'lor'?

	He entered the caravan, stripped off his clothes, and climbed onto his bunk. It took him a while to fall asleep, but when he finally did, he dreamt of the young man whose virginity he'd taken that night.

	He didn't remember much about the dreams, other than that they were filled with violence and sex, and the sex was almost as arousing as the violence; when he woke, his groin sticky with semen, but that wasn't important. As far as he was concerned, that just went to prove the gadje was his.

	* * * *

	Syeira stared after Nicolae and shook her head. He'd been spoiled to the point of ruination, and now his belief that the world and everything in it belonged to him could well have foiled plans decades in the making.

	Still, there might be one thing she could do to remedy this.

	She swung up onto one of the horses--she was spryer than one might have thought given her age--and tapped the mare's sides with her heels.

	It didn't take long for her to arrive at the big house on the next estate. She located the correct window and left the horse beneath the tree outside it.

	The window was latched, but that didn't concern her. She managed to get into the room anyway and stood over the young sir, who was whimpering and tossing restlessly in his sleep.

	"Oh, my son. If you had but kept that charm." She knew the Synclaire who had come from the West had been wise in the ways of the creatures of the night. He'd had the necklace and its charm crafted and given to the third son to wear. Over the centuries, the lore had been forgotten, and now this was the result.

	Whatever had possessed the young man to give such a valuable charm to a woman who did nothing more than warm his bed on occasion?

	That's men for you. She rested her fingertips against the young sir's temples. From Nicolae's smug attitude and the scent that clung to him, she was certain he'd used the gifts his mother had unwittingly passed on to him to enthrall the young sir. She waited for the vision to come that would reveal the events of this night.

	Syeira was startled to realise there were two visions, and the first was not of the young sir with Nicolae, but of the two young sirs. When she realised it was the one whose fortune she'd read, whose future was linked to he who was beloved of a very ancient god, she gave a silent gasp. Somehow, that young sir had managed to break Nicolae's thrall over his friend with his salty tears.

	What a pity it was not he who had been chosen. Still, Syeira knew the ancient one would never have permitted it.

	The vision faded as the young men parted.

	The next vision revealed what Nicolae had done, and Syeira felt cold. She removed her fingers from the young sir's temples. As much as the young sir had burned for Nicolae, there was no need to witness his humiliation.

	She laid a hand on his hair. "Your sleep will be peaceful, my son, and you will have no memory of what passed this night beyond thinking it was naught but a dream."

	He uttered a soft sigh, and his movements stilled.

	This should have been so simple. How had it got so twisted?

	Well, she had done her best. It remained to be seen if it would be good enough.

	She left the room, mounted the mare, and returned to the vista, wondering if she should have honoured Nicolae's mother's request and drowned him at birth.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 7: Warrick

	The next morning, I stripped down and studied myself in the mirror. There wasn't a mark on my body, and I walked easily and without a limp.

	Well, of course there wasn't, and of course I did. That damned gypsy stew. It was too heavy a meal for so late in the evening, and who knew what was in it? Squirrel? Cat? I grimaced and shuddered.

	The explanation was simple: I'd had indigestion, which had led to that dream.

	I put it out of my mind and washed and dressed, packed away the clothes I'd worn the night before, and went down to the breakfast parlour.

	The sideboard was laden with all manner of eggs and breakfast meats, and I understood why as I saw who sat on either side of Father--my half-brothers...John and Harry, their plates piled high with eggs, sausages, and thick slices of ham.

	That also explained why Mother wasn't at the table. There had never been much love lost between them. She most likely was having breakfast in her bedchamber. In addition, for as long as I could remember, she hadn't been a good traveller, so whenever we had to be on the road, she tended to eat light. A tray of tea and dry toast would have been brought up to her chamber.

	Father glanced up from the newspaper he'd been buried behind and grunted when he saw me.

	"You got in late enough last night," he said.

	"I climbed the tree outside my window. I hope I didn't disturb you."

	He grunted again. "Ridiculous method of entry."

	"Mother had the doors locked."

	He snapped the newspaper. "Should have given you a key long ago." He returned to the latest international occurrences

	Yes, he should have, and why hadn't he? It was too late to inquire about that now. I helped myself to tea and toast, and took my seat at the far end of the table. "I didn't expect you to come see us off," I murmured to my brothers as I reached for the Marmalade. While I had the Synclaire eyes--deep blue--I had Mother's dark looks. Along with them, I'd also inherited her inability to travel well, something else that filled my father with irritation.

	"We came to wish you a safe journey." John was usually in Town, since he was being groomed for a position in the government. And of course Harry was usually with his regiment.

	"That's kind of you."

	Silence descended on the room, and then Harry said, "I understand you've had quite the adventurous summer."

	I paused in the act of dropping a second sugar cube into my tea. Did he still think something was going on between Thomas and me? In this instance he'd have been right, but I had no intention of revealing that.

	"Yes, as a matter of fact," I replied blandly. "Thomas and I got in quite a bit of fishing and hunting." I sipped my tea, then touched my napkin to my lips. "That was what you meant, wasn't it?"

	Harry burst into laughter, shook his head, and resumed eating.

	"Tell me, Warrick. What do you plan to read at university?" John asked, and for the moment, the conversation was safely turned as I discussed my intention to study architecture.

	* * * *

	Not long afterward the door to the breakfast parlour opened and Mother entered the room.

	"Are you finished with your breakfast, Warrick?" Her gaze flickered over John and Harry. "Good morning," she said stiffly.

	"Good morning, Lady Helena."

	That was one of the things that infuriated her: that neither of her two stepsons would address her as "mother."

	"Warrick?"

	"Yes, I'm finished."

	"Then we should be on our way." We'd be taking the travel coach to the local station, and from there our train would take us to London. Mother insisted we stay in London for a number of days so she could replenish her wardrobe.

	Interestingly enough, I had no problem on horseback. However, Mother had insisted I accompany her in the carriage.

	Father set aside his newspaper, rose, and approached Mother. "I hope you have a good trip, my love. Send me a telegramme to let me know when you arrive in Montreal."

	"Of course." She proffered her cheek for his kiss, then did the same for John and Harry.

	I shook hands with Father and my half-brothers and offered Mother my arm. We walked out into the watery sunshine, and in spite of myself, I looked around for Thomas.

	He was nowhere to be seen, and I was uncertain as to whether I was relieved or disappointed.

	The coachman held open the door to the carriage, and we climbed in and settled ourselves for the first leg of our journey.

	Neither Mother nor I looked back to see if Father remained on the doorstep to wave us off. He didn't believe in farewells of any kind, at least not when they concerned Mother or me.

	Mother took out her needlepoint and set to work embroidering another seat cover for the dining room. I wondered if she planned to mail these to Father, and I had to smother a snicker.

	I lost myself in thoughts of the previous night and the time spent with Thomas. How long before we saw each other again?

	"While we're in London, I thought we might take in a play or two in the evening," Mother said as her needle flashed in and out of the cloth.

	"Whatever you like." I wished I could have asked Thomas to meet me there.

	"Splendid. You...er...you can find something to amuse yourself during the day?"

	"Yes." I thought about whiling away the hours in bed with Thomas. However, that wasn't going to happen. "I'd like to visit the Tower of London. And I'm also interested in studying the architecture of St Paul's."

	"Splendid," she said again.

	"As long as we get to Liverpool by Tuesday next." That was when we would set sail for Montreal on the RMS Ceto. With good weather, we'd arrive a little more than a week later.

	She frowned at me and resumed her needlepoint.

	And I resumed thinking of Thomas.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 8: Warrick

	Time passed, and the pain of my separation from Thomas--and home, of course--gradually eased. I found myself enjoying living in Canada.

	My studies went well, and as it turned out, I had a knack for spacial dimensions. As a result, I could also design houses that not only had an air of elegance about them but were comfortable to live in. A local firm saw one of my designs and was impressed enough to acquire it for a client. Both the firm and the client were pleased with the results, and the outcome was the promise of a junior position once I'd graduated.

	I saw Mother during the holidays--she'd moved into a cottage on the property her father owned--but we had less and less to say to one another, as she had become involved with Aubrey Clarke, a neighbour of her parents. That was an interesting coincidence, since he had chanced to cross the Atlantic with us on the Ceto, and he and Mother renewed their friendship at that time.

	From what I was given to understand--local gossip having a very long memory--they had been sweethearts more than thirty years before.

	But if that were the case, why in heaven's name had she agreed to marry Father?

	"Aubrey and I had quarrelled. Your father had a title."

	"He's a baronet. That's only one step up from a knight."

	She gave me a sour look. "I confused it with a baron."

	I ground my teeth. "Do you intend to tell Father?" I asked. It was safe to talk freely. We were alone in the parlour of the house where she'd grown up, waiting for her parents to return from Mass, since it was a Sunday and they were Catholic.

	"Why should I? Do you have any idea when I last heard from him? The day the Ceto docked in Montreal. He didn't even respond to my telegramme--he had John do it. And all John did was simply thank me for sending it and tell me he'd inform your father."

	"You know Father isn't much of a letter writer."

	"That's a convenient excuse." She flushed and looked away.

	Nevertheless, it was the truth. The only thing that kept me connected with home were the letters I received from Thomas. I learned more from him of what was happening with my family than from Father and my half-brothers.

	I took a turn about the room. "Do you expect me to inform Father?"

	"Of course not. It's not as if I plan to ask Sir John for a divorce--it so happens I like being Lady Helena. And I'm hardly likely at this stage of my life to present him with a token of any man's affection."

	My jaw dropped, and I stared at her in dismay. Sex? Was she talking about having sex?

	"You young people think you invented marital relations." She walked to the window, moved the curtain, and gazed out into the winter afternoon. "Aubrey will be joining us for dinner. Be kind to him."

	The problem was, Aubrey was a decent sort, and I wouldn't have minded becoming friendly with him if it wouldn't have been a gross betrayal of my father.

	Dinner that evening was tense, to say the least.

	In other words, exactly like home.

	* * * *

	I returned to university to find one of Thomas's letters waiting for me.

	Meggie's expecting a blessed event! No, it's not ours, you sod. The baby is due in about six months. Meggie married Alfie--

	Good God, one of the grooms at Thorny Walk?

	--last autumn, and they seem very happy!

	I looked at the date on the letter. This news was at least five months old. I smiled and shook my head. If that wasn't like Thomas to delay in sending off the letter.

	I was pleased to hear that Meggie and Alfie had found happiness together. I'd write to Thomas and ask him to look into finding a gift for the baby when he or she arrived.

	Given the length of time between letters, I expected the next letter I received to be filled with news about Meggie and Alfie's baby, and while he did mention the birth of a little girl, I couldn't have been more wrong.

	You'll never guess, Thorn!

	I could tell his pleasure and excitement about the occurrences he'd describe by the number of exclamation points in each letter.

	Your brother Harry is now a colonel! Perhaps once I'm commissioned also we shall run across each other!

	Thomas was almost as army mad as my middle brother had been when he'd been much the same age, and I was certain that was why he'd chosen to attend Sandhurst.

	My goal once I graduated from university had been nothing so lofty. I'd joined a local architectural firm, and once I'd accomplished that, I wrote to Thomas about it.

	His response was, Congratulations, Mr Synclaire! I hope none of the buildings you design fall down upon their heads! Hah ha! Seriously, Thorn, I'm so happy your dreams are coming true!

	And for your information, mine have, as well! Only fancy! I've got my commission! I'm Lieutenant Fortescue-Smythe now! The Mater has wept all down my brand new uniform, and Father was so proud I thought he would burst a button! Of course, Bertie, the sod, told me not to get above myself, but you know him, always ready to lord it over me and depress pretensions.

	I could almost hear the excitement and laughter in his voice, and I smiled, amused by the affectionate disrespect with which he and his brother had always treated each other.

	It was nothing like the strained relationship I had with my half-brothers, who were so much older than I. Because of the difference in ages, I had never been as close to John and Harry as perhaps any of us would have liked.

	The letter after that brought sad news, as I could tell even before reading it by the utter lack of exclamation points. Father is dead, Warrick. The most foolish thing--he caught a cold, which settled in his chest and developed into an inflammation of the lungs, and he was gone within the week. I've been given emergency leave to be with Mother and Bertie. We're all in shock. I wish you were here, my prickly Thorn. Father thought very highly of you, and I...well, you know.

	I did know. I also knew he had to be discreet.

	I was devastated, feeling the loss almost as keenly as my friend. Sir Henry had offered me unconditional acceptance, and had been more of a father to me than Sir John Synclaire. I sent Lady Eugenia, Thomas's mother, my own letter of heartfelt condolence and let her know that had it been possible, I would have travelled home to be with Thomas and his family.

	For some time afterward I heard nothing from Thomas beyond a note assuring me they were coping.

	Eventually he was able to write in more detail, Bertie has assumed the baronetcy and is cutting a wide swath among the members of the opposite sex, much to Mother's despair. She's trying to encourage him to settle down. Fortunately for me, she hasn't yet decided that I need a steadying influence. His sense of humour was emerging once more. I think she'd be rather shocked at my choice of mate, don't you, Thorn?

	I smiled sadly. I'd had to accept it would never be me, and while at university had done a bit of swath-cutting myself, which I'd kept from Thomas.

	The next letter had me a trifle concerned. Rumours of war, but that's nothing new. I'm being sent to British West Africa. You needn't worry about my safety. My RSM is Arch Cutter, and he's a godsend. I wrote to you about him, remember?

	I remembered. From what I had read between the lines, Regimental Sergeant Major Cutter was more than a godsend; I suspected the gentleman ranker might also be Thomas's lover.

	And if it were so...

	I ground my teeth, went out and got drunk, and wound up in a stranger's bed. We tussled for the upper position, and I let him think it was foreplay, but if I hadn't won, I'd have walked out the door. Even a finger coming near my arsehole made me flinch away, although I never could tell why.

	I staggered home the next morning, and while nursing a hangover with a remedy Thomas's brother Bertie swore by, I gave myself a talking to. I couldn't have it both ways, taking my own share of lovers and resenting Thomas for doing the same. I determined not to think of him sharing his bed with anyone again.

	But the rumours of war were to prove true. The second week of September, I received a telegramme from England that suddenly brought it very close to home. Harry killed 7 Sept Battle of Marne stop Letter to follow stop John.

	I didn't wonder why Father hadn't telegrammed me the news. If Thomas was a sporadic letter-writer, Father didn't write at all, not even after Mother and I had first reached Canada. I'd sent him letters describing my progress at university and inquiring about his health and that of my brothers, and had received nothing in return beyond the odd missive from John.

	I wasn't there to receive my oldest brother's letter, however. The Synclaires needed to be represented in this war. I knew Father would never permit John to go, since John was his heir, so that left only me. One way or another, I was determined to make Father proud of me.

	I went into the first recruiting office I could find and enlisted in the Canadian army.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 9: Warrick

	It was only months later that the letter found me, and I learned that Harry had been killed by mortar fire on the second day of that battle, which had proved to be a victory for the allies.

	The next letter from Thomas was much longer in reaching me, having to deal with not only the vagaries of the African postal service, but also with the caprice of the Army. I was in the trenches on the Western Front when it finally caught up with me.

	I tipped my gas mask off my face and sat down to read it. I've been promoted to captain! And none of that, 'Well, I reckon they must be hard up for officers,' from you, Mr Synclaire! But...all joshing aside, my prickly Thorn, I'm so glad you're well out of this.

	He hadn't received my letter telling him of Harry's death, then, and my subsequent enlistment.

	It's a dirty, nasty business, this. The Hun are burning villages and murdering the young men who refuse to obey their orders. As for the women, I don't even want to think of what has befallen them.

	I could imagine, and I hadn't been there to see the atrocities. The next lines were a trifle smudged, but after a bit of squinting, I was able to decipher the words.

	I must tell you of a rather singular occurrence, he'd gone on to write. There was a tremendous explosion on Lake Tanganyika, and my men pulled the most amazing young man out of the water! He's little more than a boy actually, not much more than eighteen, I'd say." This from the maturity of his twenty-four years. I chuckled, but sobered quickly and read on. He's the brother of a missionary who was at Udjidji, a small village in German East Africa. The poor sod had been killed by those bleeding Hun.

	That last shocked me a bit. Oh, not that the Germans were capable of killing a man of the cloth, but that my old friend was swearing. Obviously this had affected him more than he was inclined to let on.

	Just then my commanding officer strode by. "We'll be going over the top shortly, gentlemen. Fix bayonets," he ordered.

	I sighed and tucked the letter away in the blouse of my uniform and gathered up my rifle.

	* * * *

	The fighting was short, fierce, and bloody. When we returned to the trenches, there were fewer of us, but the line had held. I cleaned my bayonet, struck a match to light my cigarette and settled in for the evening.

	Taking out the letter, I scanned it quickly and found my place. The poor sod was killed by those bleeding Hun.

	Roddy Sayer came down the Ruzizi River to Lake Tanganyika. At one time explorers thought the Ruzizi flowed north to the Nile--it doesn't. At any rate, young Sayer was accompanied by this old riverboat captain, a Canadian chap, Pearson by name. And that's not the half of it! Would you believe they actually succeeded in blowing up and sinking the Marie Christine, one of the German steamships that patrolled the lake?

	I must say, I was impressed! The last word was underscored three times.

	I wondered if my friend had sampled the young man's charms, and what RSM Cutter had to say about it. Thomas could never admit his interest so blatantly in a letter that would be read and censored in the interest of military security, but that last line was enough to inform me of his fascination, and I felt a fleeting stab of loneliness. It had been too long since I had loved anyone, and none who much cared if there was a rival.

	There were no other letters after that, but I chalked it up to distance and the demands of his command.

	And then came the Battle of the Somme...

	* * * *

	If ever there was a bad year, 1916 was it. Just months before, the French had been left decimated by the Battle of Verdun, and now it fell solely to us British to assume full responsibility for the newest battle.

	Within a handful of hours, there were over sixty thousand casualties.

	* * * *

	I regained consciousness in an ambulance, my right leg feeling as if it were on fire. A bullet had struck my shin--I knew that much, and the chap who had field dressed it told me it was a compound fracture--the bone had broken through the skin--but fortunately it wasn't shattered.

	When I was carried into the field hospital, I had my Webley--Fosbery clutched in my hand, and I pointed it at the doctor. He stood there, a surgical cap on his head and a mask covering his nose and mouth, and what looked like a butcher's cleaver in his hand. His eyes were a rich amber, and I peered intently into that foxy gaze.

	"I've got two legs, Doctor. If I come out of surgery with anything less than the two, I will come after you, if I have to drag myself over hell's creation, and I'll have no qualms in shooting off a favourite piece of your anatomy." I dropped my gaze to his groin. "Trust me on this."

	A nurse slapped an ether mask over my nose and mouth, but before I slipped into unconsciousness, I thought I heard him chuckle.

	When I regained consciousness once more, a doctor was sitting beside my bed, scribbling something on a chart. My leg was encased in plaster and suspended above the mattress by a metal frame. "Fairly clean break, Brevet Lieutenant."

	I knew I was groggy from the aftereffects of the anaesthesia but, "Are you sure you've got the right man? I'm not an officer." I'd been promoted to sergeant simply through attrition, and I'd been content with that rank.

	The doctor regarded me with a slightly amused twist of his lips. "You are now, soldier. Field commission. Congratulations. And I have every anticipation of your leg healing nicely. There may be a bit of a limp, but you should regain full use of it."

	"Thank you. Er...you are the doctor who patched me up, aren't you?" I was fairly certain I recognised those amber eyes.

	"I am."

	He was quite good-looking, a few inches shorter than me, I judged, with brown hair streaked with reddish-gold strands and those striking amber eyes.

	I cleared my throat. "Doctor." I looked away and patted myself down, searching for a cigarette, only to discover there were no pockets in the get-up they had me in. I sighed and met his interested gaze. "I apologize for being testy in the operating theatre."

	"Testy? Is that what you call it?" He gave me a fearsome scowl, then spoiled it by bursting into laughter. He found a cigarette--his uniform had pockets--placed it between my lips, and lit it.

	"Thanks."

	"You're welcome. However, I have to tell you that an apology does not cut it, Lieutenant. I'm not in the habit of having handguns pointed at the...er...favourite part of my anatomy."

	I groaned, then choked on a mouthful of smoke.

	"You'll have to do more if you wish to make up for that appalling display." He grinned, and I suddenly realised he was possibly only a few years older than I. "Dinner, I think, once you're able to get around?"

	"I'd like that, Dr...uh...Mr--?"

	"Mr Fox Sullivan at your service, dear chap, but no need to be formal. Call me Sully. Everyone does."

	"I'm not everyone. I'll call you Fox." The name suited him. He had the sharp features of a fox.

	He blushed and then smiled, a shy smile for such an assertive man. "All right. Well...well, I must continue my rounds. Try not to make my nurses irritable, will you? I swear they can be more frightening than the Hun."

	I chuckled as I watched him leave the ward, then lay back and bent my left leg to conceal the bulge in my hospital blues. I was a gentleman, after all, and wouldn't want to shock the ladies. I closed my eyes and began to consider how difficult it might be to make love with my leg in a cast.

	* * * *

	Each day Fox would stop by to see how I was recovering--he was surprised by how quickly I'd dispensed with the pills I was given for the pain--and we'd share a cigarette and a cup of tea or a glass of wine while he brought me up to date on the latest news from the Front. I waited impatiently for him to follow through on his dinner invite.

	Finally, a week or so later, Fox asked me to his tent when the doctor who shared it with him was busy in the operating theatre. He helped me onto his cot and lowered my hospital blues over my hips. I was rather surprised to find he had already slicked his passage. He coated my shaft and settled himself comfortably on my rigid cock.

	Hot, rippling muscles contained my cock, clenching and then releasing as he raised and lowered himself. It had been a long time--years--since I'd been buried in a tight arse. The only solace war brought where hasty hand jobs, and this...this proved almost as good as what I'd had with Thomas.

	Fox's eyes glowed like yellow gold, and he leaned forward, bracing himself on my shoulders. His touch, as light as it was, caused a flash of pain, and I couldn't help grunting.

	"What is it, Rick?" He stroked his palm over my hair.

	"My shoulder..."

	He brushed aside the top of my hospital blues. "I don't see anything." He dripped a kiss to my shoulder, then rested his forearms on either side of my head and settled his mouth on mine. His arse rose and fell, our tongues duelled, and I reached between us to get a firm grip on his cock.

	He raised his head and gave a crooked smile. "My God, you've got a talent!"

	"Never mind. Just kiss me."

	He laughed and did as I ordered.

	Privacy could be an illusion, so we had no choice but to hurry to completion.

	And I was pleased to note that as it turned out, having a broken leg didn't prove to be a problem at all.

	* * * *

	We continued our friendship until I was sent back to England to convalesce a short time later. He promised to write. I promised to write back. Both of us knew it was unlikely we would.

	Once in England, I instructed my driver to take me to Greenbriers rather than going to Thorny Walk.

	Father was in Town along with John, both of them aiding the war effort, and Thorny Walk House was in covers for the duration. I'd written to Lady Eugenia, and she'd graciously offered to have me stay at Fortescue Manor.

	Three months later, not even a pronounced limp would keep me from the fighting, and I was back on the front lines.

	* * * *

	The war dragged on for two more years. More died, more would carry scars--both mental and physical--but finally, on the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month of 1918 the last shot was fired.

	I wasn't going to be demobbed--demobilized--just yet, but I was fortunate enough to be stationed in Paris, which had gone mad with joy at the War's end.

	That particular night, I returned to my barracks to find a letter waiting for me. It was in a lilac envelope and smelled faintly of the delicate flowers; it was from Lady Eugenia.

	I shut my eyes against the pain. Thomas was gone. What else could she be writing to tell me?

	My fingers clenched shut on the elegant paper, crumpling it, while my eyes burned and my throat tightened. Finally, I drew a breath, opened my fingers, and tried to smooth out the worst of the wrinkles.

	My very dear Warrick, she wrote. It saddens me deeply to inform you that Thomas was seriously injured in a skirmish with a German battalion in Africa. His company suffered some casualties, the most devastating of which was the death of RSM Cutter. He gave his life to save my son's.

	Oh, thank God! Tears streamed down my cheeks. Thomas was still alive!

	I have not seen my son yet, as his doctors wanted his condition to be more stable before sending him back to England; however he's coming home via military transport, and you know how quickly they can travel. We anticipate his arrival within the next week. The next page was spattered with what had to be teardrops. Oh, Warrick, he's lost an eye!

	Lost an eye? One of those beautiful, tourmaline eyes? I felt as if I were about to vomit.

	I was the scion of a long line of Synclaires, however. I drew in a steadying breath and got myself under control.

	From what we have been able to gather, it was done by a sabre slash. RSM Cutter shoved him out of the way and took the second blow that would surely have killed our dear boy.

	Please, Warrick, if it is at all possible, please come to see him. He'll need someone to boost his morale, and you would be ideal...

	I didn't bother reading the rest of the letter. I went to see my commander.

	"Sorry, Lieutenant. I'm afraid I can't give you leave just now."

	Goddammit.

	I had no choice but to send a telegramme to Father. The last thing I wanted to do was ask a favour of him, but for Thomas...Oh, for Thomas, I definitely would.

	Father. In desperate need of leave Stop You know people Stop Requesting your help in this matter.

	The next morning, I was called to my commander's office. "It appears you have friends in high places, Lieutenant." He handed me the paper granting me emergency leave.

	"Thank you, sir."

	I sent Lady Eugenia a telegramme assuring her I'd arrive at Greenbriers as soon as possible. Then I packed my kitbag and caught the night train from Paris to Calais.

	The weather was notoriously unsettled this time of year; I just hoped I'd be able to find a boat that could take me across the Channel.

	If not...goddammit, I'd bloody well swim across.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 10: Warrick

	The stress of the past two days had exhausted me, and once I climbed aboard the train to Calais and found a seat, I dozed off.

	I had the nightmare for the first time.

	Thomas refused to see me. I was his best friend, I had been his lover, but now he wouldn't even speak to me.

	Added to that was the ambivalence of being back at Thorny Walk for the first time in so long. I was bitter and hurt.

	A spot of shooting might lift my spirits. Blowing the head off Peter Rabbit sounded like a notion I could live with just then.

	I handed Monte's reins to a new stable boy who Father had hired after Alfie had been called up then went to fetch a shotgun. Jack, Father's favourite liver and white spaniel, danced excitedly at my feet, and I decided to let him come along.

	We tramped over the fields, flushing quail and partridge, which I shot at half-heartedly.

	I was far from home when a sudden fog descended on us, and the further away we went, the denser it became.

	I began to feel uneasy and decided to turn back. Jack seemed to pick up on my emotions.

	There was the snap in the underbrush in the wood nearby, as if an animal had stepped on a fallen branch. Only--no animal would do that, and the two of us froze. Jack's floppy ears were cocked, and he listened alertly, his nose raised as he scented the air.

	And then his ears went down, his lips curled, and he began to bark, high pitched and frenzied, in challenge to whatever was just out of sight.

	I started toward the wood, determined to find what was there, and Jack threw himself against my legs. He became almost hysterical in his efforts to keep me away from what he perceived as the danger that lurked there.

	The fog made it impossible to get off a clear shot, and the dog's fear telegraphed itself to me. My gut clenched, my mouth went dry, and I began backing away.

	Jack obviously approved.

	The sounds that tracked us came closer, and now we could hear the low-pitched growls. I didn't know what kind of creature it could be: there were no wild animals in this part of Kent.

	Jack latched onto my trouser leg, trying to pull me further away. "Damned dog." I shook him free, raised the shotgun, and fired off a blast.

	There was a grunt of pain, and the growl rose to a furious howl. I fumbled with the shotgun, knowing I would never have the time to reload, and I shook so hard I dropped the pellets.

	Coward that I was, I broke and ran, Jack positioning himself between me and the threat. But the fog made it impossible to know in what direction I was going, and I was hopelessly turned around.

	From behind me came an anguished yelp, and I knew that whatever it was had got Jack. He was still alive--his whimpers let me know that. The gallant dog had been injured trying to save me, and I wouldn't leave him to face his fate alone. I ducked behind a tree, only then realizing that somewhere along the way I had lost my weapon. I'd have to confront that creature with nothing for defence but my bare hands.

	I crept back the way I had come as silently as I could. The fog was like damp, clammy tendrils that stroked across my face, and I shuddered at the touch, barely able to make out my hand in front of me.

	My foot caught on a rotted branch, and I went tumbling head first to the ground, landing on something soft and furry and wet: Jack, his head twisted at an unnatural angle, a gaping wound opening him from chest to groin.

	With a low moan, I pushed myself away from the dog's mangled body. Before I could get to my feet, something came lunging at me, knocking me backwards. Fetid breath clogged my nostrils, and I retched violently.

	It backed off and I thought I might be able to escape. I crawled to my knees and tried to scramble away, but jaws closed over my shoulder, clamping down like fiery pincers to secure me. To my horror, I could feel the creature's cock, hot and hard, probing my trouser-covered arse.

	It growled in frustration, and its claws ripped at my trousers, shredding them and giving the beast access to me. Its hips rocked jerkily, stabbing at me, trying to find my anus. When the slim, pointed cock found its goal, it slammed into me, and I cried out in shock.

	Large paws gripped my waist, forcing me to submit to it. Its jaws eased their hold, and its tongue lolled out as it buggered me. Drops of its saliva mingled with the blood that oozed from the wound on my shoulder.

	The creature's penis rubbed continually against that spot inside me. I'd only been buggered once before, years ago, but I found myself growing hard, shivering from the humiliating, unexpected pleasure--helpless under the savage pounding it was giving my back passage.

	With one last, powerful thrust, it drove the knot at the base of its cock deep into me and stilled. The knot began to swell, plugging me, stretching me, and then copious spurts of its seed poured into my channel, filling me with liquid heat, soothing the abused walls.

	The creature rested on my back, holding me motionless. Lazily its tongue licked my bloody shoulder in what was almost a caress. I crouched beneath it, ashamed and yet unbearably aroused.

	I wanted to roll over and offer it my unprotected throat, surrendering completely to its will. I wanted to expose my oozing cock to the beast's slavering mouth, to have its long tongue wrapped around my shaft, licking it, tasting my essence.

	But the beast turned its head with a jerk and growled. It pulled sharply out of me, causing me to cry out from the pain. It growled again, this time at me, and I knew it wanted me to keep silent.

	And then I heard what it had heard.

	"Rick!" Someone was calling my name, searching for me.

	The creature abruptly rose above me on two legs, standing manlike, as if to challenge whoever approached for possession of me.

	"Warrick!"

	I tried to croak out a warning, and the creature whirled and snarled, and a massive paw took a swipe at me.

	I shied away and...

	I woke with a start. The passenger beside me on the bench seat had driven his elbow into my side.

	"Cease!" he snarled in French. "I'm not your pillow."

	"Pardonnez-moi," I muttered and moved away from him.

	He grunted and turned to look out the window.

	I fumbled for a packet of cigarettes and box of matches, not really surprised that my hands shook so badly I dropped the matches to the floor of the train car. I needed something stronger than a cigarette, and reflexively I reached for the flask of brandy I'd taken to carrying after the Somme.

	Of course it was no longer there. When I'd found myself relying too much on the brandy, I'd stopped keeping it on my person.

	But my God, I could stand a drink.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 11: Warrick

	The taxi driver let me out in the courtyard of Greenbriers. I accepted my kitbag from him, paid him, and then turned to study my friend's home.

	It had been only two years since I'd last stood here, but it felt like a lifetime.

	I limped to the front door, startled when it opened before I could lift my hand to the bell pull.

	"Lieutenant Synclaire. We've been waiting for you." Wolcott, who'd been the Smythes' butler since Thomas and I had been in leading strings, observed me solemnly. "It's good to see you again."

	"Thank you, Wolcott. Any word on when Captain Smythe will arrive?"

	"We're expecting him by the end of the week."

	"And his condition?"

	He shook his head. "We've heard nothing other than what I'm sure Lady Eugenia must have conveyed to you."

	I nodded. "Where is she?"

	"Her Ladyship is in the conservatory."

	"I'll go to her."

	"Yes, sir. If you'll permit me to take your bag?"

	"Thank you." I handed him my kitbag and my hat, and removed my overcoat, which he took, as well. "My usual room?"

	"Yes, sir."

	"Very good." I smoothed down my jacket sleeves, gave a tug to its hem, and then went through the house that had been my second home.

	I stood in the doorway and watched as Lady Eugenia moved from one variety of flower to another. A basket dangled over her arm, and she filled it with sweet-smelling blooms which wouldn't have survived the winter chill.

	"Lady Eugenia."

	"Warrick! I'm so pleased to see you." She set down the basket and secateurs before she came to me, her arms outstretched. "You're looking..." She rested her hands on my forearms and studied my eyes. "No, you're not looking well. What's wrong?"

	"Nightmares. Just nightmares."

	"Shell shock. I understand. That war." She pressed a soft kiss to my cheek, then went to the wall and rang for Wolcott. "I'm not sure when Thomas will arrive, so I have fresh flowers waiting for him every day," she murmured, gesturing toward the basket with its many blooms.

	"That's very kind of you."

	She gave a wistful smile. "I'm his mother."

	My own mother had never done anything like that for me.

	Footsteps announced the arrival of the butler.

	"Milady?"

	"We'll have tea here, please."

	He bowed and left.

	"What news of Thomas?"

	"Nothing more than I told you in my letter. And may I thank you for coming so promptly?"

	"Thomas is my friend. I could do nothing less."

	"No." She patted my hand, hooked her hand through my arm, and urged me toward the small table that was just large enough for two. "Bertie is here also. He's out riding the grounds. Thomas will be pleased to see him--" She bit her lip. "I'll have to get used to avoiding words like that..."

	It was my turn to pat her arm. "If I may make a suggestion? Don't treat him differently in any way."

	She was silent for a moment, then sighed. "You're right. It wouldn't do. He would detest it above all things to be thought less than he was."

	She seated herself, and I sat across from her.

	"As I was saying, Thomas will be pleased to see his brother, but it will mean everything to him that you're here."

	"That damned war. I beg your pardon, Lady Eugenia."

	"Not at all. I've often cursed it myself."

	I couldn't prevent a small smile. She was such an elegant lady, it was hard to remember at times that she had a fiery temper and wasn't afraid to release it.

	Just then, Wolcott rolled in the tea trolley and set it beside Lady Eugenia.

	"Thank you, Wolcott," she said.

	"Will there be anything else, milady?"

	"No."

	He bowed himself out of the room.

	Lady Eugenia poured me a cup of tea and did the same for herself while I added two sugar cubes and a splash of milk.

	"Mrs River's biscuits?"

	"Yes, please."

	I helped myself to one and finished it in two bites. "And as delicious as ever." I took two more and put them on a small plate. "How is everything at home?"

	"Thorny Walk is still under covers."

	"I can understand that. John has his career in Town, and from what I've heard, Father enjoyed his stay there as well as he worked for the government during the war. But you know that." I rubbed a hand over my face, and she patted my shoulder. "Once Thomas is more himself, I'll return home for a few days and help Father set it to rights."

	She sighed again. "I assume your father hasn't contacted you?"

	"About...?"

	"You're right about Sir John enjoying his work very much--so much that he's decided to remain in Town."

	"Doing what?" Abruptly it occurred to me. "Father is going to continue working for the government?"

	"Yes."

	"I see. Well, once I've demobilised, I'll return to Thorny Walk. I won't mind being on my own. I can open a few of the rooms--" There would be nothing drawing me back to Montreal. Mother...I sighed. I could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times she'd written to me during the war. However, if I remained in England, I could open my own architectural firm in Town. I knew how to drive, and if I purchased one of those speedy little vehicles, travelling to London shouldn't be too tasking...

	"I'm afraid that won't be feasible," Lady Eugenia said. The corners of her mouth turned down. "Really, this was not well done of your father. Sir John sees no reason for the house to remain empty--"

	"It wouldn't be..."

	She held up her hand, stopping me. "He plans to let it to various government officials."

	I remained silent for a moment, digesting the information she'd just given me. Then I sighed and said, "Of course. It will be good for John's career." I drummed my fingers on my thigh. "Well, it seems Thorny Walk is no longer home, not for now at any rate."

	"You'll stay at Greenbriers, though, won't you?"

	"I will, until Thomas no longer needs me."

	"Thank you."

	"Thank you, Lady Eugenia." I reached across the table and took her hand. "I could do no less for you or for Thomas. You've both been very good to me."

	"But you know you're welcome to stay as long as you choose. You're as much a son to me as Thomas is."

	"Thank you," I said again. Afterward...well, I'd wait to see how things went. I had a sudden base thought. With Cutter no longer in the picture...perhaps I would have a chance with Thomas, and it wouldn't matter that Thorny Walk was no longer my home, because Greenbriers would be.

	* * * *

	It was the middle of the afternoon two days later when a coach drew up to the front door. A little maid who had seen the approach from a second story window went through the house, shrieking Captain Thomas was home.

	The entire household hurried to meet him in the entryway of Fortescue Manor, and although there were a couple of men--also in uniform--accompanying him, he insisted on walking in on his own.

	My God, he was so thin! His uniform hung on him. The tan he'd acquired in Africa was fading, but even so, the white bandage that protected his empty eye socket was a stark contrast.

	"Mother. Warrick."

	I flinched to hear him call me by my given name.

	"It's good to be..." His legs buckled under him, and while three of us bolted to catch him, I was the one who caught him before he smashed his head on the marble floor.

	"Warrick!" his mother cried.

	"It's all right, Lady Eugenia. I've got him." I'd leave her to deal with the other men.

	Thomas was a dead weight, but he was in my arms, and I carried him up to his room.

	"Young Sayer. So pretty," he mumbled against my throat. "Sorry, Arch. Don't know how I could look at anyone else when I've got you."

	"Hush." I laid him down on his bed.

	The door was still open, and Wolcott entered. "I brought up a pitcher of lemonade." He placed it on a chest of drawers. "May I help you, Lieutenant? Removing his boots, perhaps?"

	"Thank you--that would be kind." I was winded from carrying Thomas up the stairs; I wasn't too proud to accept help in getting him stripped off.

	Between the two of us, we pulled off those sleek, black boots that hugged his calves like a second skin. We manoeuvred him gently one way and the other, and soon had him divested of jacket, shirt, trousers, and socks.

	"Shall we leave on his undergarments?"

	"I think that would be a good idea. It will keep him from catching a chill." I exchanged a tired smile with Wolcott. "Thank you again."

	"You're welcome, sir. And may I say again how very glad we all are that you're here to help Lady Eugenia look after the Captain."

	"I'll take care of him. I'll ring if I need any help."

	"Yes, sir. I'll bring you a tray later, shall I?"

	"Yes."

	He bowed and left the room, closing the door behind him.

	I drew up a chair beside Thomas's bed and waited for him to regain some sort of coherence.

	* * * *

	The afternoon drifted into evening. Wolcott brought me my dinner, but I toyed with the roast lamb and watched my friend.

	He began talking in his sleep, and no one needed to hear this. I set aside my tray and went to the door and locked it, then returned to Thomas's side and sank down in the chair.

	Apparently he'd forgotten about assuring Cutter he had eyes only for him. He rambled on about the courageous young man, about his blue eyes and sun-streaked hair.

	My stomach turned over, and for a second I thought I was about to lose what little dinner I had managed to eat. It seemed Thomas had lusted after that Sayer person, even determining to go so far as to lure the boy into his bed and away from the man who was Sayer's lover.

	What did this Sayer have that drove Thomas to forget he had a lover of whom he was very fond, to say the least?

	I moistened my lips and watched as Thomas shivered and thrashed on the bed.

	He's cold, I told myself, and I rose, intending to draw the covers over him. I brushed against his thigh, and he moaned.

	"Please, Arch, please spank me. I've been naughty and need to be punished. Remind me I promised not to interfere."

	I froze in shock, only then realising his actions had been driven by voluptuous thoughts.

	Anger flared through me. Something I had planned for my friend--turning his bum a rosy-red from my palm--had been done to him by someone else...someone who wasn't me.

	And then anger faded and I was ashamed. How many men had I played with, never giving a thought to Thomas--and afterward never giving a thought to them?

	I tucked the covers around him, and he finally sank into a peaceful slumber.

	"All right, Thomas," I whispered. "You are never going to learn from me what you revealed this evening."

	But I couldn't help rubbing a restless hand over the front of my trousers while I watched over him and imagined how it might have been if that archduke hadn't been assassinated, starting that damned war.

	Thomas...

	I shied away from the thought of having him in my own bed. For some reason, that made me...uncomfortable.

	No, I'd secure Thomas's hands to the headboard of this very bed with no room for play, and I'd have him on his hands and knees, his arse at the perfect angle to be spanked. Later I'd tuck pillows under his belly to make him comfortable, but not just yet. Now he'd need to realise whether he was comfortable or no was dependant on my whims.

	Thomas would be hard, precome oozing from his cock, and he'd be wriggling his lovely white arse in an attempt to find friction to soothe his cock. I'd swat him--just a teasing smack to get his attention--and order him to hold still.

	He'd give a sob and tug on the silk ties I'd used to fasten him to the bed.

	"Obey me," I'd order him in a harsh tone, and he'd quiver but hold still.

	I'd smile cruelly. You won't be able to maintain that position for long, my lovely boy, I'd think to myself, and once you no longer can, you'll feel my palm against your arse in earnest.

	I'd begin his punishment by running my palms over his lightly-furred arse cheeks, letting him think he was getting off lightly. I'd trace the crevasse that separated those muscular globes, then reach beneath him to fondle his testicles, dragging my fingernails over them lightly.

	He'd be moaning steadily now, struggling not to move, but at any moment he'd lose the battle, and I'd bring my hand down hard. Left cheek? Or right? It wouldn't matter because both would be getting the same attention.

	I'd nudge his legs further apart, revealing that pink rosebud of an anus. The sight of my eventual target would push me closer to the edge, and I couldn't have that, not just then--he'd still need to feel the full force of my hand.

	And so I'd get down to business, feeling a tingling in my palm, red from the smacks I administered.

	That would be when he'd start begging, and the sounds of his whimpers and pleas would enflame my senses. I'd take a dollop of lotion and smear it over his arsehole, then slide three fingers into him, and he'd gasp in shock at the intrusion. I'd finger-fuck his arse with one hand while I continued spanking him with the other hand. Soon he'd be pleading with me to fuck him with my cock. And when his arse was hot and red and marked with the print of my palm, that was when I'd put the pillows under him to prop him up, slick up my cock, and shove into him hard enough to make him howl...

	Abruptly I came to my senses, and I bit my lip and backed away from the bed. My cock ached, and if I didn't retreat to the bedroom I used whenever I stayed at Fortescue Manor and stroke myself to completion, I was going to climax right there and then.

	I bolted for the door, but I made sure to close it quietly behind me before I raced to my room. And it only took a handful of strokes for me to climax.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 12: Warrick

	Thomas still hadn't come to grips with the loss of his eye and the patch he wore to conceal the damage done. He'd stand by the window in his bedroom looking out or go for long rides on Ivanhoe, who was Galahad's son, but he never once turned to me for solace, and I was hurt. Cutter was gone, after all, and I--his best friend--was right there.

	"Thomas--the weather is fair. Come for a walk with me."

	"So everyone can look on the poor blind soldier with pity?"

	"Don't be an arse. You're not blind--you've only lost sight in the one eye. Everyone looks on you with a high degree of respect. You're a decorated officer."

	"Who no longer has a command or a--" He bit back the words, but I knew what he'd been about to say: a lover.

	"I think you need to take a lover."

	"Who'd want me like this?" he demanded and gestured toward his scarred face with its missing eye.

	Before I could tell him "Me. I would," Wolcott knocked on the door.

	"Pardon me, Captain Thomas. A gentleman is here to see you. He asked me to give you this." Wolcott handed him a calling card.

	"Colonel Wolfram? Yes, of course, I'll see him."

	"Who's he?" I resented the fact he'd interrupted my chance at loving Thomas once again.

	"He's...he was my commanding officer." He turned to Wolcott. "Where is he?"

	"In Sir Bertie's study. I'll bring a tray of refreshments, if you'd like?"

	"Yes...yes, that would be a good idea. Thank you." And he hurried out of the room, not even giving me a smile or a pat on the arm.

	Wolcott left right behind him, and I found myself alone in that room.

	I paced restlessly for half an hour, then went in search of Thomas. Surely his former commanding officer had simply stopped by to see how he was getting along and was gone by now.

	A soldier stood at rest beside the door to the study. He snapped to attention and saluted. "Beg pardon, sir," he said when he saw I was about to enter. "The colonel don't wish to be disturbed."

	I'd been in the army long enough to know not to question that tone of voice. I turned on my heel and walked out of the house. As I'd told Thomas, the weather was fair. I'd take out Monte, who Bertie had been so kind as to have stabled at Greenbriers. Many of the younger stock had been taken for the War, and it wasn't likely they'd be returned. Because Monte was getting long in the tooth, he'd been left behind, and I was grateful for that. And in spite of his advancing age, he was still up for a gentle ride.

	I rode to Thorny Walk and visited the tenants. I was saddened to learn we'd lost a few due to the Spanish Influenza.

	However, I was relieved to discover the Buttericks were hale and hearty. Annabel, Meggie's baby was now a plump, happy little lass. I couldn't help noticing she wore the silver chain and cross I'd given her mother years ago. Alfie was proud of her and played with her as best he could with broken ribs and a broken arm that were slowly healing. After having got through the worst of the fighting without a scratch, he'd been injured in the last days of the war. A Yank, celebrating the anticipated Armistice a bit too enthusiastically, had run him down. Now Alfie was at home convalescing, his wife and little girl making a fuss over him. And Meggie was expecting again.

	I rested a hand on Alfie's shoulder. "Your place at Thorny Walk will be there for you when you've mended enough to return to work."

	"Thankee, sir, but...Will Sir John have me back?"

	"Why wouldn't he?"

	He shrugged.

	"Alfie."

	"That man Sir John's got running things seems set on doing them his own way."

	It made sense that with both Father and John in Town, someone would be needed to oversee Thorny Walk.

	"What man?"

	"Mr Morgan."

	"I don't know the name."

	He shrugged again. "Mr John suggested him for the job."

	"I'll talk to Morgan." I said goodbye to the little family, caught up Monte's reins, and went in search of this Morgan.

	I found him at the home farm.

	"I'm Warrick Synclaire."

	"You don't look much like your father or brother."

	"Indeed." I gave him the cold look I'd perfected in the years away from home, and he quickly apologised.

	"I was just saying. What can I do for you, sir?"

	"When Alfie Butterick is well enough to return to work, you'll give him his position back."

	"As what?"

	"Groom."

	"We've got a groom."

	"We'll have one more."

	"Come now, sir. We don't have as many horses, thanks to the army, and the ones we do have are almost ready to be put down. We don't need another groom."

	"Nevertheless, Alfie has worked for us since he was a lad. His family has been on this land for generations. Now he's been wounded in service to his country, and you'll personally see he has his position back."

	"I'll need to talk to Mr Synclaire about that, seeing as he's the one who hired me."

	I gritted my teeth. I was just the third son, with no right to order about any of the employees on my father's land. I'd have to talk to John myself.

	"Very well." I stepped into the stirrup of Monte's saddle and swung my leg over his back.

	I needed a drink. I headed Monte toward Upper Flossmere and the Whistling Gypsy pub.

	* * * *

	It was late by the time I handed Monte's reins over to the groom at Greenbriers.

	I staggered a bit--all that alcohol and no food--but made my way fairly steadily into Fortescue Manor. There was no one to take note of my sotted condition, and I climbed the stairs to my bedroom. Once there, I tumbled onto the bed without bothering to undress.

	* * * *

	That night, for the second time, I dreamt of wolves and fog and debasement, and I woke enough to vomit into the chamber pot I pulled out from under the bed in the nick of time.

	* * * *

	The next morning, I woke feeling horrendous. I wouldn't have been surprised if my head exploded. My stomach roiled, and my mouth tasted vile. I stripped off the clothes I'd worn the day before, had a quick wash, and used tooth powder to freshen my breath.

	Tidy to the best degree I could hope for, I went down to the breakfast parlour, startled to see Thomas there. Since he'd returned home, he'd preferred to break his fast in his room.

	"Good morning, Thorn."

	"Good morning," I mumbled and poured myself a cup of tea. I'd have preferred a hair of the dog, but I didn't want Thomas to see me like that. "So...er...what did your colonel have to say?"

	"Nothing of much import."

	"You were in there with him for quite some time."

	He shrugged.

	"Thomas. Talk to me."

	"There's nothing to talk about." He rose and walked out of the room.

	The tea I'd just swallowed settled like a stone in my stomach. I felt more shunted aside than ever.

	I learned later that Thomas had refused to speak to anyone in the household of the outcome of that meeting.

	However, he did say he planned to travel, using the excuse of coming to terms with the loss of his eye, and later that week, he kissed his mother goodbye, shook my hand--not a hug nor a peck on the cheek--and left the country.

	* * * *

	I seemed to be struck by one loss after another. First Father deciding he'd need to find rooms in London in order to continue working for the government.

	Then his decision to whore out Thorny Walk House by turning it into a retreat for political bigwigs. As a result, Thorny Walk was no longer home, not for now.

	Father was the head of the family, however, and I had no say in the matter, so I had best stop acting like a sulky boy. I determined to help where I could. I needed to speak to him at any rate about Alfie Butterick's position at Thorny Walk.

	Lady Eugenia was so kind as to permit me the use of Townsend, her chauffeur, and the Rolls Royce Silver Ghost, and he drove me to Town.

	Father wasn't in his rooms, so I had Townsend drive me to my half-brother's digs.

	"You're the last person I expected to see in London," he said. "I thought you were still playing nursemaid to the Smythe whelp."

	"Why did you never like Thomas?"

	"You were too bloody close."

	"I imagine you heard that from Harry?"

	He seemed surprised I didn't deny it.

	"Well, it hardly matters now. I'd like to speak with Father. Can you tell me where I can find him?"

	"He's at his club."

	"He's got a club?"

	"White's." John shook his head and muttered Idiot.

	I pretended not to hear.

	"Was there anything else you wanted? Because if not, I've an important engagement."

	"Just one thing. What do you know of this Morgan fellow who's overseeing Thorny Walk?"

	"He worked for a friend of mine."

	"Was he given a reference?"

	"Do you honestly think I'd have brought someone to Father's notice if he wasn't?" He gave me an impatient look. "I talked this over with Father, and he had no objections. Now I really must go."

	"Of course. Good day, John." I walked out, my gait stiff with outrage, and got into the Silver Ghost.

	"Where to, sir?"

	"White's. It's on--"

	"St James's Street. Yes, I know."

	It didn't take long to arrive at White's. I climbed the steps, opened the door, and entered the foyer.

	"I'm Warrick Synclaire," I told the man who stood there. "I understand my father, Sir John Synclaire, is here?"

	"Yes, sir. One moment, please." He went off to notify my father, and true to his word, he returned shortly. "If you'll sign the book, sir?"

	I signed, just as Father came striding up.

	"Thank you, Hughes," he tossed over his shoulder.

	Hughes nodded and took up his position at the door again.

	"I'm surprised to see you here," Father said to me.

	"I'm sorry to disturb you, but I needed to talk with you."

	"Very well. Come this way."

	I followed him into the room used by members for non-members.

	"Would you care for a Sherry?"

	I'd have preferred a whisky, but I would take what I could get. "Yes, please. That would be fine."

	He signalled a waiter, gave the man his order, and then gestured toward a pair of armchairs.

	"Now then. What was it you wanted?"

	"First, permit me to express my gratitude to you for obtaining this leave for me."

	He looked startled. Didn't he expect a word of thanks?

	"You're welcome. I trust young Smythe is doing well?"

	I shrugged. "As well as can be expected. He still hasn't come to terms with the loss, so he's decided to do some travelling."

	"Hmm"

	I decided to turn the conversation back to my reason for coming to see him. "I spoke with Morgan the other day."

	"Why?" His tone was chill.

	"I promised Alfie Butterick his job once he was done convalescing. Morgan seemed reluctant to hold it for him."

	Father sighed. "I don't know that Thorny Walk has the need for two grooms."

	"What are you saying, sir?"

	"Some of our young stock was taken for the War--"

	I recalled Morgan saying as much. "But surely you'll replace them?"

	"For what purpose? I'm about ready to give up fox-hunting. As for your brother, it's been more convenient for him to stable his horse here in Town."

	"Alfie's family have worked for Synclaires for generations. He's got a family. Do you plan to turn him out?"

	"Keep your voice down, young man. Thorny Walk belongs to me, and I'll make the final decision."

	The waiter brought our Sherries, and I took an incautious swallow.

	"Really, Warrick. This vintage is to be savoured."

	"Sorry, sir."

	"Was there anything else you wished to talk to me about?"

	"Yes. As you know, I'm staying at Fortescue Manor just now, and I'm rather at a loose end, since I have a few days before my leave is over and I must return to Paris. I propose to ride over to Thorny Walk. I can deal with everything you feel needs to be done before you have the first tenants in." The house would have to be aired, the covers removed, and the family treasures locked away in the priest's hole.

	"That's quite all right, but it's not necessary."

	"But--"

	"There's no need to put yourself out. John will take care of it."

	"I see. Yes, of course." I set down the Sherry. "In that case, I'd best return to Greenbriers."

	"Lady Eugenia always had a fondness for you." He muttered something that sounded like interfering woman.

	Was my expression as tired as it felt? "She's been very kind."

	"Humph. How long do you plan to stay with her?"

	"Not much longer, now."

	"What will you do once you're demobilised? As I said, John will deal with Thorny Walk."

	"I'll do some travelling." With Thomas away and Father having no use for my services, there would be nothing for me in the land of my birth. "Goodbye, sir. Give John my...er...best." I rose and offered him my hand.

	Did he look regretful? No, I was certain I had that wrong.

	I turned and walked out.

	* * * *

	Lady Eugenia was kind, as always. "You know you're welcome to stay for as long as you choose," she was at pains to tell me. She'd also been kind enough to assure me she'd find a place for Alfie, having him trained up as a mechanic when I'd mentioned he'd always been fixing things at Thorny Walk.

	"I know, and thank you, but it's time for me to report back."

	"Take care, Warrick." She embraced me, her light floral scent enveloping me. "And if you ever need a refuge, please be assured you have one here."

	What an odd way to phrase it. I kissed her cheek, waited while Wolcott put my kitbag in the car, and then got in myself. The Silver Ghost was very well sprung, and I had no problem with travel sickness.

	Townsend drove me to the local train station, the same station that had started my journey to Canada eleven years before. Once the train arrived in Dover, it was simply a matter of crossing the Channel and then taking another train to Paris.

	* * * *

	When I was finally demobilised in early spring of 1919, I decided to take a page from Thomas's book. I caught the first ship sailing anywhere and set out to see the world.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 13: Warrick

	As I'd told Father and Lady Eugenia, I did some travelling and saw something of the world, although I made a point to avoid Africa.

	One odd thing--the further I got from England and Thorny Walk the less frequently I was bothered by that dream.

	Two years later, after having circled the globe a number of times, I sailed back to Canada. My position in the architectural firm in which I had worked before I left for France was waiting for me.

	Of course. So many never came home. And the Spanish Influenza took a toll on the population--even more than the War had done.

	My professional life prospered. As prior to the war, the senior partners were pleased with my work, and I rose rapidly within the firm.

	My personal life, on the other hand, was dismal. I was alone, and I was tired of having no one to share my evenings with.

	A trip to Calgary during its Exhibition and Stampede had shown just how much I wanted someone and how far I was willing to go to have him in my life. Or perhaps how far I wasn't willing to go.

	I met an American cowboy named Arizona. Bucking broncos and Brahma bulls were not the only things he knew how to ride, but although I took him back to my hotel room, I had no intention of allowing him to ride me.

	He called me a cock tease and knocked me down. However, four years in the army had taught me how to defend myself, and I leapt to my feet and struck back at him.

	Although there was broken furniture, black eyes, and torn clothing, the end result was I was still the one on top, and I buggered him senseless. He let me know of his enjoyment very vocally.

	He was gone when I woke the next morning, having left a ten dollar bill on the dresser to help cover the cost of the destruction we'd wrought, along with a brief note.

	Good thing I'm a cowpoke, sugarfoot, otherwise I'd have a tough time explainin' my funny walk to my amigos. It was an experience, and one I ain't likely to try again unless I'm on top. You might want to be cautious with those teeth of yours. You bit me hard enough to break the skin.

	He was probably exaggerating. I didn't remember doing any such thing. I shrugged, lit a match and burned the note, then washed, dressed, and packed, and made things right with the hotel management before I caught the first train back to Montreal.

	* * * *

	I was surprised to find a letter from Thomas waiting at my digs. I hadn't heard from him since I'd returned to Canada, when Aubrey had handed me a packet of letters that had arrived over the years that I'd been away.

	"I don't understand."

	"I convinced your mother not to burn them. Apparently she isn't very fond of your friend Thomas."

	"Thank you. No, she isn't, although I never understood why." It made sense Thomas would send those letters to the last address he had for me. While I'd written to Lady Eugenia periodically to let her know my whereabouts, I'd been long gone before a response could reach me.

	The letters were chatty, similar in tone to what he'd written before the war, and I couldn't understand why he'd written so many that frankly said nothing. If I had any sense, I'd burn them. But they were from Thomas, so I tied them with a ribbon the colour of his eyes--his eye--and tucked them away in a small chest.

	Once I was settled in Montreal, I wrote to him, but I never heard back. I imagined Thomas had grown tired of not getting any kind of response from me, and I couldn't say I blamed him. I decided to leave well enough alone.

	Now, I took the letter, startled to find my hands trembling to a degree I almost dropped it. I forced myself to examine the envelope, to take my time studying it. It was postmarked from Egypt. Oddly enough, the address was this flat rather than my mother's cottage.

	I shook my head, dismissing it as one of those peculiar things that just happened, slit the flap, and removed the sheets of white paper.

	I've found him again! he wrote. He would never tell me what he was doing in that part of the world, but I suspected it was something deep and dark and to do with the government and his former commander, who had since been knighted. Roddy Sayer! Those damned exclamation points. Do you remember me writing to you of him?

	How could I forget, I mused bleakly? I'd sat beside Thomas's bed, taking in the stark paleness of his face, the whiteness of the bandage that hid most of the livid gash that marred the right side of his face, and listened as he rambled on about Roddy Sayer.

	I'd always known there was no hope--too much time had elapsed, too much water under the bridge--but still, deep down inside...I had hoped.

	Cutter was no longer in Thomas's life, but now Roddy Sayer was, and he was no longer with that old man.

	Charlie Pearson, his partner, who really wasn't all that old, had died in 1922 in the desert, where they had been involved in the excavation of the tomb of King Tutankhamun. Apparently he had fallen victim to the curse of the Boy King.

	I'm going to seize the day, Thomas wrote. When next I write, Roddy will be mine! I've already talked him into returning to England and Greenbriers with me! Oh, my prickly Thorn, you're going to love him as much as I do!

	Hardly likely. I burned this letter, too, more because it could be incriminating to him than to me. Who was there to care who an architect took to his bed?

	I got that tickle at the back of my throat, and the only way to be rid of it was to drink it away.

	There was a pub just down the road from my digs, and I took myself off to the Skip for Gold.

	* * * *

	I ordered a whisky with a soda chaser, knocked back the whisky and ordered a second. "Keep them coming," I told the barkeep, and I walked to the rear of the pub where it wasn't likely I'd be disturbed.

	I was uncertain how much time had passed. Five or six or perhaps seven--my eyes weren't seeing straight by that point--empty shot glasses were before me and only the one soda which hadn't been touched. I blinked and reached for a glass that still had some amber liquid in it.

	"Lieutenant Synclaire? Is that you?"

	I raised my head and peered at the man standing beside my table. "Do I know you?"

	"It's Mr Sullivan. Fox Sullivan. I patched you up during the war."

	I blinked and finally recognised him. "Hullo, Fox."

	"Er...How simply splendid to see you again. Mind if I join you?"

	I did, rather. I just wanted to mourn the loss of my first love in maudlin solitude. Of course I knew how foolish I was being. How many times must I put myself through this?

	But Fox ordered a whisky for himself and sat next to me, the warmth of his thigh radiating through the material of his trousers.

	I shrugged and continued to stare broodingly at my last, half empty glass.

	"What's wrong, Rick?"

	I opened my mouth to snap that my name was Warrick and he wasn't to call me by that nickname, that nothing was wrong, that my life was absolutely perfect.

	Instead, the whole story of my youthful love affair with Thomas came spilling out, ending with how we were separated because my parents could no longer tolerate each other.

	The only thing that didn't come spewing past my unguarded lips were the details of the last night I'd spent with Thomas and how the gypsy had stolen into my room and taken me. Oh yes, I'd remembered--and I wished to heaven I hadn't. The memory had come back in the trenches of the Western Front, and if I hadn't had the Hun to shoot down, I'd have surely blown my brains out. But I would never tell anyone of that.

	The only thing of any good was that now there were more than three thousand miles between myself and the country of my birth, I was seldom plagued by that dream.

	Fox rested his hand on my knee, and his fingers squeezed it rhythmically. My cock began to take notice.

	"My rooms are behind my office, which is just down the road," he said. "Come spend the night with me."

	I struggled to focus my gaze on his face. It was an attractive face, but I should warn him. "My heart belongs to Another!" I told him loftily, then spoiled it by hiccoughing.

	"That's quite all right. Your friend Thomas can have your heart. I just want your body." He waggled his eyebrows and gave me a droll look, and I burst into laughter.

	"All right then."

	Fox took me home, propping me up as I staggered every foot of the way.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 14: Fox Sullivan

	Fox sat naked and cross-legged at the foot of the bed, watching as Warrick Synclaire slept. Fox was one of the largest members of his pack, but at six foot three, Warrick towered over him, and it had taken Fox quite a bit of time and energy to wrestle Warrick out of his clothes.

	Now he sprawled on his back, his mouth open as he snored and a fine line of drool dampened the pillow. Not in the least attractive, and Fox shook his head at his foolishness at still being drawn to the big man.

	He had been from the moment the ambulance driver had helped unload him and get him into the operating theatre. Rick had looked into his eyes and said, "I've got two legs, Doctor. If I come out of surgery with anything less than the two, I will come after you, if I have to drag myself over hell's creation, and I'll have no qualms in shooting off a favourite piece of your anatomy."

	Fox had believed him, but that hadn't been why he'd done his damnedest to repair the leg. It hadn't been professional, but he'd determined to take the man to bed.

	They'd had a few pleasant weeks while Rick recovered enough to be sent home to finish convalescing, and Fox had had hopes they'd stay in touch.

	They hadn't, and he would have shrugged it off, but for some reason, he couldn't get those blue eyes out of his mind. It had been the despair of his family. He should have found a mate, but none of the females sang to him as that man had.

	Fox moved to Montreal and set up his practice. If he was going to be alone for the rest of his life, he might as well make himself useful to his family and mankind.

	And then, years later, Fox had caught a hint of that tantalising scent, and he'd felt his ears cock and his prick take interest for the first time in ages. He couldn't believe his luck and had tracked Rick to an architectural firm which wasn't too far from Fox's own practice.

	It wasn't like him to dither, but that was exactly what he'd done, trying to come up with a clever way to reintroduce himself to Rick.

	Now...serendipity.

	Rick had sauntered down the road and into the Skip for Gold pub, his hands tucked into his trouser pockets, which pulled the material taut over his very fine arse. Fox had given him a few minutes--well, perhaps more than a few--to settle himself. The last thing he'd want was for Rick to think he was stalking him.

	Rick had seemed pleased enough to see him again, although he'd stated bluntly his heart belonged to another. Fox was determined not to reveal how that hurt and responded with a nonchalant remark.

	"That's quite all right. I just want your body."

	They'd chatted a bit, but it became apparent that Rick only wanted to drink himself into oblivion. Fox had had no choice but to bring him back to his digs.

	And now here he was, watching as Rick slept off his drunk.

	Well, it should be all right if Fox left him alone for a little while. His prick was aching, and he needed to run off this unslaked desire.

	He swung off the bed, gave Rick a last look, then let himself out the door, and after making sure no one was around, he shifted and began to run.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 15: Warrick

	The next morning I woke up hungover. "I've got to stop doing this to myself," I groaned.

	"I must say I agree with you."

	I started, then groaned again. "Who...?"

	"It's Fox." He sounded amused rather than insulted that I'd forgotten I had company. "Here. Have a Prairie Oyster."

	It was the same remedy Bertie had prepared for Thomas and me the first time we'd sampled Sir Henry's single malt. Thomas hadn't liked the taste, but I'd enjoyed it and teased him into helping me polish off most of the bottle. And the only reason Bertie had given us the remedy was so he wouldn't get in trouble, since he was supposed to be our guardian while their parents spent a few nights in Town.

	"That's fairly disgusting."

	"Yes, but it's good for what ails you."

	"Sadist." Raw egg, Worcestershire sauce, a couple of dashes of Tabasco sauce, and the question always remained--would it stay down or come right back up? I swallowed it, and that moment was no different than any other time. I closed my eyes and bit down on my back teeth.

	"Feeling better?"

	After a few moments, I could say, "As a matter of fact, I am. You must be a magician. I don't remember this working so quickly before."

	"My old granny taught me the recipe."

	"I...I didn't hurt you last night, did I?"

	The corner of Fox's mouth curled up in a lopsided grin. "You didn't have an opportunity to do much of anything. I'd no sooner got you in my bed, than you passed out."

	"I'm undone." I covered my face with my hands. "I beg your pardon."

	"Would you be interested in making it up to me tonight?"

	I didn't answer immediately. "Your bedroom?" I looked around and realised this wasn't my room.

	"Yes. It seemed my place was closer than your flat. So...tonight?"

	I nodded cautiously, then more vigorously when my head didn't explode.

	"Splendid. I've left breakfast for you on top of the cooker. Stay as long as you want."

	I groaned once more. "I have work. They're going to wonder what's become of me."

	"They won't. I called to tell them I was your doctor and you weren't feeling well. Everyone remembers how bad the Spanish Influenza was, so they were quite willing to believe me."

	"Thank you. But...how did you have their number?"

	He blushed. "Oh, er...I asked the operator to connect us."

	I raised an eyebrow at that. "How is it you're aware of my company's name?"

	He blushed harder, which I thought was adorable. He distracted me by saying, "I've missed you, Rick. All these years."

	"But we knew each other such a short time." It had been almost six years, and I realised I hadn't been living, I'd just been going through the motions.

	"That's immaterial. I...uh...I knew your office was just down the road from the Skip for Gold."

	I blinked. "Is that where we met?"

	"You did tie one on, didn't you? Yes. I've seen you walk by every evening."

	"And you never approached me?"

	He shrugged.

	"Would you have dinner with me?"

	"When?"

	"This evening?"

	"Yes."

	"Tomorrow evening?"

	His brow furrowed. "Did you change your mind about tonight?"

	"No." I smiled at him, feeling very well. Feeling, in fact, randy enough to take him to bed that instant. However, he was dressed in a neat brown suit, apparently ready to face the day.

	Fox's amber eyes glowed. "Both evenings?"

	"Yes."

	"I'd love to."

	"Excellent. I'll come pick you up about seven."

	Fox leaned down and brushed his lips over mine. "You've got a date, Lieutenant." He winked, gathered up his black bag, and left his flat.

	I plumped the pillows behind me, stacked my hand behind my head, and gave this situation some thought. Fox was kind and considerate. In addition, he prepared an excellent Prairie Oyster.

	I needed someone in my life, in my bed. It might as well be Fox. I'd wait a bit, and if things developed between us, I'd ask him to move in with me.

	He could certainly prove to be--I couldn't help chuckling--what the doctor ordered.

	* * * *

	No one took any note that two former soldiers roomed together. During the day Fox went his way and I went mine. And there was no one to see what went on during the night.

	I noticed occasionally that Fox would be missing from our bed, but I concluded he'd been out on a house call.

	I did worry how Mother would treat Fox, simply because she had never warmed to Thomas, but the fact that he was a doctor eased his path. Both Mother and Grandmother would corner him whenever we arrived for holiday dinners and would question him about various aches and pains.

	And Fox...sweet man that he was...good-naturedly answered them all.

	Grandmother had invited us to come celebrate her birthday, and Fox and I arrived with flowers, chocolates, and bottles of wine, as well as a pair of Royal Worcester porcelain figurines of Grecian water carriers. Fox offered the box containing the figurines to Grandmother and the wine and chocolates to Grandfather.

	Grandmother was pleased with the figurines and immediately put them on the mantel in the parlour.

	"Very nice choice," Mother said as she kissed my cheek--she'd become more accepting of me, perhaps because now she was with a man who loved her and not some ghost from the past--and handed me an envelope in exchange for the flowers I gave her. The envelope was addressed to me. I recognised John's handwriting.

	"Why in God's name did he send it here?" I asked.

	"Language, please, Warrick." Grandmother frowned at me.

	"Sorry, ma'am. But seriously. I don't understand--"

	"When was the last time you wrote to your brother?" Fox asked.

	I stared blankly at him, and he nodded as if he wasn't surprised. How had he got to know the ins and outs of my family relationships?

	"Really, Warrick, you've become as bad as your father." Mother sighed.

	She might have a point, I supposed. One grew weary of not having one's correspondence answered.

	I opened the envelope, took out a sheet of paper, and then shook my head. "I don't understand how a letter from Africa could arrive here in good time, and yet this one from England took almost half a year."

	"Who's writing to you from Africa?" Mother asked coolly. I met her gaze but didn't respond to her question. Her lips tightened, and she looked away.

	I began to read John's letter. After a few lines, I paused. "This can't be correct."

	"What is it?" Fox asked me.

	"According to John, something's happened at Thorny Walk House, and as a result, it's become severely damaged."

	"That house is over six hundred years old," Mother exclaimed. "As unattractive as it is, it was very well-built."

	"Nevertheless, the entire east wing has collapsed."

	Mother pressed a hand to her bosom and sank into the two-seater sofa. "That contained the family's living quarters."

	"Yes."

	"Were there any casualties?" Fox asked.

	"One moment." I resumed reading.

	Oh my dear God. I scrubbed a hand over my face. "I'm afraid there were. Oh, Father and John were both in Town at the time, so they're fine." I began reading aloud. "Father agreed to let Thorny Walk House to an Egyptian gentleman, one Ammon Runihura, a representative of the Egyptian Department of Antiquities. No one knows exactly what happened, only that after a series of explosions, Thomas Smythe and a friend of his were seen riding away from the devastation. Major Vaughan, who's detective chief inspector now, questioned them. He informed me they weren't able to shed much light on the situation."

	"Paul Vaughan?" Mother tapped her lower lip with her forefinger. "Weren't you friends with him?"

	"Hardly." He'd tended to be a conceited bully who enjoyed nothing more than picking on the younger boys at Eton. He'd also tended to lurk about, spying on me.

	"Do we know any of the...the casualties?"

	"No. They consisted of the Egyptian and his servants. Odd. It seems all his servants are either dead or missing."

	"Foreigners." Mother fussed with the collar of her dress. "I imagine they ran away."

	"Does your father want you to return to England to oversee the repairs?" Fox asked.

	I finished reading the letter, then shook my head. "John doesn't say anything about it."

	"Do you...do you plan to return anyway?"

	"No." I gave him a curious glance. "Are you trying to be rid of me?"

	"No. I...No."

	"Excellent. Because I have no intention of leaving."

	"Dinner is served, Madam." Grandmother's butler stood in the doorway.

	"Very good, Peabody." She took Grandfather's arm and led the way to the dining room. Aubrey held out his arm to Mother, which left me and Fox.

	"So you're staying," he murmured, and I grinned at him.

	"It appears that way, doesn't it?"

	We went in to dinner, and I spent the rest of the evening teasing him with sly glances and not-quite-innocent touches.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 16: Warrick

	Grandmother asked us to spend the night, but we both had work the next day. I had a floorplan to draw up and Fox had his patients to see. He drove us back to the flat we were sharing, and I teased him by running my fingertips up the inside of his thigh, stopping just short of his crotch and the bulge I could see pushing against the front of his trousers.

	"Rick," he growled, a warning in his tone.

	"Hmm?"

	"You're pressing your luck."

	"Am I?" It had been so long since I'd had someone to play with. Not since the last time Thomas and I had been together.

	"My God, wait until we get home. I'm going to bugger you stupid."

	"And do you know what? I just might let you." A sudden cold wave washed over me.

	You will not!

	Fox turned and gave me a quick glance, his eyes wide and his lips parted. "Really? You'll really let me? Finally?"

	"I said I might." I forced a smile. "Let's wait and see, shall we?"

	He shifted into high gear and it was as if the car leapt forward.

	I propped myself against the passenger door and watched as those elegant surgeon's hands of his handled the steering wheel.

	I found my eyes growing heavy, and I couldn't keep them open any longer.

	* * * *

	That damned dream--taking out a hunting rifle and Jack, my father's liver and white spaniel. Coming across something horrid in the woods. Fog and pain, blood and fear. Growls and subjugation.

	I hadn't had it in years, but now...

	It had never changed, but for some reason, this time it had, and it was worse.

	"Warrick." Someone called my name, searching for me, someone I cared about. The beast paused in buggering me, and its growls grew even more threatening.

	"Go back..." I was barely able to get the words out of a desert-dry mouth. I knew without a doubt whoever was seeking me was being sought in turn by the deadly creature of the night.

	"Come on, Rick, wake up. You're scaring me." A hand closed over the shoulder that throbbed in time with the blood that flowed to my cock. I reacted without thinking.

	I tore at the front of my trousers, then fumbled for his. I threw myself at him and thrust against his groin, growling much as the beast had. The feel of his warm body under me proved to be too much, and I climaxed, gasping as I poured myself over his abdomen.

	I sank onto him and turned my head. Air whistled between my lips as I desperately struggled to regain my breath. "Oh, Jesus, Fox, I'm so sorry."

	"It's all right."

	It wasn't. His cock was soft--he hadn't been aroused in the least. I'd as good as assaulted him.

	"Rick." He forced me to look at him, his expression filled with compassion. He stroked the damp hair out of my eyes. "A bad dream?"

	I pushed myself away. We were still in the car. Thank God he'd had enough time to turn off the engine before I'd attempted to savage him.

	"Come on," he said. "We're home. Let's go inside."

	It was awkward. I'd climaxed all over his trousers as well as mine, and they were damp.

	"Rick?"

	I nodded, forced myself to get out of the car, and did up my trousers while Fox did the same with his.

	"It might help to talk about it." He unlocked the door to our flat and helped me in as if I'd had too much to drink.

	"I doubt it."

	"I've noticed something." He locked the door behind us, managed to remove our overcoats, and directed me toward the bedroom.

	"What have you noticed?" I was exhausted and didn't really care, but I thought I'd humour him.

	"You never want to change positions." He began stripping off his clothes.

	"Of course I do. We have. Missionary, doggy, on our feet, on a chair, in the bath..."

	"Are you being deliberately obtuse? I meant you never give me the opportunity to have you."

	I felt awkward. He had a point. I never wanted any man's cock in the vicinity of my arse. "But we were going to tonight." His words had aroused me, and on this night I'd wanted it. But then that damned dream had shattered the mood.

	"Were we?" He shook his head. "Never mind. Get undressed, and I'll give you a massage."

	I did as he said--it was one of the benefits of having a doctor as a lover. I removed my clothes and set them aside. Fox had already turned down the covers, and I sat on the edge of the bed, keeping my arsehole safe from any invaders. I kept my gaze away from him. If he was disappointed because I didn't sprawl over the sheets, I didn't want to see it.

	He knelt up behind me on the bed and dug his fingers into the tense muscles of my neck and shoulders. I rubbed my cheek against the back of one hand. "What would I do without you?"

	"You'd do fine." He tipped my head around and brushed a soft kiss over my lips. "Is this a recurring nightmare?"

	I nodded uncomfortably. I should never have brought it up, should have told him I was shell-shocked. It would have been less embarrassing.

	He wrapped his arms around me. "Tell me about it," he urged, but my mind shied away from the disturbing images, unable to face them again. Unable to reveal what my disgusting subconscious mind seemed to revel in. For a moment I was back in that nightmare, being stalked, being attacked...

	"I say!" Fox shook my arm gently. "Where did you go? Come on, Warrick. Talk to me."

	He wanted to know about that nightmare. I knew it would be futile to try to avoid his questions.

	"It always starts the same way," I began hesitantly. "I'll be trying to see Thomas, and Lady Eugenia will tell me it's useless, to just go home, her son isn't for me."

	"Did he really refuse to see you?"

	"No," I murmured, confused by that part of the dream. "Although it wouldn't have mattered if he had. I'd have just barged into his room the way I did and taken up a seat at his bedside. And Lady Eugenia never knew we were lovers, either. It must be my subconscious trying to do me in. Anyway, in my dream I ride over to Fortescue Manor."

	Fox interrupted my narrative. "You didn't drive there?" He shifted on the bed and pulled me down beside him.

	"No." I slid my arm over his chest and laid my head over his heart. The rhythmic beating soothed me. "The two properties are too close to go to the bother of taking out an automobile. We always used horses. I rode over on Monte Cristo. You know something, Fox? After all this time, it still surprises me that Father kept that horse. He was really too old to carry any of us for any length of time."

	"You don't think Sir John kept him because he was your horse?" Fox wondered.

	The thought startled me. "Father would never do that. Oh, if it was John's, or Harry's..."

	"Why wouldn't he do that for you? Aren't you his son, just as much as they?"

	"It's not the same." If I mattered that much to him, he never would have let Mother take me away. Would he? I grew uncomfortable with the conversation, and would have turned away from Fox, but he refused to let me go.

	"All right. Go on with your dream."

	I was reluctant to dwell on the emotions that had haunted my sleep, the shame and the uncontrollable lust, but even less did I want to discuss my family dynamics with my lover, and so I continued, eventually concluding with the attack by the unseen creature.

	I made no mention of the beast's sexual subjugation of me.

	"Well, I must say, it's very strange."

	"Isn't it just? One for your Sigmund Freud, one might say?"

	Fox had been reading articles published by the physician who had become the leader in psychoanalysis.

	"Perhaps," he murmured. "Perhaps something in the letter you received from England set it off."

	I made a scoffing sound.

	"When was the last time you had that dream?"

	"What do you mean?"

	"We've been together a number of months now, and I don't recall you having it or mentioning it."

	I waved a hand negligently. "Oh, it's been some time, I assure you."

	"And yet you don't find it coincidental that on the same day you received a letter from home you have a debilitating nightmare?"

	"Hardly debilitating."

	He ground his teeth. "Warrick, you're a maddening man."

	"But you love me anyway."

	He sucked in a breath, and I felt the colour leave my cheeks. We'd never spoken of any tender emotions. Had I given him hope for more than I could actually offer him?

	"Of course I'm not serious." I know my laugh was hollow. "We've hardly been together long enough--"

	"Of course not." Fox gave me another of his lopsided grins. "Go to sleep. Tomorrow will be here soon enough."

	He turned over and I pulled him back into my arms. It wasn't long before his breathing became soft and even. Lucky man.

	It was a long time before I fell asleep.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 17: Warrick

	In spite of everything, the next few years passed in a very pleasurable manner. I received an increase in my pay and the promise of a senior position in the not-too-distant future. Fox's practice expanded, and he brought in a partner.

	And at night there was Fox in my bed. As I'd told him, he'd never have my heart, but I enjoyed sharing my body with him.

	He no longer brought up the possibility of us exchanging positions and seemed content with our relationship.

	Our lives were very good.

	And then abruptly, the nightmares started again, and they came with increasing frequency, and seemingly for no reason at all.

	* * * *

	McNamara, Harrington, and McCormick, my firm, was having its annual Christmas affair, and Fox was going as my guest. No mention was ever made of the fact that we were two bachelors living together--we just had to make sure not to display an unseemly amount of affection toward one another where we could be seen.

	I stood before the mirror, growing more frustrated as for some reason I just couldn't fasten my tie.

	"Gently, dear heart," Fox said, coming up beside me and turning me. He brushed aside my hands and set to work tying my tie. "What's wrong?"

	"Why would you think anything is wrong?" I asked in turn. I was uncertain as to whether I should tell him about the nightmares or not.

	"Warrick."

	A brisk knock on the front door proved to be the solution. "Bugger," I swore, although I was secretly relieved. "I knew I should have taken rooms in a hotel rather than rent this house."

	Fox tugged on a lock of my hair playfully. "You'd have hated it and so would I. Think how quiet we'd have to be when we made love."

	"You may have a point," I agreed. One of the things that drew me to Fox Sullivan was how loud he became during our bouts of lovemaking. It reminded me of Thomas.

	I stepped into my shoes and went to see who was beating at our door.

	The man who stood there regarded me in a bored manner. "Warrick Synclaire?" he asked. When I nodded, he handed me a telegramme and waited patiently while I signed for it and then found some coins to tip him.

	He touched his cap, sauntered to where he'd left his bicycle, and rode on down the street.

	I closed the door and turned the telegramme over and over in my hands.

	The last telegramme I had received had been from my brother, John, informing me that our middle brother, Harry, had been killed in the War.

	Was this telegramme going to tell me Father had died? It wouldn't have surprised me, since he'd be eighty on his next birthday. I hadn't seen him in almost ten years, and there had been no correspondence between us, although Lady Eugenia wrote occasionally keeping me abreast of things in our corner of Kent.

	I searched out the signature on the telegramme before I even read the message. Carter Harris? Wasn't he Father's solicitor? I became tense, and I began to read the terse message.

	"Bloody hell!"

	"What's wrong? Bad news?" Fox had drawn on his dinner jacket, which emphasised his broad shoulders, and had followed me into the foyer.

	I brushed past him, hurrying to the cupboard that held my valise. "Call Mr McNamara, please, and tender my regrets."

	"We're not going to the party?"

	"I'm not." I tossed the valise onto the bed and began to pack. "I must go home. John is dead."

	"What? Oh God, Warrick, I'm so sorry. But...how? He wasn't much older than you--"

	I gave him a wry look. "He wasn't old, but as to the disparity in our ages...He was almost twenty years my senior."

	"Oh. I...I had no idea."

	Why would he? My family weren't something I spoke of often.

	"What happened?"

	"I've no idea yet. The telegramme only states he's dead."

	"Will you wait for a letter?"

	"No. Father isn't a letter writer, and by the time Lady Eugenia's letter arrives, I should be at home." Just as I knew Father wouldn't write, I knew Lady Eugenia would.

	"It's a shame there's no telephone service."

	"That would have been handy," I had to agree. There had been some talk of it, but it seemed it would be years in the future.

	I stripped off my formal togs and dressed in a suit that would be more appropriate for the first leg of this journey.

	I ran a hand through my hair as I glanced distractedly around the room. Had I forgotten anything? "I'll...I'll send you a telegramme advising of my return."

	"I'm coming with you." He saw from my expression that I was going to object. "Just to the dock, Rick. I can't leave my patients at such short notice, although I could leave them to Richards if you'd like?"

	I shook my head.

	"In that case, please let me come see you off. When I get back, I'll inform Lady Helena."

	I was ashamed I hadn't thought of letting Mother know John was dead. As for Father, it was unlikely he would have given his solicitor instructions to telegramme her.

	"All right." I hugged Fox, which I knew surprised him. I'd never been one for demonstrations of affection. "Thank you."

	He squeezed my arm. "I'll get the car out, and we'll be on our way."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 18: Warrick

	I found myself wishing there were a faster method of transatlantic travel than ship. I paced the deck, chatted desultorily with my fellow passengers, and paced some more, occasionally distracting myself by sketching what I might possibly do to repair Thorny Walk House.

	It wasn't simply because John had been buried by the time I got to Father's townhouse in London. Father looked at me with eyes that were bleak and distant and saw nothing beyond the fact that his heir was six feet under. He had no use for me there, and I turned on my heel and left him in his study with a bottle of whisky to keep him company.

	I went to a post office and sent a telegramme to Fox, letting him know I'd arrived safely and asking him to inform Mother of the fact. Then I went to Father's solicitors to discover what they could tell me about what had happened.

	Carter Harris, the bespectacled partner who dealt directly with Father, had left instructions with his secretary to usher me directly into his office.

	"I'm so sorry to meet you under such sad circumstances, Mr Synclaire," he said as he rose from behind his desk and held out his hand to shake mine. "Mr John Synclaire was a good and honourable man, and he'll be sorely missed."

	I murmured something inconsequential, and he gestured toward a chair and waited until I was seated before he sat himself.

	"Now, I'm sure you want to get right down to business. As per Sir John's instructions, we engaged a company to begin rebuilding Thorny Walk House." Mr Harris fiddled with the papers on his desk. "I'm afraid much remains to be done."

	"What does the state of Thorny Walk House have to do with my half-brother's death? The house had been damaged years ago, and quite frankly, I was certain by this time the repairs would have been completed."

	"If you'll permit me to explain? What you've said is very true, sir, but the builder Mr John Synclaire employed were quite slow in the matter."

	"I don't understand. I was familiar with that firm, and they're quite competent." I'd gone to see them myself, and while I was unhappy that Father wouldn't trust me to do the job, I knew they'd do good work.

	"As to that, I'm sure I couldn't say. From what I was given to understand, Sir John had become impatient over the delays--they were one after the other, although he never revealed the cause--so he sent your brother to discover exactly how much work had been accomplished and when the end date might be."

	I couldn't help shaking my head. If only Father had entrusted the restoration of Thorny Walk House to me, it would have been completed at least three years earlier.

	The solicitor cleared his throat. "Mr John Synclaire took his fiancée with him."

	"John was engaged?"

	"Yes, sir. A Miss Katherine Chapman. Didn't you know?"

	"Obviously not."

	"Er..." He bit his lip, unsure where to take this.

	I waved away his dismay. "Please continue."

	"Yes, sir. It was a particularly nasty night, spitting rain, and the roads were very slick. Your brother apparently lost control of the car and drove into a tree. Both he and the young lady were killed instantly."

	"Bloody hell," I muttered.

	"Indeed, sir. I have the police report here, if you'd care to have a look at it. Sir John was too distraught to."

	I took it and gave it a brief glance, then read it over more carefully. "There was the odour of alcohol about John and his fiancée?"

	"I believe that's what the report says, yes."

	"John never drank."

	Harris gaped at me, then closed his mouth. "Perhaps the young lady drank? If she were the one who drove..."

	"I wouldn't know, but it also wouldn't make sense for a man who was a teetotaller to become engaged to a woman who drank to such excess her clothes were inundated with the scent of alcohol." Something else I found puzzling, if, as Harris insinuated, Miss Chapman might have been driving. From what I knew of my half-brother, John loved that four-wheeled beast of his too well to let anyone else behind the wheel.

	"Men do odd things in the name of love," Harris murmured. He removed a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to polish his glasses.

	I found the signature at the bottom of the report. Paul Vaughan? Just what I needed. However, I'd make a point of talking to him about this when I arrived at Thorny Walk. "May I keep this?" I held up the report.

	"Of course."

	"Thank you." I folded it and tucked it away in the inner pocket of my suit jacket, indicating that conversation, at least, was concluded.

	Harris cleared his throat again. "Er...I'm uncertain if Sir John has spoken to you about what he wishes done with Thorny Walk House?"

	"He didn't say anything about it."

	"Oh my. Well...er...you're an architect..."

	"I am. I suppose I'll hire a car and motor down to Kent to assess what remains to be done."

	"Forgive me for asking, but how are you for funds?"

	I raised an eyebrow, and he hurried to continue.

	"That is to say, Mr John Synclaire has a codicil to his will that ensures his surviving brother has the ability to drawn on his bank for whatever amount he might need."

	"John did?" I'd always thought he had no use for me. "Well, at the moment I have no need for any cash." Fox had thought of it. He'd given me the contents of the little chest he kept in the cupboard in our bedroom. He was better about money than I was. I'd have to see about repaying him.

	"I beg your pardon. However, if you find yourself in need..."

	"Thank you, I'll keep it in mind."

	"You might want this." He handed me a cheque book and hurried to speak before I could snap at him. "This will be solely for paying the workers at Thorny Walk House when work resumes."

	I accepted it and tucked it in the same pocket as the police report. "Was there anything else?"

	"No, sir."

	"In that case..." I rose and extended my hand. "Thank you, and good day."

	* * * *

	If I thought the meeting with Father's solicitor was less than felicitous, I had an even less enjoyable experience waiting for me.

	An acquaintance I ran into on the street took great pleasure in trying to ferret out the details of what had gone on at Thorny Walk House all those years ago.

	"Synclaire! I say, old chap, rum go about the family manse. Hear it was King Tut, striking back from the grave! A-haw, a-haw, a-haw! Is that so?" He was avid in his desire to learn every bit of gossip.

	Well, so was just about everyone in Town, even four years later. Even in Canada, articles of the curse of the Boy King had cropped up in the newspapers.

	"I wasn't here at the time, Jeffries," I said as coolly as I could. "I could hardly say."

	"Just so, just so." He seemed disappointed. It was only as an afterthought that he continued, "Oh, by the by, so sorry about your brother."

	"I'll pass your condolences on to my father."

	He gave a tight smile and hurried off.

	It was the same thing, from every man who stopped me. The bloody, bedamned bastards.

	When I was finally able to escape from the last of them, I drove to St James's Street.

	Hughes, the man I'd seen at White's years before when I'd called on Father there, stood in the foyer and peered at me. Before I could give him my name, he murmured, "Mr Synclaire. One moment, please."

	He returned quickly, alone, and I wondered if Father was going to refuse to see me.

	"If you'll sign the book?" He waited until I did, then said, "Come this way, please. Sir John is having lunch and asks that you join him."

	I followed Hughes and spotted Father across the dining room.

	"Father." I shook his hand, and he gestured for me to take a seat. "I can't stay for long. I have to be on my way to Thorny Walk within the hour. I just wanted to make sure you're well."

	"As well as can be expected."

	Of course.

	Before I could decline, a waiter brought me a plate with a portion of grouse on it.

	"Do you wish to come home with me?" I asked as I toyed with the food.

	"No."

	No. He'd remain in London and mourn his eldest son, even though John had been gone these few months.

	"Have you...have you been to John's grave?" Father seemed to find the vegetables he selected fascinating.

	"Certainly." I'd paid my respects earlier, but I couldn't linger. I had too much to do.

	Father sighed.

	I pushed back from the table and rose. "I'll keep you abreast of the work being done at Thorny Walk House."

	"Do that."

	"Goodbye, Father."

	"Warrick."

	I turned and walked out.

	I knew I'd have to see Father periodically, but I couldn't hire a car every time I needed to drive up to Town. I'd bought a car, an Aston Martin that was a little beauty.

	I drove down to Kent--to speak to Vaughan about John's accident and to assess the amount of work that still needed to be done, yes--but mostly because I needed to be with someone who was actually pleased to see me.

	I needed to see Thomas.

	Before I even stopped at Thorny Walk House, I drove to Fortescue Manor. Lady Eugenia was in the front hall when her butler opened the door to me.

	Her eyes pooled with tears, and she hurried forward to embrace me. "Warrick!" She turned to her butler. "Foster. Bring us tea in the conservatory, if you please?"

	He bowed and hurried off, and she turned back to me.

	"Has Wolcott retired?" I asked before she could say anything.

	"Yes, a few years now." She continued in a rush. "Oh, my dear boy. I'm so very sorry about your brother. What an absolutely dreadful thing."

	To my surprise, I felt my own eyes burn, and I blinked furiously.

	"And the house at Thorny Walk--your home--"

	"I'm here to rebuild it, Lady Eugenia. That's why Father sent for me."

	She frowned at the bitterness in my voice, her distress evident that I obviously still believed there would be no other reason my father would want to see me. "I don't think you give Sir John enough credit. Your father cares about you a great deal."

	"Do you think so?" I asked flatly. "It would have been nice if just once he had told me so."

	"Ah, Warrick, don't make the same mistake he made, holding on to ancient hurts, letting your pride dictate your actions."

	"No, milady." I didn't want to quarrel with my friend's mother. "Is Thomas at home? I thought I'd stop by to visit with him before going to see the extent of the damage at Thorny Walk House."

	Lady Eugenia shook her head. For one disconcerting moment I thought my nightmares were about to prove prophetic, but instead of refusing to let me see him, she simply said, "You've missed him."

	"I can return," I assured her, perhaps more eagerly than might have been wise.

	She gave my arm a slight shake. "He's on his way to Africa. Warrick! Where are you going?"

	I strode toward the door. "Is he sailing from Southampton? If I hurry, I'm sure I can catch up with him before he leaves."

	"Please don't, Warrick." She caught me before I could put a hand to the doorknob. "Haste was of the essence, and he won't stop for anything. For anyone."

	If I hadn't been in the presence of a lady, I'd have sworn. "That mysterious job of his in the government?" I asked, trying to lighten the heaviness that settled around my heart. I had been so counting on seeing him again.

	His mother smiled wistfully and looped her arm through mine. "Do come in, dear boy, and have a spot of tea with me." She urged me into the house. "You know he refuses to talk to anyone about that. Well, anyone other than Roddy."

	"Roddy? Would that be Roddy Sayer, the young man he fished out of Lake Tanganyika?" Now I felt even worse. I had been hoping that that affair would have fizzled by this point.

	"Why, yes. How did you know of him?" Before I could respond, she exclaimed, "But of course. Your correspondence with Thomas. Those letters meant so much to him," She reached up to brush a hand over my hair and murmured, "I don't recall seeing your widow's peak so pronounced."

	"I beg your pardon?"

	She shook her head. "Never mind, it's inconsequential. But I do thank you for giving my boy something to look forward to during that dreadful war."

	"Those letters meant a great deal to me also, Lady Eugenia." More than she would ever know.

	She led me to the conservatory at the rear of the house.

	I had to smile. Almost every country house in this part of Kent had a conservatory, and it seemed it was always placed somewhere toward the rear of the house. Perhaps that was why the plans I had drawn up to distract myself on the voyage home also featured a large, airy room that would be filled with all manner of plants, exotics as well as native, but I'd positioned it to the side, rather than the rear.

	Foster had the tea things laid out by the time we reached the conservatory.

	"Have a seat, and I'll pour." Lady Eugenia held the tiny cup and saucer with steady fingers. The teapot, in her other hand, was tipped, and she filled the cup with consummate grace. "Here you are, Warrick." She offered me the cup.

	"How...er...how serious is it with them?" I added two sugar cubes and a splash of milk, then stirred.

	She regarded me thoughtfully, then answered my question with another question. "How long have you been aware of my son's preferences?"

	Did she expect an honest answer? I wasn't certain she would welcome me into her home any longer if she learned that I was the one who had taken her son's virginity. "Oh, quite some time, milady," I murmured vaguely.

	Her expression became wry. "I truly wish someone had thought to inform me of this state of affairs. You can't imagine how embarrassing it was to be throwing girls at Thomas's head in hopes that he might select one, only to discover that I'd have done better to parade some likely young man before him." She sighed. "Well, the one bright spot is that Bertie had no idea either."

	I had been in the process of sipping my tea when she made that remark, and I choked. "Bertie?" He had almost caught us once, and from his cool attitude toward me afterward, I'd been positive he knew what had been going on between his younger brother and myself.

	She took a neat bite out of her cucumber sandwich and chewed thoughtfully. "After he married, he became even more of a matchmaker than I. Thomas finally set him straight, and it was rather acrimonious, I believe. My sons have no qualms in discussing their differences at the top of their lungs. But once Bertie met Roddy, he did like him, and seemed to resign himself to the fact that he would never be an uncle. Fortunately, his wife is a good breeder, and they have a number of boys already, so the Greenbriers staying in Smythe possession is guaranteed."

	At least Thomas was spared the pressure of having to produce an heir. Eventually, Father would realize that it now fell to me to keep Thorny Walk lands in this branch of the family, and he would insist I marry some suitable girl. I shuddered and thrust that worry aside for another time.

	"Do you like this young man?"

	"Yes, I do. You didn't know, but there was a time when I feared for Thomas. He was so recklessly careless with his life. I think that's why he took that position his former commander offered."

	I did know, but there was nothing I could have done for my friend. There was nothing he would have allowed me to do. I remained silent.

	She turned away to reach for her tea, but not before I saw the sadness in her eyes. "Losing his eye in that battle, and in addition to that his RSM, almost destroyed him." She laid her hand on my knee and leaned closer. "I'll tell you something in the utmost confidence, my dear boy. Once I realised how things stood, I was rather hoping he might find Roddy again. The only time he seemed anything like his old self was when he spoke of him."

	"Thomas wrote to me from Africa, telling me he wanted to bring young Sayer home with him. You approve then?"

	"It's not the path I would have chosen for him, but then, I'm not the one who will walk that path. Yes, Warrick, I do approve. Very heartily." Her smile became impish, and I saw her son in her. "Roddy is an absolute delight. I'll never forget the time he told me he wanted the doctor to see Thomas, because obviously the blow to his head was more severe than had been believed. All that, because Thomas told him he loved him."

	Again I began to sputter as a crumb lodged in my throat. "I beg your pardon? What blow to his head?" I refused to consider her last words; they'd hurt too much.

	She began to explain. "The Egyptian gentleman who let Thorny Walk House threatened Roddy in some manner, which they would never explain to me. Thomas went to issue an ultimatum--"

	"A challenge?" My mind boggled.

	"An ultimatum." Her rebuke was mild. "Roddy followed, and there was some sort of altercation in which Thomas was rendered unconscious by that blow to the head. Roddy rescued him, however. They were wearing the most outlandish get-ups when we found them--clothes much too large and some obviously inhabited by...creatures with multiple appendages."

	"Fleas?" I couldn't help laughing at her pained expression.

	"Among other things. Thomas had been beaten quite severely--"

	"What?"

	"Really, Warrick. Please let me finish."

	"Sorry."

	She nodded. "Roddy assured me the men responsible had been shown the error of their ways. Such a typically British understatement and one I would quite expect from the young man responsible for the sinking of the Marie Christine."

	Thomas had mentioned that in one of his letters to me, and I hardly needed to be reminded of it. I bit my lip, grateful I hadn't spoken those words aloud. And then I was ashamed. I dismissed it. "Were those men handed over to the Egyptian authorities for their punishment?"

	"I'm sorry, I didn't make myself clear. No one escaped from Thorny Walk House. They all paid with their lives."

	I was startled by the savage satisfaction in her voice, and wondered how it came about that women were regarded as the weaker sex.

	But that was how I learned the tales about the destruction of Thorny Walk House were not entirely false.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 19: Warrick

	Lady Eugenia offered to have me stay at Fortescue Manor, but without Thomas there, there was no point.

	And at any rate, I wanted...needed to be home.

	Because Father had had no need for his and John's horses while he lived in Town, especially after John died, he'd sought permission from Lady Eugenia to stable the horses at Greenbriers.

	The first thing I did was have the Greenbriers' groom saddle up John's horse, a leggy bay gelding he'd named Dick Whittington--Monte had been long gone by the time I returned home from Canada. Later, I'd have the horses transferred back to our stables and hire Alfie Butterick back as head groom.

	Even prepared as I had been by Lady Eugenia, I was still appalled by the extent of the wreckage, which was as thorough as it was inconceivable.

	I stared at my home in shocked horror.

	The entire east wing of the house appeared to have collapsed in on itself, but no one had a reasonable explanation for the devastation. Oh, the detective chief inspector went on about shoddy workmanship, but I was of the same mind as the village constable, who'd insisted those walls had stood for over six hundred years. What had caused them to collapse now?

	As for the builders John had employed to do the repairs on Thorny Walk House, well, I was the one who vetted them, and they were some of the best workmen in the business.

	Some work had been completed, and the skeletal framework for the ground floor and first floor was up, but this far into the restoration, it should have been completed.

	With the family wing still in desperate need of repair, I knew I had the option of sleeping on a sofa in the library. It wasn't comfortable for a man of my height, but I'd slept in worse accommodations during the War. I'd bring a sleeping bag and manage very well on the floor in front of the fireplace.

	"It's a disaster, isn't it?"

	I wasn't startled at the words in spite of the fact I was supposed to be alone. I'd heard the car approaching, the motor being switched off and the door opening, and then the tread of booted feet striding up the drive. I glanced over my shoulder.

	"Vaughan." I ran my gaze from the Tyrolean cap he wore on his head to the riding boots on his feet. Vaughan was a townie. He didn't do any mountain climbing and he didn't ride.

	"Synclaire. It's been a long time. I must say I wasn't expecting to see you here."

	"Oh? Why not? This is my home."

	"Not for the past ten years."

	"Simply because I haven't been here doesn't mean I don't consider Thorny Walk home."

	Vaughan curled his lip in a sneer. What was it about me that never failed to irritate the man?

	"The newspapers had a field day with it, you know." He gestured toward the structure that was the east wing. "No, you wouldn't know, because you were three thousand miles away."

	I gave him a cool smile. "Do continue."

	He began to shift from one foot to the other, but he caught himself and stopped. "Those rumours placed the cause of the destruction of Thorny Walk House square on the curse of King Tutankhamun."

	"Quite a number of incidents seemed to have been blamed on the Boy King."

	Vaughan scowled. "Lord Carnarvon and Howard Carter were in the area as guests of the Egyptian gentleman, and that lent credence to the rumours."

	"Is that all you came out here to tell me?"

	"No."

	I expected him to bring up John's death, but before he could, a little man came riding up on a bicycle, hopped off, and trotted across the courtyard to join us.

	"You didn't leave word you'd be here, Detective Chef Inspector." He tried to salute smartly but almost toppled over in the act. "I had to go looking all over creation to find you."

	Vaughan sighed. "My assistant, Victor Bailey."

	I gave the man a brief nod.

	"I was about to tell Mr Synclaire about--"

	"The summer they was going to start rebuilding the east wing of Thorny Walk House?"

	"No..."

	But Bailey ignored him and closed his fingers on my sleeve, gripping it urgently. "That were a bad summer, sir. A very bad summer indeed. Some of the workers was found very dead, their bodies all tore up." He loosened his grip, and now he began stroking my sleeve.

	"Oh? I don't believe I heard about that." I took his hand and removed it from my arm.

	"Yes, sir. What was the word you used, Major?"

	Vaughan sighed again. "Mutilated, Bailey. They were savagely mutilated."

	"That's the word. It got to be so bad no one went out after dark."

	"Bailey." Vaughan wanted to shut him up, but he wasn't successful.

	"Everybody made sure to stay indoors and bar their doors and windows. And word got out that Mr Pierce would make bullets--silver bullets--if he was provided with the metal."

	"Mr Pierce is the gunsmith at Lower Flossmere, am I correct?"

	"Yes, sir, in a manner of speaking, that is. He was the gunsmith."

	"Bailey!"

	"Whatever was mutt-mutilating those bodies didn't seem happy about the locals being armed with silver bullets, and one morning we--the major and myself--we found his body."

	Vaughan caught up Bailey's collar, turned him around, and gave him a shove. "I'll meet you back at the office."

	"Yes, sir. I just wanted to let you know the gypsies was back on Greenbriers land." He saluted again.

	"Thank you, I'll go see them shortly." He waited until Bailey had jogged to his bicycle and pedalled off. "You needn't pay any heed to what Victor says. It's all stuff and nonsense."

	"Is it?"

	"Indeed, yes. " Vaughan smiled, but it was a mere stretching of his lips. "He tends to run off at the mouth."

	"I see."

	"Yes, well, I must be off."

	"I'd like to see you."

	"You would?" A blush mounted his cheeks, his lips parted, and he seemed to become breathless.

	"I want to know more about the scene of the accident."

	"Accident?"

	"My brother John's accident?"

	"Oh. Er...precisely. Telephone me later, and we'll...er...arrange something."

	I reached for his arm. "We'll discuss it now."

	He stared down at my hand on his arm and blushed scarlet. "Everything is in the police report."

	"I read it."

	"Well then--"

	"Did whoever did the investigating take into account that my brother didn't drink?"

	He narrowed his eyes. "What are you saying?"

	"I'm saying it was very convenient that the authorities believed my brother and his fiancée were killed because he imbibed too much."

	"Those were the facts. And let me tell you this, Synclaire. If you hadn't been three thousand miles away, you would have been our prime suspect."

	"I beg your pardon?"

	He had the grace to flinch.

	"Why the hell would I do something like arrange for my brother--"

	"Half-brother."

	I ignored that. "--to die in an accident?"

	"The entire district is aware there was no love lost between you. And with your brother Harry gone, as well, that would make you Sir John's heir."

	"Are you insane?"

	He glowered at me. "You were never considered our prime suspect."

	It hadn't sounded like that to me. Had he said that just to wind me up? "And as I told you, John didn't drink."

	"When was the last time you saw him?"

	"Ten or so years ago."

	"People can change in that time." He straightened and met my glare. "The incident was written up as an unfortunate accident, which--I might add--your father accepts. And that's all there is to it."

	He turned and hurried off, and I was left there staring after him, grinding my teeth in frustration.

	Paul Vaughan had always been an arse.

	However...if Father accepted the police findings, there wasn't anything I could do about it.

	I caught up Dick Whittington's reins and stepped into the saddle.

	I visited all the people who lived on Thorny Walk land. They all offered condolences on John's death, but other than that, they simply looked troubled and refused to speak of that summer some years ago.

	Even Meggie and Alfie, who lived at Greenbriers because Alfie worked for Lady Eugenia, and who now had a house full of children, had nothing to say.

	When I asked Alfie to return to Thorny Walk as head groom, he turned pale. "Please don't ask me to, sir."

	There was something else going on in this corner of Kent, but it wasn't until a year or so later that it would come knocking on my own door.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 20: Warrick

	With the horses back in Thorny Walk stables, I took on a young man who would do well enough as groom.

	I had him saddle Dick Whittington, and I rode out to the clearing; this particular year the gypsies were encamped on Thorny Walk land.

	The closer I got to the vista, the edgier I became. Dick Whittington danced under me, sensing my nerves.

	Once there, I looked around for the gypsy, Nicolae, and was relieved when I couldn't spot him. Then I wondered if that was wise. Suppose he came up behind me...

	"Young sir."

	I started and Dick Whittington half-reared. But it was only the old fortune-teller.

	"Syeira."

	She nodded and studied me intently. "You are well?"

	"Well enough." I hunched a shoulder. "We'll start rebuilding Thorny Walk House soon." How could I explain I wanted the gypsies gone from my land?

	I had thought returning to England, to the place where I'd been born and brought up, would bring an end to the nightmares that plagued me, nightmares filled with blood and pain and fear.

	And something else, as well. Something dark. And arousing.

	I'd been so wrong.

	"Yes? Well, it will be a good time for us to return to Walachia. Your countryside will be too crowded."

	I blew out a relieved breath. "Thank you."

	She smiled and patted my calf.

	The next day, I sat on my horse and watched from a distance as their gaily-coloured caravans rolled down the dusty road. A pall of disquiet had hung over me like a cloud, but it dissipated the further away they went.

	However, I knew eventually they would return to Kent.

	I worried a thumbnail, then tugged on the reins and set Dick Whittington at a canter back to the stables. I had other things to be concerned about.

	I used the table in the dining room as a drafting table and set to work designing the changes that would be needed to bring Thorny Walk House to what it had once been.

	* * * *

	It took some time for me to persuade Gibbs, who ran Gibbs and Sons, the firm of builders, to return to Thorny Walk.

	"You don't understand, Mr Synclaire. I lost good men the last time we were on your estate."

	"The Detective Chief Inspector--"

	"He's not good for much, if you'll pardon me for saying so, sir."

	No, he was right about that. And no attempt had been made to replace P. C. Reynolds. I pinched the bridge of my nose.

	"If I employ armed guards to patrol the land at night?"

	He looked torn.

	"See here. I'll increase the salaries of all the men. And include a bonus at the end of the job."

	He finally agreed.

	And thank God the work went smoothly and no one was discovered dead.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 21 Lady Eugenia/Banks

	Lady Eugenia stood by the stables of Fortescue Manor, watching as the man she regarded as another son swung into the saddle and rode off to examine the damage done to his ancestral home.

	Warrick Synclaire was a tall man, at six foot three taller than most in the area--even her own sons were at least four or five inches shorter--with black hair in a pronounced widow's peak and fathomless blue eyes. Those eyes were the only things he'd inherited from his father.

	Except for his prickly nature...his parents had a hand in that.

	If there was one thing Lady Eugenia knew, it was that while Warrick Synclaire had not been an attractive child, he had been lovable.

	Such a pity both his parents had been so lost in the disillusionment of what neither was that they hadn't been able to see that.

	* * * *

	Sir John Synclaire married Helena Ware because he had two children--an infant and a young son--who needed a mother, and because of a vague physical resemblance to his first wife. Both women were striking and blue-eyed, although Elizabeth had been very fair, while Helena was a brunette.

	Helena married Sir John because after being out in society for a number of years--both in Montreal and then in London--she feared being relegated to the shelf and becoming an old maid.

	He thought Helena would be biddable and sweet-tempered.

	She thought he would be the dashing nobleman who would give her a title and rescue her from a commonplace life back in Canada.

	They had both been wrong.

	* * * *

	Banks, Lady Helena's maid, had been present when Lady Helena finally delivered the child she had waited more than ten years to have. Banks had kept silent and watched the events unfold.

	It had been a difficult pregnancy, with her ladyship being extremely ill throughout the entire nine months. Banks had had to clean up the various messes, and she'd often had to send for Lady Eugenia to come to Thorny Walk House to sooth Lady Helena's hysteria. This in spite of the fact that Lady Eugenia herself was expecting a blessed event.

	As for the birth, it had been even more difficult, lasting for almost three days. Banks was relieved she'd never have to put up with that.

	But finally the child was born, another boy.

	Sir John had looked at the squalling, red-faced infant in the doctor's arms, touched a gentle finger to the damp head, and raised his eyes to the woman who lay exhausted in the bed he hadn't shared with her in months.

	Oh yes, servants were aware of more than their employers could imagine.

	"Thank you, my love," he said.

	Banks moistened a cloth and gently patted it over Lady Helena's face.

	Poor Lady Helena. Her hair hung in sweaty tangles, and her throat had been screamed raw.

	The glare she sent toward her husband was venomous. "You have your sons," she rasped, and Banks knew she was referring to the children of Sir John's first marriage, who were away at school. "This one is mine." Lady Helena waited until her husband nodded stiffly and left the room, then said, "Let me see him."

	The doctor would have laid her son in her arms, but she recoiled in shocked horror when she saw the misshapen skull. Even Banks took a step back.

	"He's a monster!"

	"No, Lady Synclaire," Dr Cliffe said. "I assure you that the swelling and bruising around the face is quite normal. In a couple of days this will all recede and you'll think he's the most beautiful baby in Kent."

	"He's a monster!" she repeated shrilly. "Take him away!" Lady Helena began weeping hysterically.

	The doctor frowned and handed the infant to the woman who had been hired as the wet nurse. "Bring the baby to her ladyship in a day or so, and we'll see what we shall see." Dr Cliffe motioned for the wet nurse to leave, and Banks was close enough to hear him mutter to himself, "It's my experience new mothers can sometimes react strangely to their offspring." He gave Lady Helena something to calm her nerves. "Meanwhile, I'll just drop a word into Sir John's ear to treat his lady with additional patience. After all, everyone knows women are the weaker sex."

	Banks scowled at him, then wiped her expression before the doctor could see it.

	Some days later, when she had a half day, she went to Fortescue Manor to unburden herself to Walker, Lady Eugenia's maid.

	Walker made an excellent audience, and Banks was pleased with the many "Oohs" and "My goodnesses" Walker uttered as she poured Banks tea and listened avidly.

	"Is the baby that unusual-looking?" Walker asked when Banks finished her tale.

	"No more so than any newborn, I'm sure."

	"Hmm."

	Banks decided it was time to change the subject. "How is Lady Eugenia doing?" Banks knew her ladyship was due to deliver within a few days.

	Walker grinned and began telling her friend how kind Sir Henry was to his lady, all the little treasures he showered on her, from out-of-season fruits and flowers to a silver necklace with a heart-shaped locket that contained miniature photos of them both.

	Frankly, Banks would have preferred an employer like Lady Eugenia, whose face was always lit with a smile.

	However, she made sure to keep that to herself. She was fortunate to have found such a position, and if Lady Helena was a difficult employer...well, that was just something she'd have to live with.

	Meanwhile, Banks knew that later that afternoon, while Walker was doing Lady Eugenia's hair prior to going down to dinner, Walker would reveal everything Banks had told her.

	There were no secrets below stairs.

	* * * *

	Lady Eugenia was in the library, reading a copy of Pride and Prejudice, when Wolcott, their butler, came looking for her.

	"Sir John has just arrived to speak with Sir Henry," he informed her. "Sir Henry asked if you'd be so kind as to join them."

	"Of course." She had some difficulty getting out of the chair, and Wolcott was obliged to help her. "Thank you. Where are they?"

	"They're in Sir Henry's study, milady."

	"Thank you," she said again and smiled. She waddled down the hallway. With a short time to go before the birth of her second child, she was feeling decidedly huge.

	Sir Henry looked up when she paused in the doorway and gave her the smile he reserved for her alone. "Ah. There you are, my love."

	She smiled back at him. "I understand we have company. It's good to see you, Sir John."

	"My lady."

	"Would you mind joining us for a moment?" Henry asked.

	"Not at all, my dear. What can I do for you charming gentlemen?"

	For a moment both men were silent, exchanging glances. She pressed her knuckles into the discomfort that nagged at her lower back, and Henry assisted her to a chair, helping her manoeuvre her bulk onto it.

	Sir John, who was a good deal older than both she and her husband, stared down his nose at her, but she simply raised an eyebrow and waited patiently for him to speak.

	"After John was born, Elizabeth doted on him," he began finally, speaking of his first wife. "Her last act before she died was to place a kiss on Harry's brow. I know it's not the thing to speak of this outside the family, but my wife refuses to see our son, and I'm at a loss as to how to handle this behaviour of hers."

	"Not every woman reacts to motherhood in the same way," Eugenia murmured, although she couldn't understand it. She'd loved being pregnant, Bertie's birth had been uncomplicated, and now she was looking forward to the birth of this child she carried beneath her heart. Perhaps it was because there was love in this house.

	Sir John nodded impatiently. "That's what Dr Cliffe informed me."

	"Dr Cliffe tells every prospective father that." She sighed and shifted in her chair. "What seems to be the problem?"

	"I can't understand Lady Helena's attitude. As I said, she won't have anything to do with the boy. She almost acts as if she's...frightened by him."

	"Would you like me to speak with her?"

	The poor man looked relieved. "If it wouldn't be too much trouble?"

	"Of course not. My dear," she said to her husband, "why don't you have Humphrey Coachman bring the dogcart around?"

	He smiled at her again, and she could feel herself grow flushed. They'd been married for almost six years, she'd given her husband one pledge of her affection with the second to come at any time, and at this point in her pregnancy had quite lost her figure, but the man still melted her bones with simply a certain glance or smile. This baby couldn't come soon enough to suit her.

	Eugenia kneaded that spot in her lower back harder, then let her fingers trail over Sir Henry's arm. Colour mounted his cheeks, and she returned his smile.

	It was nice to know she could cause his bones to melt, as well.

	* * * *

	Eugenia insisted Helena get out of bed. Lying in that darkened room would be good neither for her spirits nor her waistline. Helena pouted--an expression more suited to a twenty-year-old rather than a forty-year-old woman--not that Eugenia would mention another lady's age--but agreed.

	"I'll meet you in the Egyptian salon," Helena said sulkily.

	"Very well. But I'm going to the nursery first, to see your son." At one point she could have sailed out of Helena's bedchamber, but that day all she could manage was the waddle, and so she waddled and ignored Helena's objections. A passing maid pointed the way to the baby's rooms.

	Tiny whimpers came from the white and blue wicker cradle that was set up near the window. Eugenia crossed the room and gazed down at the little boy.

	Midnight dark fuzz covered his head, coming to a marked widow's peak. He waved his hands and she caught one, admiring the way his grip tightened around one of her fingers. "Such a strong little man," she praised. Something drew her attention, and she examined those fingers more closely.

	The forefinger and middle finger were the same length. Interesting, but hardly important.

	She kissed the perfect little fingers and released them, then bent down to pick him up and cradle him in her arms. She brushed a kiss over his cheek and rocked him gently. His eyes, still the vague blue of newborns, seemed to look into hers. "You will be loved, little one. I promise you."

	She placed him back in the cradle, giving a gasp as she straightened and her abdomen tightened.

	"Oh, my." Eugenia gave a little laugh. "I think you'll have a playmate soon." She left him, made her way down the corridor to the stairs, and began descending them carefully, holding tight to the banister with one hand while once again she pressed the heel of her other hand into the small of her back.

	The butler, who'd been standing at the foot of the stairs, hurried up to her.

	"Are you all right, milady?"

	"Yes." Walking down a flight of stairs had never before left her so breathless. "Thank you." She let him take her arm, and he helped her down the rest of the stairs. "The Egyptian salon, if you please?"

	"This way." He led her to the small room that was decorated in crocodile-footed furniture, screens with hieroglyphs, and vases painted in the Egyptian motif. There was even a mummy case in the corner.

	Eugenia eased herself down onto an extremely uncomfortable chair and waited for the lady of the manor to deign to put in an appearance. After a few minutes, she had to get to her feet and pace the room.

	Lady Helena finally came in. "I don't see why I had to come downstairs, my lady. We could have spoken just as easily in my room," she sulked.

	"Don't be an ass, Helena. It isn't healthy to remain in bed so long. Now, why won't you see your son? He's perfect."

	She turned her face away, her distress obvious. "There's something about Warrick..."

	"Have you seen him since you gave birth?" Eugenia pressed her for an answer, and Helena had the grace to look abashed. "I thought not. Spend time with him. I promise you won't regret it. Oh!"

	"Is something wrong?"

	"Oh dear!" Eugenia stared down at the puddle between her feet. "I do believe this baby intends to be born right now!"

	* * * *

	Even though Eugenia insisted she was fine to return home after the rapid birth of her new son, Dr Cliffe refused to permit them to be moved, so they had no choice but to remain at Thorny Walk House. God knew that house was large enough, and they wouldn't discommode anyone with their stay. Henry--the dear man--camped out in the room she'd been given. He'd lounge on the bed beside her, making cooing noises at their newest son and generally behaving in the most besotted fashion.

	And although Thomas--they'd named him after an uncle of whom Henry was most fond--had arrived right on schedule, he was a small baby.

	As she had her firstborn, Eugenia nursed her new baby. In addition, when she learned how Warrick fussed at his wet nurse's breast, she had Warrick brought to her room and nursed him, as well.

	Helena curled her lip. "That's just so...common."

	Eugenia ignored her petty words. She was the daughter of a viscount and was secure in her position. As the youngest daughter, she'd been permitted to marry where her heart chose, and she'd chosen an obscure baronet who'd taken one look at her and fallen head over heels.

	Thomas shared the cradle with Warrick. They were both such well-behaved babies, fretting only when they were parted.

	When it finally came time for Eugenia to return to Fortescue Manor, both boys resented the separation, howling strenuously. Helena was proving not to be very maternal. She looked green, and asked if Eugenia minded very much keeping them together, for just a little while longer.

	Sir John was away at Eton, to visit his son Harry and see how he fared, and until Sir John could be consulted, Henry had no objections. Warrick and Thomas remained together a while longer.

	* * * *

	They were to learn that when the baronet returned home, he was not only appalled but was positively livid to find his son had been farmed out to neighbours.

	Sir John stalked up the front steps of Fortescue Manor, and plied the bell pull so vigorously the sound could be heard throughout the house.

	Eugenia was so angry she got to the front door before both the butler and her husband. "What is the meaning of this racket?" she demanded. "Do you realise I have two babies who are trying to nap?

	He wouldn't push his way past her--he was too much the gentleman--but she had never seen him so angry. She stepped aside, and he strode into the foyer. His gait was stiff and his face was so flushed she feared he might have an attack of apoplexy.

	"Warrick is my son, madam! My wife must learn that even if she won't see to the boy, we have servants who will."

	Eugenia was tempted to strike him for his callous attitude, but Henry's hand on her arm restrained her. And then she chanced to catch a glimpse of the expression in Sir John's eyes.

	As he said, Warrick was his son. He loved him.

	And neither Eugenia nor Henry could withhold his son from him.

	* * * *

	Of course, once Helena realised how her husband felt about his youngest son, she overcame her aversion to the boy--to a degree at any rate--and used every opportunity to drive a wedge between the two. She became almost pathologically possessive of the boy, finding in him the perfect weapon to use against the husband for whom she no longer cared.

	"Henry, please, the atmosphere in that house is poisonous. It isn't healthy for a little boy. Well, it isn't healthy for the adults, either, but they can fend for themselves."

	Her husband shook his head, refusing to be swayed by her arguments. "We can't interfere, my love. As much as we might object to what's going on at Thorny Walk House, it just isn't done."

	He was right. It wasn't the thing to interfere with the way Sir John chose to conduct his household.

	Eugenia chewed her lip. "Will you permit Thomas to invite young Warrick to visit with us, my dear?"

	"As frequently as you'll allow. Those two are like Damon and Pythias."

	* * * *

	Eventually, there came a time when the ongoing hostilities between Warrick's parents erupted into outright warfare, and Helena took her son back to the country of her birth.

	Thomas rested his head on Eugenia's breast. "I miss him, Mother."

	"I know, darling." She stroked his white-blond hair, so like his father's. She didn't tell him that he'd be leaving for Sandhurst soon and would make new friends. She wouldn't hurt him by disregarding the boys' lifelong affection for each other. "Why don't you write to him?"

	"You're so clever, Mother." He kissed her cheek.

	"And do you know why?"

	"No, but you'll tell me, won't you?"

	"Yes, I will." She said nothing, though, waiting until Thomas chuckled.

	"Very well, why are you so clever?"

	"Because I'm your mother." She was relieved when he burst into laughter and trotted off to the study to bring Warrick up to date with the news of what was happening in their little corner of Kent.

	But she'd never forgive Helena Synclaire for separating the two boys.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 22: Thomas Fortescue-Smythe

	I was fortunate in the men I'd loved. Warrick Synclaire, my prickly Thorn, had been my first love. We'd grown up together and then had been forced to part, but while our love had grown tepid due to time and distance--and that damned war--I still liked to think he was my friend.

	Arch Cutter had been my second. He'd helped me to become a "come on" officer, the kind my men would trust and follow willingly. He'd also taught me more about my inner naughty boy than I'd thought possible, awakening me to the pleasures of a good spanking. He was quite a few years my senior, and I had planned to love him as long as he lived, which hadn't been nearly long enough.

	And then there was Roddy Sayer, the missionary's brother, who'd sailed down the Ruzizi River with his own lover and managed to sink the German steamship, Konigin Marie Christine. I'd found him again eight years later, when I was on assignment in Egypt. Pearson was gone, supposedly another victim of the curse of the Boy King, and Roddy--the poor wanderer was lost. So I took him home with me. And gradually I realised here was my last love, the man I would grow old with.

	* * * *

	By 1929, we'd been six years away from home, going from one assignment to another. If Roddy hadn't been given permission to accompany me, I couldn't have done it.

	I wouldn't have done it.

	This was a young man's job. I didn't like to think of myself as too old, but...

	I'd be thirty-nine soon, and I wanted to celebrate that birthday among the people I loved. Mother had written that Warrick had returned to Thorny Walk.

	It would be nice to introduce Roddy to Thorn. I was certain my lover and my friend would get along very well.

	* * * *

	The mission I'd been given by my superior in London--the final one, Sir Aldrich Wolfram had promised--was completed at last, and the report had been couriered to him.

	Roddy and I were at a loose end.

	Before returning home to England, I cajoled him into showing me the property he'd owned with Charlie Pearson.

	"Don't know why you'd want to see it, sweetheart. It's nothing but empty veldt."

	"Not quite." A friend from my Sandhurst days, who had also fallen into my line of work, used his skills as a surveyor to study Roddy's land and had learned the uninspired landscape was littered with veins of diamonds.

	Roddy and I took the train to South Africa, and then rode the rest of the way on horseback to the property that belonged to him. It took us quite some time and was a dirty, exhausting journey to visit the diamond mines and meet with the managers who oversaw them.

	But everything was as it should be, and our stay in Africa was finally drawing to a conclusion. Roddy asked if we could visit the Duke of Clarence Hotel in Nairobi, where he'd stayed with Charlie, and how could I tell him no?

	We'd arrived earlier in the week. The hotel was shabbier than he'd remembered, but we found other ways to spend the time there.

	Now, however, all I wanted was to go home to Kent, settle down, and rear horses with the man I loved.

	Roddy had gone out to book our passage, but I'd stayed behind, too weary to do more than retrieve our letters from the front desk of our hotel and take the rattletrap lift up to the third floor.

	I fitted the key in the lock, entered our room, and closed the door behind me. I left the key and the envelopes on the chest of drawers, then tugged off my boots and retrieved the letter addressed from Fortescue Manor. With a deep groan, I stretched out on the bed and let the soft mattress mould itself to my form. I slid a thumbnail under the flap of the envelope and tried to concentrate on the words from Mother, but I couldn't get much beyond the opening salutation.

	I'd been grateful of how accepting she'd been when she realised Roddy was not just my friend but my lover. Originally she'd thrown a number of debs my way, but the reaction of the last one, who'd cringed and burst into tears at the sight of the scar that disappeared beneath my eyepatch, ended her efforts.

	"I apologise, Thomas."

	"And you'll let me select my own partner?" I knew how much she'd loved Father, and I understood her wanting the same for her sons, but while Bertie could make all her fondest wishes--including grandchildren--come true, it wasn't likely I'd have any children, something I regretted more than anything.

	"I...yes." And she'd been true to her word.

	If things had been different...if my RSM had survived the War and I'd brought him home instead of Roddy, would she have been as accepting, especially considering how much older than me Arch was?

	His own father had been highly irate.

	* * * *

	Arch Cutter's father was a baron, and although Arch had been born on the wrong side of the blanket and used his mother's surname, he'd been brought up a gentleman on his father's estate. Before I left for the first assignment my former commander had given me, I caught a train to Cornwall, then hired a horse to ride to the estate where Arch had grown up.

	While I intended to speak with Baron Goddard, I had no intention of telling him what Arch had meant to me--that was between my RSM and me. However, I thought he'd appreciate receiving the Victoria Cross Arch had been awarded posthumously.

	A butler answered the door and took the rectangular piece of cardboard I handed him.

	"I'd like to see Baron Goddard, if he could spare me the time. It's about his son."

	His butler stared at me for a moment. I'd grown used to looks like that. In spite of the patch I wore, the scar that led from my forehead down across my cheekbone could be seen. The doctors had hopes it would fade over time, but I didn't plan to count on that.

	"If you'll wait here, sir, I'll inform his lordship you wish to speak with him."

	I stood in the entryway, fiddling with the brim of my hat while I waited. Arch had rarely spoken of his family, although he'd once told me--after one too many glasses of whisky--the reason behind his joining the ranks of the army rather than becoming an officer.

	"Captain Smythe?"

	I looked up and nearly swallowed my tongue. "Arch..." But of course it wasn't him. This man's hair was black shot with silver, and his eyes were a wintry grey, whereas Arch had been a redhead--the literal redheaded stepchild, and had honey-brown eyes. "I beg your pardon, sir. You look a good deal like your son."

	"I don't know about whom you're referring." His glance was as cold as his eyes. "About what did you wish to see me?"

	I took the case from my jacket pocket, opened it, and turned it so he could see the contents.

	"I thought you might want this. Your son was awarded the Victoria Cross for his actions in Africa."

	"I have no son who was in Africa."

	"Arch Cutter--"

	"The man you refer to as my son was a sodomite."

	"He was a good man, whose actions saved my life."

	"Did you not understand me? Archibald Cutter persisted in performing unnatural acts."

	"That's immaterial. He was a brave man. What he did in the privacy of his bedroom was no one else's business."

	"He made it everyone's business when he buggered our neighbour's boy."

	"He was eighteen at the time, and so was the boy."

	He ground his teeth. "The boy put a bullet in his brain."

	I hadn't known that, and I was certain Arch hadn't either, or he would have shared that with me as well as the humiliation of being caught in his lover's bed, only to have him cry rape. "I'm sorry for his family's loss."

	He started to turn away.

	"Forgive me, Baron, but--"

	"You just won't accept that I want nothing of his, will you? In spite of what his mother was, I kept him here and brought him up as my son."

	"He was your son."

	He ignored that. "He raped a gentleman's son."

	"He told me it wasn't rape."

	"And you believed him?" He scoffed at me.

	"I have no children..." and it was unlikely I would, "...but if I had, I'd be more inclined to believe my son when he assured me the act had been consensual than a spoiled boy who was willing to throw someone he purported to care about to the wolves."

	"Archibald disgraced my name. If he had to practice his perversions, he could have done so with the lower classes. Now I'll ask you to leave." He turned on his heel, but before he could stride away, I managed to get in a final say.

	"He never stopped regretting your disappointment in him, my lord. He was a good man." I closed the case and returned it to my breast pocket, then put my hat on my head. "Good day to you, sir."

	I walked out, mounted my horse, and turned his head toward the local railway station. I'd leave him at the stables, then catch the next train to Dover. From there I'd take a boat across the Channel to Calais.

	"I'm sorry, Arch," I murmured, sending a glance heavenward. "I'm afraid this was a wasted trip."

	* * * *

	I carried that medal as a reminder of my friend and lover and to honour him, but as it turned out, it proved to be a good luck charm for me, as well. It stopped a bullet from entering my heart.

	Afterward, I kept it with me always. Until I found an even more invaluable charm in Roddy Sayer.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 23: Thomas

	"Tommy."

	I'd never get tired of hearing my name in that soft voice. Roddy was the only one who called me that. He was the only one I wanted to call me that.

	I opened my eye. It took a few moments for me to be able to focus. Having just one eye was one of life's most infelicitous things, although I shouldn't complain. I could very well have lost both eyes.

	Instead I'd lost Arch.

	I sighed, then looked up from where I reclined on the bed at the man leaning over me, and I couldn't help smiling. The love on Roddy's face never failed to move me, causing the breath to catch in my throat and my heart to actually stutter in my chest.

	Out of all the people in the world, this man had chosen me to love. Even the black patch that concealed the ruin that was my right eye never daunted him.

	"Have I told you how much I love you?" I asked softly.

	"Not today, sweetheart. I'm starting to feel neglected." His expression was easy and warm. The sight of his gaze wandering over my body, stripping the clothes from me, still had the power to leave me trembling with desire. And then he noticed the letter in my hand. "Bad news?"

	"Just Mother catching me up on news from back home."

	"How is Lady Genie?"

	"She's doing well. Do you know, you're the only one she allows to call her that?"

	He frowned and removed his hat and jacket, hanging them on the hat stand in the corner. "Should I not then?" Just as he called me Tommy, he'd shortened my mother's name to Lady Genie, and sometimes, when he wanted to tease her, Lady G.

	I crooked my finger at him and he approached me with a lazy grin, pausing by the bed to rest one knee beside me on the mattress.

	He was still grinning when I reached up and snagged his tie, using it to pull him down to me. Before he could do more than utter a soft, "Oh!" I had my arms wrapped around him, and I swung him across my lap.

	I bent over him and captured his mouth. His fingers threaded through my hair, following the contours of my skull. The needy sounds he made went straight to my cock, and I blessed the old man who had been Roddy's first lover, who had been generous and caring and who had taught him it was permissible to be vocal in his enjoyment.

	Of course, Charlie Pearson really hadn't been that old. No older, I imagine, than Arch, my own lover.

	Because we'd both been in the armed forces, our lovemaking had been done in silence. We'd bit our lips or even a pillow. Sometimes we'd stifled moans against a convenient shoulder.

	In the end, the last thing I had heard from Arch was his roar of outrage as he attacked the Hun who had swung his sabre at me, costing me my eye. Arch took the blow that would have killed me, driving his bayonet into the gut of his opponent at the same time. I survived, with a great, gaping wound where my heart should have been.

	"You're thinking of Arch, aren't you, sweetheart?"

	I shook myself and smiled apologetically. "I'm sorry."

	He caught my earlobe between his thumb and forefinger and tugged it gently. "No need to be. I would never begrudge you thoughts of him. He gave his life to save yours, and if he hadn't, I truly would have been alone after Charlie died."

	"So, you're not jealous of Arch?"

	"No more than you are of Charlie," he murmured roguishly, and I sighed, knowing I had lost another round. Roddy moved his legs off my lap and settled himself beside me, resting his head on my chest. "Of course, if Arch were still alive, I'd have to challenge him to a duel for you."

	"You would?" I had wanted Roddy since I had first seen him, dripping wet and staggering out of the lake after the sinking of the German steamship. I'd have attempted to steal him away from Pearson, but Arch had seen the way I was eyeing the young man.

	That was when I was still so full of myself, thinking the world owed me my fondest desires.

	In his most official voice, Arch told me he had dispatches that needed to be seen to in my tent. Once in there, he had lowered the flap, lowered my trousers and proceeded to give me a hiding.

	The men were on patrol, fortunately, because the normal hustle and bustle of the camp wouldn't have disguised the sound of the spanking my lover had administered. "That's a happy pair, Thomas. You will not interfere."

	I'd been so randy from the feel of his calloused palm on my naked arse that he'd barely had time to prepare my hole before I was backing onto his cock and taking it deep within me, letting him fuck me to a shattering climax.

	"You're thinking of the time Arch spanked you, aren't you?"

	I frowned at him. "What gives you that idea?" I huffed.

	"You have that expression on your face." And then he murmured innocently, "I was there, remember?"

	"You heard?" I was appalled. "You never said."

	"After Charlie assured me neither you nor Arch were abusing each other, he explained how things could be between couples. Then he made me promise to keep mum about it."

	"Did he threaten to beat your arse?" I didn't like the idea of anyone laying hands on my Roddy.

	"He knew better."

	"Ah. You wouldn't have let him hit you."

	"It wouldn't have been a threat, but he knew if he had, I'd have taken him up on it."

	"We are a pair, aren't we?" We were both fond of being paddled. And then I gasped as he rubbed the heel of his hand firmly over the bulge in my trousers. "You know me too bloody well."

	He flipped himself over onto my legs and scooted down, his fingers nimble on the buttons of my fly. Roddy parted the placket and carefully took my cock out. I was already fully engorged not only from thoughts of that earlier time, but from our randy conversation. He dipped his head forward and with a broad swipe of his tongue, licked the tip of my arousal as it emerged from its foreskin.

	"I love the way you taste--have I ever told you that, sweetheart?" He planted tiny kisses along the thick vein that ran under my shaft. "I love the way you feel." He blew a breath that ruffled the wiry hairs that covered my balls. "I love you."

	And my cock was engulfed by the wet heat of his mouth. Roddy moved his head smoothly up and down, and I shuddered at the exquisite sensations. Whenever he did this, I could never last long, and I did want this to last. I opened my eye resolutely, determined to distract myself with thoughts of England.

	But Roddy wasn't having any of that. He released my cock and ran a finger over the oozing tip. As he swallowed me again, that finger found its way between my arse cheeks and started teasing my anus, dipping in shallowly.

	I bucked up into his mouth one more time, and began to spill myself into his throat.

	It took me some time to catch my breath. "You didn't come," I breathed.

	"You weren't paying attention." I could hear the smile in his voice. He took my hand and pressed it to the front of his trousers. They were damp, and I recalled the rapid friction of his lower body against my thigh.

	"You're right, and I'm sorry. I love when you ride me like that, it makes my climax even better."

	He rolled over onto his back and sighed happily. "We can do it again, if you feel that bad about it. I wouldn't mind."

	"You're a scamp, you know that? And I love you more than life itself."

	"You do have a way with words."

	"Don't you think you ought to get out of those trousers before you catch a chill?" I asked.

	"Actually, I'm going to take a bath. Why don't you read that letter to me while I'm bathing?"

	I watched as he skinned out of his clothes and padded into the adjoining bath. That was one thing I had insisted upon when we'd taken a room in this hotel. With the number of times we made love to each other, I didn't want Roddy having to traipse down the hall, or worse still, down the stairs and out back, to use the facilities.

	"I can't hear you," he sing-songed as he turned the water on.

	"Pushy git, aren't you, love? I was imagining you all naked in that bath."

	"Oh, in that case..." Roddy draped himself against the doorframe, and gave me a come-hither look. He laughed when I tossed a pillow at him.

	He'd come too recently to be hard, but his lovely cock rested against his thigh, and my mouth watered. Soon.

	I tucked my cock away but didn't bother to do up my trousers. Instead, I sauntered into the next room to join him.

	Roddy was just climbing into the bath. As he lowered himself into the gently steaming water, the chain he wore around his neck slid to nestle against his swirls of chest hair. He was never without that chain, which could only be removed by unlocking the tiny silver padlock that kept it fastened in place.

	My hand went to the identical chain that hung under my shirt, and I closed my fingers over it. My chain held the key that unlocked Roddy's padlock, while his held the key that unlocked mine. We couldn't wear wedding rings, but we wore those.

	The lid on the toilet was down, and I seated myself on it, tilting my head to one side. I found when I was tired that I tended to lose perception in my left eye, and it became a trifle difficult for me to read.

	"Come join me, sweetheart. Let the heat of the water soak away your fatigue."

	"You just want me in there with you."

	"Well, yes, that's true." The smile he gave me was tender. "Will you join me?"

	"Have I ever refused you anything?" I stood up and gave him the letter, then quickly shed my clothes.

	Roddy kept the letter from getting damp as I stepped into the water and sank down in front of him. Once I was comfortably settled against his chest, he handed the letter back to me. Even though I'd assured him I had no objection to him reading any letters addressed to me--as long as it wasn't from a certain address in London where my orders had come from--he steadfastly refused.

	I imagined it must have been his Methodist upbringing. Being the younger brother of a missionary could not have been much fun. He rarely spoke of his childhood, except, perhaps to tell me some tale guaranteed to make me laugh.

	Roddy let his lips wander over the curve of my shoulder to my neck. "A penny for them," he whispered.

	"Sorry, love. Just a bit foggy. You do have that way with you." I snapped out the paper, finally able to focus, and began to read.

	My dear Thomas,

	First let me assure you that I am well, as is your brother and Dinah and their children. All our people at Greenbriers are also well.

	As I'd told you in previous letters, Warrick has spent the past few years overseeing the rebuilding of the damaged wing of Thorny Walk House, and it is now finally completed, but it has been a very difficult time. The year before Warrick arrived was exceptionally hard, with a number of the workers being horribly killed. In addition, P.C. Reynolds was also killed while investigating the matter, and as a result, D.C.I. Paul Vaughan took over the case, with little to no success.

	Things were better for a time once Warrick took charge of the repairs, but I regret to tell you that the deaths have started again. Major Vaughan is looking into them. The gypsies have returned, and of course the rumours are once again running wild.

	Warrick has become gaunt, and that limp of his from the War has returned to plague him. He's taken to using a silver-headed walking stick he purchased from Eira Gwyn's little shop in the village.

	Thomas, please come home as soon as possible. Things are becoming very bad.

	A hug and a kiss to you, my dearest son, and to Roddy, the son of my heart.

	I was shaking so hard the water splashed over the side of the bath.

	"Roddy..."

	"Yes, sweetheart." He kissed the hinge of my jaw. "We'll leave first thing in the morning."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 24: Warrick

	I was aware Father had a penchant for astronomy, but somehow I'd never realised the extent until I went to the warehouse where most of the east wing's furnishings had been stored and found his telescope.

	It was a beautiful piece of equipment, with brass fittings that had been handsomely worked. I decided on the spur of the moment that I would surprise Father by including an observatory in the restored wing.

	It was almost completed at that point, however, and the cost to tear out some walls and redo them completely in glass would have been prohibitive.

	But there was a flat stretch of roof that was accessible through one of the gabled attics. I made my way up to that part of the roof. The expanse of sky visible from that spot seemed to stretch on forever, and the view at night would be breathtaking. Off in the distance, I could just make out the church spire and rooftops of the village.

	This would be perfect.

	Normally the builders would have supplied the glass, but I decided to deal with this myself.

	I gave orders for the men to frame out the room, deciding I would also need to find some way for the ceiling to open with the throw of a switch. As I limped down the stairs and got behind the wheel of my Aston Martin, I was busy trying to determine the number of glass sheets I'd need to order to encase this room. I drove into the village to see Ezra Bailey, who served as glazier for both Upper and Lower Flossmere.

	I was driving down the cobblestoned main street of Upper Flossmere when my eye was caught by a decidedly intriguing sight. Outside Seek and Ye Shall Find, a shop that offered everything from antiques to ordinary odds and ends, a young man, his back to me, was sweeping the pavement. As he bent to examine something on the windowpane, the material of his trousers pulled snugly over his buttocks, emphasizing their taut swell. I barely avoided driving the car into the wall of the building.

	I swallowed hard and carefully manoeuvred my automobile to the side of the road. The glass could wait.

	"Hello, there," I called as I got out of the vehicle and approached the owner of that delectable arse. It had been long months since I'd buried my shaft in a warm, willing body; not since I'd left for home. Might I be able to interest him in...?

	"Mr Synclaire? Oh, my! How very nice to see you again. Do you remember me? I'm Eira Gwyn."

	"Eira Gwyn?" I could get nothing beyond her name out of my mouth. A woman? I wanted to groan. I had gone from flaccid to erect in a split second, and now I was disappointed to realize that erection wouldn't be put to good use.

	She blushed. "You noticed I was wearing trousers, didn't you? I know it's not the done thing, but the shop needed such a going over; I've found that trousers are so much more comfortable when I must do that kind of work. And then I've always been a bit of a hoyden, I'm afraid."

	"Er, yes, I seem to remember you always preferred them." Actually, I didn't. She was ten years my junior, and she'd still been a child the first time I'd sailed to Canada. "Well, you look very dashing in those trousers, I must say, Miss Gwyn."

	Her blush deepened. "How kind of you to say so. But you were always kind. I remember shortly before you left Thorny Walk you stopped some boys from picking on me."

	I had no memory of that at all.

	"Of course I'd already bloodied the noses of two of them, but the others were about to gang up on me, and Ma wouldn't have been happy if I'd returned home with my dress torn."

	"I...uh...imagine not."

	"Would you like to come into the shop, Mr Synclaire? I left the tea to mash while I swept the pavement."

	"Thank you. I'd like that very much." I would? I began to question my sanity. I hadn't even known Eira Gwyn to say hello to. After all, she was a townie, and even if she'd been older, her parents would never have allowed her to mix with the landed gentry. And when I'd returned, waiting for Thomas to come home to convalesce, word had been her parents had passed away from the influenza epidemic and another family had taken over the shop her parents had run. As for Eira, to everyone's knowledge, she had been taken in by relatives.

	I followed her into the cool dimness of Seek and Ye Shall Find, and she led me to a door at the rear of the shop. "My living quarters are back here."

	She opened the door and stepped into a large, brightly lit space. At one end was a spacious kitchen and a dining area. A set of stairs, which I assumed led up to the bedrooms on the upper level separated it from a small parlour.

	"Please, won't you take a seat? How do you take your tea?"

	"Two teaspoons, please, and a splash of milk." Sugar cubes could be hard to come by. I watched as she dipped the spoon into the sugar bowl. She added the sugar to a mug of tea, poured in the perfect amount of milk, and slid it across the table to me. The kitchen was tidy, but I hardly noticed. I was unable to tear my gaze from the high, angular cheekbones. I sighed and shifted uncomfortably in my seat. She had white-blonde hair, sky-blue eyes, and was tall for a woman. Not as tall as Thomas, perhaps, but tall enough. And she would have made a very pretty boy.

	We chatted of this and that. I told her of the architectural firm I'd worked for in Canada, she told me of how her grandparents had left Wales to come to Upper Flossmere--although she didn't mention why--and went on to explain how she'd bought the shop and decided what to sell in it.

	Eventually I caught a glimpse of the clock on the wall.

	"Look at the time. I must be off." I felt a twinge of regret at having to leave. Aside from being the owner of that tight, boyish arse, she'd been a pleasure to talk to.

	"Must you go?"

	"I'm afraid so. I need to stop by Ezra Bailey's to order glass for Thorny Walk House."

	"I've heard you're rebuilding." She looked wistful.

	"Would you care to come up and see it sometime? It would be no problem."

	Her face lit up. "You wouldn't mind?"

	"Not in the least. Let me know when would be a good time, and I'll come pick you up." I reached across the table and touched her hand. "Thank you for the tea, Miss Gwyn."

	"Please call me Eira." She had a sweet smile.

	"Eira." I got to my feet and staggered. "Bloody hell. Pardon me. I think we'll be having rain in the near future."

	Eira noticed how I favoured my right leg, but she refrained from asking me about it, unlike everyone else in the village.

	Which was why I told her. "A bullet in the Great War broke my leg, and it's developed a tendency to pain me every now and again."

	"Especially when the weather's about to turn foul?" She tapped her lower lip, deep in thought, then clicked her fingers. "I've got just the thing for you." She hurried into the shop, leaving me to follow slowly. "I've come across a number of walking sticks on my travels to find stock," she called over her shoulder. "Oak, hawthorn, teak, and their handles are quite functional." She looked back at me and grinned. "My clientele can be rather unremarkable. They prefer the commonplace."

	"Hmm."

	"But there's one walking stick..." She dropped to her knees before an antique chest of drawers, and that tempting rump was once more raised high, wriggling as she searched for something.

	I gritted my teeth. I had succeeded in battling down my arousal, and now my unruly flesh was bent on displaying its interest again.

	"Here it is." She sat back on her heels and exhibited her trophy. It was indeed a very uncommon walking stick, fashioned from what appeared to be ebony.

	But it was the handle that was matchless, instantly drawing the eye. Crafted from beaten silver, it was in the shape of a wolf's head, its lips curled back to reveal sharp teeth. I couldn't draw my gaze away from its eyes--red stones that were possibly rubies, although more likely garnets.

	"Eira," I breathed. There was something about it that called to me. I had to own it. "This is exquisite."

	"I can give you a good price for it, if you're interested."

	"I am." I ran my hand over the smooth wood.

	"That's the way with things in this shop. People often come in, drawn for no particular reason, and they'll wander around examining the bits and bobs. And then something will catch their eye, and they'll have to have it."

	"Well, I certainly do want it. Name your price. Thorny Walk? My first born?"

	She chuckled, a deep, rich sound. "Nothing so dramatic." She mentioned a figure that was quite reasonable considering the silver work.

	I reached for my wallet and pulled out a couple of pound notes. She accepted the money and tucked them into a trouser pocket.

	I strolled toward the door, testing my new walking stick--first twirling it and then putting my weight on it. Not too long or too short, it was just the right height.

	Eira walked beside me. "Are you pleased with it?" she asked.

	"Very pleased. Thank you."

	"You're welcome."

	I lingered in the doorway a moment. "It's been good seeing you again."

	"Perhaps we can do it another time?" She blushed, very noticeable given her extremely fair skin. "I've only been back in Upper Flossmere for a few months, and I haven't renewed many acquaintances." She met my gaze steadily. "I've been away for even longer than you have."

	"Longer than ten years?"

	"Yes. I left when I was sixteen. The gypsies were still here that year. After that, I'm not sure. They weren't welcome to stay in one area for long, and with the War going on, they couldn't go home."

	I'd frozen when she mentioned gypsies. "I imagine not. Syeira read my palm shortly before I left for Canada."

	"Really? She read mine just before I left also." She suddenly looked uneasy. "Well, that's a tale for another time."

	"I'll look forward to hearing it."

	She stared at me. What had happened to cause her pretty blue eyes to grow so huge?

	"Unless you'd rather not, which is fine."

	"You're very kind."

	"I'm not." I thought briefly of Thomas, who knew a milkmaid would appreciate flowers. I thought of Fox, who took the time to answer the questions of two women who had little better to do than contemplate their health.

	"On the contrary. I've heard tales about you."

	"Sorry?"

	"The Synclaires are quite the topic of conversation around here, didn't you know? And you most of all."

	"I find that hard to believe. I'm just an architect. I'm not the heir like John or the gallant soldier like Harry."

	"That might have been true at one point, although according to what I've heard, I'd beg to differ."

	"Don't believe everything you hear."

	"But you are the heir now, and you were quite the hero during the War."

	"I simply managed to get my men out of harm's way." I decided to change the subject. "If you're not busy on Sunday, would you care to go for a drive with me?"

	"I'd enjoy that very much."

	"Excellent. I'll see you around two, and we'll find somewhere to take tea?"

	"Yes."

	I felt the urge to kiss her cheek, but I squashed it. This wasn't the time.

	I got into the automobile, watching her through the rear view mirror. She waved me off, and I drove on to the glazier's to place my order, whistling softly through my teeth.

	* * * *

	It became a routine affair. We were both busy during the week, but on Sunday I would pick her up in my motorcar, and we'd drive through the countryside. Or I'd take tea with her in the kitchen at the rear of her shop.

	I found myself liking her more and more; I wondered what a future with her might be like.

	And I wondered if I wanted to explore that with her.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 25: Warrick

	A month later, restoration of the east wing was finally completed. All that remained was putting back in place the furniture Father had put into storage once he'd decided to let the House.

	Father had left word he would soon be driving down to see it for the first time. I was so nervous I had bitten my fingernails down to the quick.

	"You're a talented architect," Lady Eugenia assured me as she instructed the men where to place the furniture. She had a memory like a steel trap. I never would have remembered where each piece was supposed to go, even though I'd lived there for most of my life. "No, no! That console table goes against the far wall. Yes, that's much better."

	"But..."

	She gave my arm a shake, just as she would do when I was a small boy, and I smiled at the memory, momentarily soothed. "Your father will appreciate what you've accomplished here. And he's going to be very pleased with the observatory you've built for him."

	"Yes." But I knew my doubt was obvious in that one word when Lady Eugenia sighed.

	She rested her palm against my cheek. "Go put some sticking plasters on your fingers before you bleed all over Sir John. And try not to worry."

	"Yes," I said again, but as I walked away to find the items she'd suggested, I resumed worrying the torn cuticle of a thumbnail.

	* * * *

	The Crossley touring car came to a stop in the circular drive. Andrews, Father's chauffeur, hurried around to open the door for my father, who climbed out stiffly. It suddenly occurred to me that he was no longer a young man and must be feeling his age.

	A shapely, silk-clad leg emerged from the car, and Father turned and extended his hand to assist the young woman to whom the leg was attached.

	She was breathtaking, if that was the way one's preferences ran, with glossy hair that tumbled over her shoulders in a cascade of midnight-black curls. Her flirty skirt settled just below her knees, and the neat jacket emphasized her lush curves.

	"Warrick!" Father hailed me as I stood in the doorway, waiting for him to approach. The young woman looped her arm through his, and together they sauntered up the path.

	"Father." I limped down the steps to greet them, leaning heavily on the silver-headed walking stick.

	He eyed my stance briefly before turning to his companion. "This is my son, Delicia. Warrick, this is Miss Delicia Corbyn. She'll be staying at the Upper Flossmere Arms. I wanted you to meet her before I had Andrews drive her on to the village."

	I extended my hand. "Miss Corbyn."

	"Mr Synclaire."

	"Oh, come, you're both being much too formal." Father's jocularity set my teeth on edge. "It's Delicia and Warrick. I insist!"

	We stood there uncomfortably, not knowing what to say.

	Father frowned at me. "I'm sure Delicia would enjoy a tour of Thorny Walk House before Andrews drives her to the pub."

	We spoke at the same time.

	"Of course..."

	"Oh, I couldn't impose..."

	"Nonsense, Delicia. This is the first time I've been down since Warrick starting restoring the House, and I'm interested to see what he's accomplished. This appears to be a duplicate of the east wing's original façade."

	"It is." I couldn't tell if that pleased him or not.

	"Come along." He took her arm and escorted her into the front hall.

	I followed more slowly, letting the walking stick bear most of my weight.

	What was Father up to?

	I could overhear him chatting casually with Miss Corbyn, telling her tales of my time at the Front. How had he heard about the actions that had resulted in my field promotion? I certainly hadn't told him.

	A sudden suspicion began nibbling at the corners of my brain. As his heir, the only way for Thorny Walk to remain in our possession for succeeding generations would be if I produced an heir myself. If I had no children, the estate would resort to the Welsh branch of the family, something Father would rather die than see happen.

	To produce an heir, I would need a wife.

	Was Miss Corbyn his idea of a suitable candidate for that position?

	I gritted my teeth and continued after them.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 26: Warrick

	"The morning post has arrived, Mr Warrick," Andrews, the butler, said. He was the older brother of Andrews, Father's chauffeur.

	"I believe my father is in his study. You can take it to him."

	"This letter is addressed to you."

	For a moment I wondered if it might be from Thomas, but then I dismissed that notion. We had stopped corresponding years ago.

	I took the letter from Andrews and stared down at it, recognising the handwriting immediately. It was from Fox Sullivan, the doctor who'd been my lover when I'd lived in Canada. I'd left him behind when I'd been obliged to return home.

	When I'd first arrived in England, he'd corresponded religiously. I must have been more my father's son than I'd realised, for my letters to him were desultory at best. Still, that hadn't stopped him from sending me numerous missives keeping me up to date with what was going on in his little corner of Montreal. In one letter he had even suggested selling his practice and moving across the Pond to be close by. Very carefully, I hadn't responded to that, and so nothing came of it.

	After that, his letters began falling off.

	How long had it been since I'd last written to Fox? I scrubbed at my face and tried to recall, but couldn't.

	Not that it mattered. It seemed Fox was done with me. The words swam on the page, and then settled themselves.

	I'm sorry, Rick. I've tried to be patient. I've waited and waited.

	I'm not waiting any longer.

	My partner in the practice has shown gratifying interest in me, which is more than I can say you've done since our last Christmas together. He's asked me to move in with him, and I'm giving it serious consideration.

	The flat is still in your name, although I've been paying the rent on it. Please respond vis à vis what you'd like me to do with it and with the belongings you left behind.

	He didn't write the words--along with my heart--but I knew him well enough to picture them there.

	He signed it as he usually did, with a great, slashing F.

	It looked as if I had demolished another love affair. Not that I could have done anything about the love I had for Thomas. We'd been too young, and events conspired against us. Although sometimes I wondered. If Mother hadn't insisted I go with her to Canada...If Thomas hadn't gone to Sandhurst and then joined the army...If Roddy Sayer hadn't come into his life...

	"Warrick!"

	I turned wearily and stared at my father. For someone who had left eighty behind, he was awfully energetic. Except when he was matchmaking. Then he became the epitome of frailty and decrepitude in an effort to coerce me into doing what he wanted.

	"Yes, Father?" I stuffed Fox's letter in my pocket.

	"I've invited Delicia for tea."

	My mouth tightened. He'd been trying to throw us together for the past two months. "I'm sorry--"

	"She'll make a perfect wife for a baronet. She's made her curtsey to the Queen and she's been out a few seasons. In addition, her grandfather was a close friend of my wife's."

	"I don't recall Mother mentioning him."

	"No." He glared at me. "Lady Elizabeth."

	"Well, Mother was your wife also."

	"Was being the operative word. And I have no desire to speak of her." A frown joined his glare. "Miss Corbyn would have been exactly what John needed if he hadn't already chosen elsewhere."

	Lucky John. "As I started to say, you'll have to entertain Miss Corbyn yourself. I have an appointment I can't put off."

	He looked put out, and I left him there before he could call me a liar.

	He would have been correct, but I had no intention of marrying the young woman he had chosen simply because she would have been ideal for my half-brother.

	The only telephone in Thorny Walk House was in my father's study. When he learned I had planned to have other rooms in the house wired, he'd become mulish and refused to permit it, stating it was still his house, thank you very much, Warrick, and he was still very much alive. When he was buried, then I could do what I pleased with the old pile.

	I'd ground my teeth in frustration.

	The study was darkly panelled, although only a week before Father arrived the walls had been covered in pine. He had taken one look at the bright, pleasant room and sneered.

	"It's too light. I'll never get any work done in here."

	"But Father--"

	"No. I want it the way it was. I want this ripped out and cherry wood put in."

	And of course my supplier had an enormous amount in stock. No one wanted such dark panelling anymore, since it was no longer in style, but I couldn't convince my father of that.

	Stubborn old goat.

	I picked up my walking stick, limped down the hallway to the study, and entered the room, overcome by gloom the moment I crossed the threshold. I curled my lip at the shadows that seemed to fill each corner, then shook my head and crossed to the large, dark alder desk.

	The operator responded when I picked up the receiver. "Number, please."

	"Milly, this is Warrick Synclaire. Can you connect me with Seek and Ye Shall Find?"

	"Eira Gwyn's shop? Certainly, Mr Synclaire. Hold the line, please."

	After a minute, the connection was made, and I heard Eira's warm contralto. "Seek and Ye Shall Find."

	"Eira--"

	"Miss Gwyn, I have a call from Mr Warrick Synclaire."

	I fumed silently while Eira said, "Thank you, Milly. I'll take it."

	As soon as the operator disconnected, Eira burst into laughter. "I'm sorry, Warrick, but you should be used to this."

	"I know." But I couldn't help feeling disgruntled. Milly insisted on announcing me every blasted time. "Listen, Eira, would you be able to join me for tea?"

	"I'd love it. Would you like to come here?" We'd been seeing a good deal of one another since I first saw her in Upper Flossmere, and she often made me tea in the back of her shop.

	"No, I want to take you to Maud's, a little tearoom I know of in Tunbridge Wells. I can pick you up in say, three quarters of an hour?" That would make it almost three o'clock, and we could be at the tearoom by teatime.

	"Do I need to fear for my reputation?" I could hear the smile in her voice.

	"You never have to fear me," I told her earnestly.

	"I know, dammit." Her words were teasing. "I'll serve my current customers, flip over the closed sign, and run a comb through my hair." And now her words were almost caressing.

	"Er...would you be upset if I asked you to wear trousers?"

	"Not at all, Rick. That's all I have in my wardrobe. Ta for now."

	"Ta." I swallowed hard as I hung up. The last person...the only person to call me "Rick" was Fox.

	But Fox...

	Determinedly, I pushed him from my mind. Things were as they were, and I had other matters to worry about, chief among them the fact that Father was pressuring me more and more to marry.

	"I want to see you settled with a wife and children before I shuffle off this mortal coil."

	"Father--"

	"And don't tell me you can't perform," he'd snapped. "I remember that milkmaid very well, and so should you."

	Yes, I remembered Meggie, but what my father failed to realise was without Thomas's presence, I'd been unable to become aroused enough to penetrate a woman, which would be necessary for me to father a child.

	Delicia Corbyn literally left me limp. I could never produce a child with her.

	But Eira Gwyn...I liked her, and while I still regretted that she wasn't a man, she did have the most delectable arse I had yet to see on a woman.

	I also knew Eira found me attractive, I could tell by the way her gaze would linger on my body when she thought I wasn't looking.

	Could I convince her to let me make love to her? And if I was successful, could I convince her to marry me?

	While I was in the study, I took the opportunity to respond to Fox's letter. I would appreciate it if you'd contact my mother and see if she'll take my belongings. If she chooses not to, then please dispose of them as you see fit.

	I regret our friendship didn't work out. I wish you and your partner a lifetime of happiness.

	As ever,

	Warrick

	I addressed an envelope, folded the letter and slid it within, then took it to Andrews.

	"Please take this to the post office."

	"Yes, sir."

	"Oh, and have Andrews bring around my motorcar. I won't be home for dinner."

	He nodded and stood aside as I left the room.

	I climbed the stairs to my room and laid out clothes for my date with Eira.

	Half an hour later, having bathed, shaved, and dressed, I left Thorny Walk House and drove to Eira's little shop to pick her up.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 27: Warrick

	Eira was wearing a pair of men's dress slacks that must have been tailored for her, because they looked exceedingly fetching. They moulded over the curve of her arse, and my unruly cock grew hard. As I escorted her to the car, I couldn't stop peeking at her.

	She glanced over her shoulder to find my gaze glued to her derriere. "You naughty man! Are you undressing me with your eyes?"

	I smiled at her ruefully. "I beg your pardon, Eira. But I do like the way you fill those trousers."

	She got into the passenger seat, and I shut the door for her. "Let me be perfectly honest with you," she said as I climbed behind the wheel and put the vehicle in gear. "I like you very much. I'm not averse to having an affair with you, if that's what this tête-à-tête is about."

	"But...?"

	Eira looked startled. "I beg your pardon?"

	"It sounded as if you were about to add a 'but'."

	Her lips tightened, and she kept her gaze on the passing scenery. A hot blush covered her cheeks. "You're correct, of course. The 'but' is that I don't think you'll want to have sex with me once you see me naked." She ran her hand through the short cap of white-blonde curls that covered her head. "I look like an adolescent boy. No hips, no breasts, no...curves to speak of. Not even when--" She smiled ruefully and shook her head.

	"That isn't a detraction, as far as I'm concerned. Would you let me make love to you?"

	The sound of her breath catching in her throat was audible over the purr of the motor. I risked a quick look, but she didn't appear angry.

	As I turned the car onto the road that would take us to Tunbridge Wells, warm fingers slid over my thigh to cup the flesh between my legs. My cock jumped and hardened, and I groaned.

	I stamped down on the clutch, and the engine whined in protest. "Je...Eira," I groaned again. "Stop. I'll crash the car."

	She gave my cock a last squeeze. "I think this fine gentleman would rather you crashed the car than that I stop," she teased, and I growled in agreement.

	"Don't tempt me, please. We're almost there."

	Eira leaned close to me, cupped my cheek, and drew it toward her to press a kiss to the corner of my mouth. "You're so sweet."

	"I'm not sweet, Eira. I'm...I'm the worst sort of man for you to know. I need to talk to you." There was a space in front of Maud's, and I parked. A quick glance around showed no one nearby, and I faced her.

	Eira's expression flattened, and anger began to flare in her beautiful blue eyes. "You don't want to see me anymore. Because I touched you. Because I wear trousers. Because I'm not pretty. Because--"

	"Shut up!"

	She subsided, and the glance she sent me was wary.

	"It has nothing to do with you. I think you're very pretty, and I like you in trousers, very much indeed. I even liked when you touched me. There's something you need to know about me." I took a deep breath. What I was about to trust her with could see me imprisoned if she revealed this knowledge to anyone. "I like...I like men."

	"What's that got to do with anything? I like...Oh. You mean you like men."

	I could feel my face burn. Exceedingly clever, was Eira Gwyn. One of the reasons I enjoyed her company so much. Well, that and the view of her sweet arse.

	"I see. That's why you've been so much the gentleman. But...you did seem to enjoy my touch."

	"Yes. And I've had a woman before."

	"Thank you for informing me of that fact," she said dryly. "You said I needed to know you liked men. Why? If we had an affair, there would be no need to reveal your secrets."

	"No, but that's behind me now. I promise you that. The thing is, I must marry and have an heir, and I'd like it very much if you...Would you consider being my wife? I'm very fond of you," I hastened to assure her, "and I think we would rub along together pretty well. And eventually, you'd be the wife of a baronet."

	"Warrick! I thought we were friends. As if I cared a fig about social position."

	I shifted uncomfortably behind the wheel. "I beg your pardon. We are friends. It's just that, since I must marry, I'd at least like the lady to be someone I could like." I groaned and buried my face in my hands. "Eira..." I tried to apologize.

	She was laughing softly. "It's all right, Rick, I understand. But oh, my. You've taken me by surprise."

	"Will you at least think about it, before refusing me outright?"

	Her eyes were cloudy with distress, but that changed so quickly I thought perhaps I'd been mistaken, because now they were bright with interest. "Very well. I just have one request, though."

	"Certainly."

	"Will you feed me? I'm famished."

	"Of course." I got out of the car and ran around to the passenger side to open the door for her. She took the arm I offered her, and we entered the quaint little tearoom.

	Waitresses dressed in frilly aprons bustled around serving their customers.

	Miss Cox, who owned the tearoom and was the six times great-granddaughter of the original Maud, came hurrying toward us. "Mr Synclaire, I have your table waiting." She smiled at Eira. "This way, Miss."

	We followed her to a table at the rear of the tearoom. It was already set with cups, saucers, and cutlery. I seated Eira and took the chair opposite her, so I would have a view of the room. I couldn't explain it, but occasionally, I'd find my nerves becoming stretched, and all that soothed them was the ability to observe my surroundings.

	"I'll bring your tea straightaway, sir."

	"Thank you. And we'll have some honey, if you don't mind."

	"Yes, sir." Miss Cox hurried away.

	The smile on Eira's face was enough to light up the room. "Oh, how sweet of you to remember."

	"I remember a good deal."

	She reached across the table and squeezed my hand, then said, "I must say, I'm a little surprised by how kindly Miss Cox treated me."

	"Why wouldn't she?"

	"Women don't approve of other women in trousers."

	Unfortunately, that was true. I'd noticed some of the female customers frowning as we strolled past, and the men leered. They looked away quickly when they caught my glare. When I'd called to reserve our table, I made sure Miss Cox was aware I wouldn't be pleased if she treated my guest with anything less than the utmost courtesy. Eira didn't need to be made aware of that.

	She gazed around with interest. "This is a very lovely tearoom."

	"It is. Have you never been here?"

	"No."

	"My friend Thomas and I used to come by occasionally."

	"Thomas? Would that be Captain Fortescue-Smythe?"

	"Yes."

	"He visited the shop shortly after I opened it."

	"Oh?" Had he been looking for something for that Sayer person?

	"Yes, he wanted to select a birthday present for Lady Eugenia."

	I felt embarrassed for my uncharitable thoughts.

	Fortunately, just then Miss Cox came bustling up, leading a waitress who held a tray laden with our tea. The waitress placed the teapot on the table, along with a plate with some sandwiches and a three-tiered cake stand that contained cakes, scones, and pastries.

	"Thank you," Eira murmured as Miss Cox set the pot of honey at her elbow.

	"You're very welcome, Miss. Will there be anything else?"

	"No, we're fine," I told her.

	"Well, you just let me know if you need anything."

	"Thank you."

	Miss Cox went off to see to other customers.

	Eira raised the teapot and smiled at me. "Shall I be mother?"

	I returned her smile. "Please do."

	She poured carefully, then handed me my cup, and I reached for the sugar cubes.

	"What did he buy--"

	"I thought I recognised that vehicle of yours parked out front. Actually bringing your nancy boys out in public now, Synclaire?"

	My cup tipped, and I narrowly avoided a lapful of hot tea. I glared at the man standing behind Eira and started to rise, more than willing to drag Vaughan out of the tearoom and knock him on his arse. Major Vaughan, the Detective Chief Inspector of the parish that contained Greenbriers and Thorny Walk, and my own personal bête noir, rocked back and forth on his big feet, grinning as if he'd caught me out in something particularly shameful.

	I'd been celibate since I'd come home--there had been too much to accomplish, and frankly no one in Upper Flossmere had roused my interest until I'd seen Eira Gwyn--and I had no idea how he could have discovered I strolled that side of the street, but he never let an opportunity pass to snipe at me. If I cared enough, I would have wondered about that.

	My companion put her hand on mine and shook her head. I subsided back into my chair.

	"You remember Paul Vaughan, don't you, Eira? This is a little out of your bailiwick, isn't it, Vaughan?"

	Eira turned her head and let her gaze rake him from head to toe.

	The D.C.I.'s eyes goggled. "Eira Gwyn?"

	"Why, yes," I made a point of studying her carefully. "I do believe it is. Do you have some objection to my taking tea with her, Major?"

	"She...Um...What? Beg pardon, I'm sure." Vaughan left so abruptly he nearly barrelled into a couple who were being shown to a table.

	"Bloody arse," I hissed softly. "Can't tell the difference between a woman and a nancy boy." Conveniently I forgot how I had reacted upon first seeing Eira from the rear. "Have another cup of tea, my dear, and don't let him worry you."

	Her expression became amused. "I never let Paul Vaughan worry me. Officious, sanctimonious prig. Do you know, when I was a girl, I thought I fancied him?" She shook her head, as if amazed at her lack of sense, but then grew serious. "Do you have to face that sort of attitude often?"

	I shrugged. "It happens on occasion."

	"What do you do?"

	"Well, you stopped me this time, but normally I would have blacked his eye."

	She burst into laughter. "Seriously?"

	I smiled and shook my head. "Seriously, Eira, I would just have ignored the bastard. Beg pardon."

	She leaned forward and pressed her palm to my cheek. I was glad I had taken the time to run a razor over my face before I went to pick her up. Of late, I found I needed to shave more frequently.

	Eira was studying my eyes, and I wondered what she saw in them. I forced myself to keep my gaze steady.

	"Oh, I do like you, Warrick Synclaire." She sat back, picked up her cup, and took a sip. "In spite of what you told me some time ago, you're one of the nicest men I've met."

	"You truly think so?"

	"Yes."

	"Enough to consider marrying me?"

	"I should have known you'd be this persistent."

	"Why?"

	"You took over restoring your home after others gave it up."

	"I thought you returned to Upper Flossmere only recently."

	"You've lived here most of your life, haven't you?"

	The sudden change of subject gave me pause. "Of course I have."

	"And you aren't aware of the way gossip gets around?"

	I couldn't help chuckling. "So you're telling me you've had nothing better to do than listen to meaningless tittle-tattle?"

	"When it comes to you? Why, yes, Mr Synclaire."

	"Why, you little minx!" I reached across the table and pinched her chin.

	She gave me a saucy grin. "It's also thanks to you that business picked up in both Upper and Lower Flossmere."

	"How do you work that out?"

	"Those guards you brought in to make sure your workers felt safe after all the deaths a few years ago."

	"That's simply good management."

	"Of course. But all the business owners appreciated it." She chuckled, then sobered and worried her lower lip for a moment before saying, "There's something I must tell you,"

	I leaned back in my chair and spread my arms. "I'm at your service."

	"Not here. There are too many ears to hear."

	"Now you've got me curious."

	"Please?"

	"All right, Eira. Enjoy your tea. We can talk later." I assumed she'd want to have this discussion--whatever it was about--in the privacy of the little kitchen behind her shop.

	"Thank you." There were shadows in her eyes, which I didn't remember seeing there before.

	"You're welcome." I picked up a sandwich and bit into it, and thought how very well we would do together.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 28: Warrick

	After I paid the bill and escorted Eira out of the tearoom and into my car, it didn't take long for us to get back on the road to Upper Flossmere.

	I'd been driving for about a quarter of an hour, and neither of us had spoken.

	Abruptly, Eira said, "You asked me to marry you, but I think once you've heard what I'm about to tell you, you may not still be of the same mind."

	"I'm not likely to change my mind, but I'm willing to hear whatever it is you feel you have to tell me."

	"Obstinate man."

	"I thought I was persistent."

	"Ah, Warrick. What shall I do with you?"

	"Marry me?"

	"You drive me insane." She chuckled but quickly sobered. "You were correct earlier about the 'but' that was to come."

	I sent a puzzled glance her way, but she was staring out of the windscreen. "You told me--"

	"There's another, more pertinent one. You see, I didn't just leave Upper Flossmere when I was sixteen. My ma and da sent me away."

	I remained silent, letting her continue or not as was her choice.

	"Pull in to the next layby, please. You shouldn't be driving when you hear something like this."

	"You're not going to tell me you're a distant relation to Jack the Ripper, are you?"

	The silence in the car thickened.

	"Sorry, poor attempt at humour." I steered the car to the layby, parked, and shifted to face her. "You don't have to tell me anything you're uncomfortable with, you know."

	"I know, but it's only fair you're aware of this." She drew in a shaky breath. "You'll recall I told you I'd gone to the gypsies to have my fortune told the night before I left Upper Flossmere?"

	"Yes."

	"I expected my future to be with the local boy that I'd had my eye on. As it turned out, he was courting a girl from Lower Flossmere--one of those girls who were soft and sweet-smelling and who wore pretty dresses instead of trousers."

	"He was a fool to prefer a bit of fluff to you."

	"Thank you. That's kind of you to say." She didn't look at me, though. Apparently she found the crease in her trousers fascinating.

	"I'm assuming Syeira didn't give you the future you wanted."

	"No. All she promised me was pain and heartache."

	I gave a sour laugh. "We may be more well-suited than you realise, Eira. She predicted the same for me."

	"I wonder if that's the only fortune she can tell."

	I wondered that, as well. She'd read a similar future for Thomas, and indeed, while he'd brought honour to his family name, he'd done it at the cost of an eye.

	"What happened after you left the encampment?" I asked.

	"The way home felt longer than usual, and all the way, I had the nagging feeling that someone...that something was following me." She wouldn't meet my eyes, as if she were afraid I'd mock her, but after the nightmares I'd had, how could I?

	I reached across and offered what I hoped would be a comforting touch to her shoulder.

	Now she did meet my gaze. "I'm not one who frightens easily. I really was the hoyden my ma and da declared me to be, but truthfully? I'd never been that frightened. The cold sweat of fear rolled down my spine, and I walked as fast as I could without breaking into a run. I kept glancing around, hoping to see someone I knew returning home, but of course no one was around at that time of night. While I couldn't see anyone, I knew..." She swallowed and shook her head. "I heard the snap of twigs as if they were being stepped upon, the rustle of bushes as if they were being pushed aside."

	Her recalled fear was palpable, and I pulled her out of her seat and onto my lap. "It's all right," I murmured in her ear.

	"I'm sorry. I'm being such a...such a baby about this."

	"Hush." I took a flask from my jacket pocket and unscrewed the cap. I carried it to prove to myself that I could and that I wouldn't drain it at the least provocation. "Take a sip, but just a sip, mind. You don't want to start choking. This should soothe your nerves."

	In spite of my warning, she did cough a little. She wiped her eyes. "Thank you."

	"You don't need to go on," I told her.

	"I do. I've never told anyone, and it's been preying on me."

	"All right, then."

	She took another sip, then continued. "My nerves overcame me, and I broke into a terrified run. I reached the lane behind our house, but before I could gain the safety of home, an arm reached out and caught me around my waist. I was thrust up against a tree, and he leaned against me. His breath was in my face. I expected it to be sour, or...I don't know...fetid, but it was sweet. He was wearing some kind of furry waistcoat."

	"Sorry?"

	She shrugged. "I can't explain it, but it's something I've never forgot. He kissed me. I'd kissed a few boys before, but this was so different."

	I gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze then began rubbing her arm gently. "Were you terribly frightened?"

	"I was, to begin with, especially when he started fumbling with the front of my trousers, but then...I looked into his eyes." She looked up at me, and her gaze became dreamy. "He had the most striking golden eyes, and all of a sudden I felt as if I'd known him forever and that what we were going to do was all right."

	For some reason, a frisson of nerves shivered up my spine at the mention of golden eyes. I swallowed heavily, although I couldn't understand it.

	"I stopped fighting him--had I mentioned I struggled?"

	"No, but I don't doubt it for an instant."

	"Oh, Warrick. I went to the gypsy camp a virgin, in spite of all the boys I'd kissed, but when I finally climbed up the trellis that led up to my bedroom window, I no longer was."

	"Is this what you felt I should know?"

	"That's just part of it." She fell silent.

	"Did you regret it?"

	"Not at the time, no. In spite of what happened afterward, I still have dreams of that night, and I...I climax in my sleep."

	I recalled a night like that, and a gypsy with golden eyes. And even dreams that resulted in powerful orgasms. I swallowed, thrust the thoughts aside, and took Eira's hand in mine.

	"I haven't had many lovers, but you have a right to know you wouldn't be the first," she said.

	"Do you expect me to be virgin?"

	"Don't be daft." She laughed. "Of course not."

	"Then why would I expect that of you? Is that why your father sent you away?"

	"Yes. I smelled of sex, and my body was covered with love bites and my breasts were scratched."

	"Pardon me for asking, but how did he know that?" It was a wretched circumstance, but I knew there were instances of incest; it would be unrealistic to think otherwise.

	"Ma burst into my room while I was changing out of my clothes. Where have you been, girl? she screeched. I tried to tell her I'd just gone to have my fortune told, but she kept screaming at me. You were with a gypsy? A gypsy? She could see my blood and his seed on my thighs, and then she really started screaming. She slapped me. Da came in to see what all the fuss was about, and when Ma told him what had happened, he exploded worse than her and backhanded me across the mouth. You're a slut, Eira Gwyn, and I'll not have you bringing disgrace on this house! He...he took off his belt and beat me until I couldn't stand, until I had to curl in on myself to protect myself."

	"And your mother?"

	"She just stood there and watched. She never interfered."

	Meaning this had happened before? "My poor girl." For a second my jaws ached, as if the bones were elongating, rearranging themselves into a muzzle. I realized it was because I was gritting my teeth together so fiercely, and I drew in a deep breath and made myself stop. If her father had still been alive, I'd have paid him a visit and showed him what it was like when someone bigger took his fists to him. As for her mother...I was a gentleman and in the general course of things wouldn't raise a hand to a woman, but for her I'd have been willing to make an exception.

	Eira continued speaking. "After he finished, he told me to pack. The next day they sent me to live with Ma's sister in London."

	"I'm so sorry."

	"There's more." She straightened and tried to pull away.

	"I'm still here, and I'm not going anywhere." I held her tight and dropped a kiss on her hair.

	She slumped against me. "I was pregnant."

	I tightened my hold on her. "Did you lose the baby?" I'd got to know her over these past few months, and I was certain if she'd had a child, she would have brought him home with her.

	"No, I had him. Her." She turned her head and looked up at me with such sorrow in her eyes. "I don't even know if my baby was a boy or a girl. They took him away from me before I could even see him."

	"They?"

	"Aunt Ethel and that rotten son of hers. He was always trying to catch me alone, even when I was eight months along."

	"Indeed." I studied my fingernails. "Perhaps you'd be so kind as to give me their address."

	"Why?"

	"I thought I might pay them a visit."

	She shook her head. "That's kind of you, but they're both gone. I happened to come across an article in the newspaper. Apparently they were victims of foul play."

	"Pity."

	"Yes."

	"And they didn't tell you if you'd had a boy or a girl?"

	"No. Since they'd decided I wasn't to keep him, they felt there was no need. As soon as I had recovered, I packed my things and left." She would have been...what...seventeen at the most? "They covered their tracks well. Even though I tried to find my baby, there seemed to be no trace of him."

	"What did you do afterward?"

	She shrugged. "I sold flowers in Covent Garden. I worked in shops. A kindly gentleman took me in and taught me the antiques trade. He left me a tidy sum after he passed on."

	"That's how you were able to purchase Seek and Ye Shall Find?" I didn't ask if he'd been her lover. That was hardly my business.

	"Yes."

	"Why did you come back to Upper Flossmere? You could have chosen a town anywhere in Great Britain."

	"You're right, but...I don't know...I was drawn back to here." She began shivering.

	"It's all right." I rested my chin against her hair and kept her enfolded in my arms, sharing my warmth with her.

	We stayed that way for some time, and then she sighed and shifted back into the passenger seat. "Shall we continue?"

	"Are you sure?"

	"Yes."

	I put the car in gear and eased back onto the road. "Are you willing to give us a try?"

	"After hearing all that, you still want to marry me?"

	"Yes. Nothing you've told me has caused me to change my mind."

	"You're so kind to me," she said after a long period of silence. "You're a good man."

	"Hardly. But I can assure you of one thing--I've never impregnated any of my lovers."

	She burst into laughter, and I was pleased to have lightened the atmosphere.

	"Then I rather think I would like to marry you," she said.

	"Thank you. I promise I'll do my best to make you happy."

	* * * *

	I drove down the lane that branched off the main street of Upper Flossmere and around to the back of Seek and Ye Shall Find to the entrance of her living quarters. I parked the car and walked Eira to her door. Then I took her hand in mine and brought it to my lips.

	"I plan to drive up to Town in a few days. Would you care to accompany me and pick out your engagement ring?"

	"So we're really going to do this?"

	"Did you doubt it, my dear?" Recalling how meaningless it was when my father address my mother as "my love," I'd sworn that was something I'd never do.

	"No...but I'm wondering how Sir John is going to react to this. After all, I'm just a--"

	"If you say peasant, I'll spank you."

	"Will you really?" But she sounded more amused than angry. She reached between us and cupped my cock, which hardened.

	"I will." I'd hardened for a woman. No, not just any woman; this woman.

	"But your father--"

	"I'll be the one marrying you, not him." I pulled her roughly into my arms and ran my palm over her delectable arse. It was round and firm, and I wondered if she'd let me sodomize her after we were married. I closed my fists on her firm flesh, pulled her closer, and then slid my thigh high between her legs and encouraged her to ride me.

	She wriggled under my touch and raised her mouth to mine, and I kissed her. Her lips were soft and lush, and she let me have control of the kiss.

	That wasn't exactly what I wanted or what I was used to--Fox would generally battle me for dominance, which was pleasurable foreplay for us, although I'd never let him penetrate me. And it had been much the same with Thomas.

	I explored the interior of her mouth and learned her taste, which was a mingling of honey and clotted cream and something that was simply Eira.

	I reached tentatively to stroke her breasts, and she was correct: she was as flat as a boy. My touch there didn't seem to arouse her, so I brought my hands back to her buttocks.

	Her breath came in little whimpers as she rubbed herself shamelessly against my thigh. I dug my fingers into the crevasse between her lovely arse cheeks and swallowed her cry as she came apart in my arms.

	It took a little while for her breathing to come back under control.

	I drew away slightly. Her eyes were closed and there was a faint smile on her lips. "Very nice, darling." She opened her eyes. Her smile broadened, and she stroked my cheek. "Very nice."

	"My pleasure, milady." I dropped a kiss on her nose and waited until she stopped trembling. "Where's your key?"

	"Under the mat."

	I gave a huff of laughter and stooped to retrieve it, then opened the door for her, slipped the key into her hand, and pressed a final kiss to her lips.

	Once the door was closed behind her, I turned and climbed into my car.

	Good God! We'd been in a fairly public lane! A quick glance around revealed it was deserted.

	I breathed a sigh of relief and drove home. The next time I saw her, we'd give some thought to setting the wedding date.

	I'd wondered if we should anticipate our vows to ascertain whether or not I could consummate the marriage, but this little occurrence seemed to prove it wouldn't be necessary.

	* * * *

	Two days later, I picked Eira up, and we drove to London, where we spent a very nice day. First we looked at engagement rings. She selected a lovely old European cut diamond in a white gold filigree setting. Since we needed to wait while it was resized for her slender finger, we decided to stay in Town overnight. We had dinner, and if it hadn't been for my bad leg, we would have gone dancing, as well. Instead, we went to see one of Gilbert and Sullivan's operettas, and afterward, rather than taking a cab to our hotel, we strolled arm in arm under the light of a brilliant full moon.

	I'd booked adjoining rooms. "It's really not necessary, darling," Eira said as she caressed my cheek.

	"You know there's going to be talk at home when they learn we've been in Town together."

	"There's going to be talk anyway. However, if you choose to wait...we'll wait. As long as it's not too long?"

	"Soon, I promise, my dear." I kissed her mouth--I wasn't noble enough to settle for her cheek--then patted her arse as she entered her room.

	As it turned out, it was a good thing she didn't share a bed with me that night. I had a damned nightmare--not the one where I was stalked by the beast, but where I did the stalking, tracking down some poor fool who was out at that hour. I tore out his throat and relished the taste of his blood on my tongue.

	I tossed and turned, and when I finally awoke in the morning hours, I was more exhausted than when I'd gone to bed. I found the sheets tangled around my legs, and it took some doing to free myself from the sheets. My mouth tasted vile--an odd, coppery taste--and my shoulder ached. I could feel nothing when I probed it, but when I examined it in the mirror above the chest of drawers, I could see faint marks.

	I blinked a couple of times, certain it was just my imagination, but the marks remained.

	I shivered, bathed quickly, and used copious amounts of toothpowder to freshen my breath.

	I had just finished dressing when Eira tapped on the connecting door. I threw it open and said cheerfully, "Ready for breakfast?"

	She observed me thoughtfully, then smiled. "Of course, darling."

	Being in her presence was a delight, and all memory of that dream dissipated.

	* * * *

	With the ring securely on her finger, I drove her home, kissed her goodbye until I came by to take her to dinner that evening, and returned to Thorny Walk House.

	Andrews cleared his throat as I handed him my walking stick while I removed my hat and overcoat, then retrieved my stick and gave him my hat and coat. "Your father wishes to see you in the study, Mr Warrick."

	"Thank you." I crossed the foyer and limped down the hallway to the study.

	Father was seated at his desk.

	"You wanted to--"

	"You were seen!" Father reared up from his seat and slammed his fists against the desk. I backed away a step, startled. He usually kept his emotions under strict control, and I'd never seen him erupt in this manner.

	"I beg your pardon?"

	"And well you should. You were seen in Town with some trollop on your arm. Miss Corbyn has been most forbearing, but for how much longer do you think she'll tolerate your behaviour? Which you should have got out of your system years ago."

	"I'm sorry Miss Corbyn thought something could come of our relationship, of which, I must remind you, there is none. Quite frankly, I don't care whether she tolerates my behaviour or not. I'm not going to marry her."

	"Of course you are! I'll go up to Town and get this sorted out. Try not to get into any mischief while I'm gone."

	"Father, I'm thirty-nine, not nine. And go to Town if that's what you wish, but I assure you there's nothing to sort out. I'll marry whom I choose, and I don't choose Miss Corbyn."

	"Humph. This world is falling apart, you're behaving like a spoiled schoolboy, and look what's happening in the city." He picked up the copy of the newspaper he had delivered each day, stabbed at it with his forefinger, then made a sound of disgust and tossed it down on his desk. After a final glare in my direction, he stalked out of the room.

	I sighed and picked up the newspaper. I wasn't particularly interested in the occurrences in Town, but Father's reaction was strong enough to intrigue me, and I thumbed through the pages.

	It seemed to be the usual: problems in the political arena, the goings-on of the Royals. I was about to close the paper and place it back on the desk when a small article at the bottom of page 7 caught my eye. A body had been discovered in a back street in the early morning hours, and while the police had nothing to go by, the reporter wondered if it was possible Jack the Ripper had returned.

	More than thirty years after he'd last attacked? That was hardly likely. In addition, the victim was male and his throat had been torn so badly he'd nearly been decapitated. I shook my head, dismissing it, and left the study.

	As I mounted the stairs to the first floor, I could hear Father shouting for Andrews to see his valise was brought up to his room.

	Well, at least I'd have some peace for a day or so.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 29: Nicolae/Djordji

	"Where is it?" Nicolae growled. He tore open each cupboard and chest of drawers, tossing trousers, shirts, and waistcoats to the floor in a desperate effort to find the handkerchief he'd taken from the gadje's bedroom that night years before, but the damned thing was missing. He had to find it. It had taken longer than he'd expected to get the girl to obey his orders, and only the threat of making her pregnant had persuaded her to do as he'd commanded. And now that she finally had...

	He ground his teeth. The charm wouldn't work without it.

	"Were you looking for something, Tatăl?"

	Nicolae started--he'd been positive he was alone in the caravan--then turned to glare at the boy.

	"Tatăl?"

	"How many times have I told you not to call me father?"

	The boy rolled his eyes. He was as bad as his uncle when it came to that.

	"Leave me!"

	Djordji made a scoffing sound, and sauntered out of the caravan, and if Nicolae hadn't known better, he would have sworn the whelp was his brother's.

	He glared after Djordji's retreating back. This was another one he should have found the opportunity to drown when he was born. What would it have mattered? The boy was only half Rom. If Nicolae had been there, he'd have got rid of the brat, and there would have been nothing any of them could have done about it.

	Syeira must have known that. Why else would she keep the pregnancy and birth from him, sending him to their home in the Carpathians ahead of the band? He'd only learned of it when the vista returned home with Djordji among them.

	Of course he knew at once Djordji was his. So did everyone in their band. The little monster might have Nicolae's colouring and the pentagram in his palm, but he had his gadje dam's blue eyes.

	The headman had been happy to finally have a grandson--Milosh had been too young, and before the blonde gadje, Nicolae had always been careful to pull out before he spilled his seed.

	He stood with his arms akimbo and glared around the interior of the caravan. The handkerchief was nowhere to be found, and he had to accept that. He ran a hand through his hair. He'd just have to slip into the big house. He'd been watching the m'lor' and knew he'd driven up to London to see his sire. The house was empty, and now would be the ideal time for Nicolae to slip in and obtain another handkerchief.

	For a moment he thought of that time in the Carpathians and what a disaster it had proved to be. He shuddered, and his arsehole tightened. He'd hated being buggered, although he'd had no choice but to submit to the Alpha.

	He drove those memories from his mind, hating to recall that time when he'd been treated as less than the headman's son.

	He rubbed his hands together. Having the m'lor'...that would give him the power he needed to overcome that damned Alpha.

	And Nicolae would not only be Alpha of this tiny pack but of all the shifters in Walachia.

	* * * *

	Djordji paused at the bottom of the caravan's steps, looked back, and slid his hand into his pocket. He gave a hard grin and rubbed the fine material of the m'lor's handkerchief between his fingers. He had no doubt this wouldn't delay his father's plans for long--Nicolae was determined to have the m'lor' no matter what troubles it brought upon their band--but it might be long enough to alter what Syeira had seen of the future.

	Nicolae wasn't happy Djordji was his son, but that was all right--Djordji wasn't happy Nicolae was his father.

	It was a shame Nicolae was to be the headman and not Milosh.

	His uncle was a much better man.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 30: Warrick

	If I'd been paying attention to my dreams, perhaps I could have prevented what happened. Or perhaps what happened had been foretold by the gypsy, Syeira, so many years before, and I never could have escaped it.

	The package arrived a couple of days after I bought Eira her engagement ring. It was addressed simply Mr Warrick Synclaire, Thorny Walk House, Kent in tidy block letters.

	Curious, I turned it over in my hands and gave it a shake, but there was no outward sign of what it might contain. Since Father was still in London, I was afforded a modicum of privacy. I carried the package to the study and reached for the penknife Father kept in his desk drawer. It had belonged to my half-brother John, a birthday gift from our father, or so I'd been given to understand.

	Occasionally I would spot him running wistful fingers over it. He'd loved Harry, but we'd always known John was his favourite.

	Meanwhile, I used the penknife as a letter opener, and now I sliced it through the brown paper that was wrapped around the box. Once removed, it revealed a simple cedar box. There was a gold clasp that secured it, and after I released it, the top opened readily enough.

	Within the box, on a bed of blood-red velvet, was...I swallowed and took out the object with unsteady hands. It was approximately eight inches long and two inches thick, with a bulbous head. About three inches above the flared base was a rather unusual feature: a knob or knot that protruded, marring the sleek profile of the object.

	Made of silky smooth black onyx, it was a dildo, one of the most finely crafted I had ever seen.

	My mouth went dry, and I dropped it back into the box as if it had burned my fingers. At the same time, my cock had become engorged. I slammed the lid down, concealing the dildo from my sight. Who would have sent me such a thing?

	I paced the carpet in front of the window, running my hand restlessly through my hair. Who would have sent me such a thing? And what was I to do with it?

	I moistened my lips and approached the box again. When I raised the lid it laid there, sensuously exposed. Only then did I notice the jar nestled in the folds of the luxurious material. I opened the jar, and an alluring, seductive odour wafted from the ointment that filled it--sandalwood--Thomas's preferred scent. He was the only one who knew why I myself had taken to wearing it.

	This gift had to be from him...I was certain of it!

	Now my cock felt like an iron bar in my trousers. A massive shudder rippled through my body. I resealed the jar and shut the box, then tucked it under my arm and hurried up to my bedroom.

	The servants weren't likely to come up to this wing--they were still wary of it even though I'd assured them it wasn't likely to collapse.

	I knew I wouldn't be disturbed, but still, I locked the door behind me. With that done, I set the box on a small table near the window, and began to pace once more. I hadn't felt this aroused in a very long time. My trousers were tented by my erection. I opened them and reached in to free my aching flesh, but the thought of a wank was not enough. I needed more than my own hand.

	I took the black object from the box and ran a finger along its length. This was what I needed.

	I stripped out of my clothes and carried the dildo and the jar to my bed, where I laid down and spread my legs. Unable to prevent myself, I ran the dildo over my cheeks and jaw, and a faint scent filled my nostrils. That shouldn't have been--it was stone, not leather or flesh--but that thought came and went, as, with a soft moan, I parted my lips, slid it into my mouth and began to suck on it. By relaxing my throat, I managed to get the knot past my lips. I stroked my cock and balls in tempo and became more and more aroused.

	Finally I took it from my mouth, opened the jar, and covered the warm black stone with the fragrant ointment. I bent my legs back toward my chest and positioned the dildo at my anus. I rubbed the blunt tip across my opening, smearing it with the lubricant, and then began pressing it into me. Although it had been more than twenty years since I'd been breached, the snug muscle instantly relaxed and allowed the intruder entrance with no effort at all.

	I pulled my legs back further and thrust the dildo in deeper. Its girth caused it to brush against that tantalising spot inside me, and a flash of lightning went through me. Was this what Thomas had felt, what had made him howl and cry out?

	The knot slid into me, and in spite of knowing I was alone, I bit my lip to prevent a groan of pleasure from alerting anyone who might chance to pass my door as to my activities.

	The ointment seemed to heat up, increasing the level of my passion, and I withdrew the dildo until the knot was outside my anus, then drove it into my back passage in earnest. With my other hand, I squeezed and plucked at my nipples, which seemed to be connected directly to my cock. The bulbous head had emerged from its foreskin, and precome oozed from the slit at the tip. I left the dildo imbedded in me while I smeared the clear liquid over the head of my erection. I pressed down on the tip and started to masturbate.

	The fullness in my channel was like an itch that needed desperately to be scratched. I abandoned my nipples and my cock and went back to sodomising myself with the lovely onyx phallus. I tugged on my testicles and rubbed the sensitive spot behind them. I arched up and worked the phallus harder, faster. The knob kept stroking across that sweet spot, and I bit my lips to contain the whines that would have spilled forth. I spread my legs further apart. I wanted...needed...something larger in my arse, something that would split me in two. I dipped my finger into the jar of ointment and slid it in beside the phallus and sighed happily. Such a delicious burn.

	Too quickly I began to come, shooting my spunk up to my chest and onto my groin.

	I was fascinated that toward the end, I hadn't even had to touch my cock to climax.

	I collapsed in a sprawl, the dildo still in me. I scooped up a dollop of semen and lazily licked my finger clean. Mixed with my own taste was a hint of the ointment I'd applied to the dildo. I scooped up more of my semen, at the same time relishing the feeling of being stretched.

	After drowsing for a little bit, I roused myself enough to sit up, but I had forgotten the black dildo inside me.

	Or perhaps I hadn't forgotten.

	I let it remain in place as I crossed to my bathroom. The shift and play of it in my arse was almost enough to make me hard once more. After I cleaned myself off, I gazed into the mirror. My eyes had a languid, well-satisfied look to them, and I smiled at my reflection.

	And then something else caught my attention, and I stiffened. Radiating from my shoulder, the once faint marks I had seen previously had darkened, looking more than ever like a bite. I backed away a step, which caused the dildo to shift inside me, and I forgot about the marks.

	I dressed, but I left the dildo in place--certain between the flared base and knot it would remain comfortably in my arse.

	However, rather than go about my normal routine, something drew me to the attics. I went through boxes and chests and trunks, one after another in search of something, but whatever it was, I couldn't find it.

	Andrews sent a footman to inform me it was time for lunch, but I had no hunger for food of any kind, and sent him downstairs with an apology.

	Then I retreated to my bedroom and buggered myself with the dildo again.

	The experience was as heady as the first time.

	And afterward, I found myself in the attics again, but my search was just as unsuccessful.

	I still had things that needed to be done around the estate, so I determined to take care of them, although Dick Whittington was nervous for some reason, and bouncing in the saddle became too uncomfortable to continue more than a few paces.

	I had no desire for tea or dinner and retired early. I put more ointment on the phallus and used it repeatedly throughout the night. The ointment soothed and maddened at the same time.

	The next morning I was stiff and a bit sore, so I left the dildo in my room.

	All through the day I was distracted, barely able to speak coherently. I saw Eira, then rode my horse to the hill above the site where the gypsies were encamped. One of the gypsy men stood beside a black and white Irish Cob and stroked its neck and shoulder and returned my gaze. The distance was too great for me to distinguish his features, but something about him...

	Shifting uncomfortably in the saddle, I rode away to visit my tenants. Any number of tasks that were awaiting me needed to be completed.

	I became increasingly desperate for the shadow of darkness to fall.

	Father had returned in the early afternoon, and he insisted I have dinner with him, but as soon as I'd taken the last forkful of pudding, I excused myself, pleading exhaustion, and went to bed.

	I learned from that: as long as I kept the dildo in place, I could function more or less. I couldn't ride, not with that thing in my arse, so I'd drive around the estate in my car or sketch some Art Deco designs in the room I'd made my office and kept my desire under control until it was safe for me to return to my room and bugger myself until I bit my lips raw to prevent my groans from being overheard.

	* * * *

	As the days passed, I became gaunt and hollow-eyed, not only from the nightmares, which were coming nightly, but from the loss of appetite and by my obsessive use of the dildo. Eira was not the only one to remark on it. Lady Eugenia also questioned me. I was able to dismiss it as worry over the number of savagely mutilated animals that were being reported to Major Vaughan.

	Farmers and villagers alike were becoming exceedingly fearful, and when Ezra Bailey, the glazier, was found near the forest with his throat torn out and his body eviscerated, tensions rose even more.

	* * * *

	I stood naked before the window and watched the moon rise in the sky. My back passage was stretched by the onyx dildo, and I clenched my internal muscles. My cock was hard and aching. I hadn't climaxed in hours, and I was in desperate need of release. My hands hovered near my cock, the desire to spill my semen almost overpowering. I knew a single touch would bring me to an explosive orgasm, and I wanted that. Paradoxically, I was reluctant to touch myself.

	I ran a hand through my hair. "A walk in the woods will do you a world of good, my lad," I told myself.

	I withdrew the dildo, but instead of coating it with the unguent and replacing it in my back passage, I dipped my fingers in the rapidly emptying jar, and used them to apply the lotion. I found that spot that made me shiver and moan and couldn't resist stroking it.

	No. I forced myself to stop. I could continue to completion after I'd had my walk. I pulled on my clothes.

	The maddening ache within me had diminished the chronic ache in my leg to the point that when I left the house, I left my walking stick behind.

	The night was cool after the unseasonable heat of the day, and a faint mist hung low over the ground. I strode past the stables, through a pasture and on into a meadow, the need to be fucked growing with each step.

	There was a soft growl and then the sound of footsteps rushing over the fallen leaves. A body barrelled into me, knocking me to the earth. Breathless, I was unable to cry out for help, and even if I had been able to, there would have been no one nearby to hear.

	Rough hands tore at my trousers, while hot breath bathed the nape of my neck. I shuddered and whimpered.

	"Silence, little brother. The time has come for me to claim you once again."

	A glance over my shoulder revealed my assailant.

	No...I gazed into golden eyes. Not an assailant. A lover.

	"Nicolae."

	"Yes."

	"It's been so long. Claim me again."

	He exposed my arse to the pale moonlight and dragged his nails over my flanks. Fingers parted my arse cheeks and slid into me, testing my readiness, no doubt.

	He chuckled, and his heavily accented voice whispered in my ear. "You used the lotion I sent you. Better and better. I did not like the thought of hurting you, although that would not have stopped me."

	"Why are you doing this to me?" I asked in idle curiosity.

	"The stars are in alignment, as are the moon and planets. You must fulfil your destiny." His words were almost mocking, but I didn't care, because he'd removed his fingers. I shivered at how empty I felt. Then he ran sharp nails over my arse, and this time I could feel the lines of blood he drew.

	Before I could protest, he slid his cock into me, larger than I remembered it, larger even than the black dildo. I whined at the burn, and then gasped at the starburst of pleasure that exploded throughout me as he targeted my sweet spot.

	His hard hands forced me to remain motionless, as over and over he took me. The moon hung like a silver medallion, illuminating the land beneath it. A harsh growl ruffled my hair, and sharp fangs sank into the flesh of my shoulder, mangling it.

	But I cared nothing for that as I felt a knot thrust into me, plugging me, and the scalding heat of his semen flooded my bowels.

	I bucked into him, and took my oozing cock in my hands, stroking and pulling until I spilled my seed onto the dry earth.

	I collapsed beneath him, and a long, lolling tongue swept out to sooth the pain of my shoulder. The teeth nipped my back and neck, and he licked the tiny hurts. We remained like that for almost an hour, his cock throbbing in my pleasurably abused passage.

	When he finally shrank enough to slip free, gouts of spunk dribbled out of me. I toppled to my side on the ground and glanced at the shoulder that should have been destroyed, only to discover a wound that was already healing. I raised my eyes to his and shivered at the sight before me.

	A wolf stood there, huge--unnaturally huge--his brown fur silvered in the moonlight. His long, plumed tail swept lazily back and forth, and he raised his large head to scent the night air before he nudged me onto my stomach and began to lick me clean. The feel of his tongue on my anus sent ribbons of excitement through me, and I glanced over my shoulder to watch his actions.

	I bit back a moan. I would have let him mount me again willingly.

	It was as if he read my thoughts. His black lips parted in a lupine smile, and his tongue swept over my testicles and stroked gently. "No more tonight, little brother." The words came from the wolf's mouth, but they were the heavily accented English of the gypsy. "You must recover. But you will meet me here again tomorrow night, and every night that the full moon shines."

	He paced forward, then turned and stood before me, proud and regal. I crawled to him, then rolled over onto my back, exposing my throat and belly to him. One final lick, to my cock this time, and he vanished into the night.

	I gathered the shreds of my clothing around me. Somehow I managed to stagger back to Thorny Walk House and get myself to bed.

	* * * *

	Just as he said, each night that the moon was full I slipped out to meet my lover. Oddly enough, during the day it was simple to act as if nothing untoward had happened to me. Now that Nicolae had claimed me, I no longer needed the constant presence of the dildo in me. I put it in the cedar chest and hid it away in one of the attics.

	Afterward, on the nights when the moon wasn't full, the gypsy would come to me, using the ointment to ease his way in my arse.

	To think I had never permitted any of my other lovers to possess me in this manner.

	I stopped wondering about it, as each passing night left me more and more in thrall to him.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 31: Roddy Sayer

	Tommy and I had once talked of the men in our lives who we'd cared for, and he'd told me he considered himself to be fortunate to know three good men. I didn't know if that meant there had been other men who'd given him brief, fleeting moments of pleasure or comfort but who hadn't touched his heart.

	As for me, I'd been blessed to love two men in my life--Charlie Pearson and Tommy Smythe. Charlie owned a boat called the Nile Goddess and delivered goods up and down the Ruzizi River, stopping periodically at Udjidji, the village where my brother had his little church. Charlie had agreed to sail down the river after I'd pleaded with him to take me to Lake Tanganyika and help me destroy as many of the German steamships that patrolled the lake as we could.

	"Why?" he'd asked.

	"To avenge my brother." I explained about the German soldiers who'd been passing through our little village, intending to "recruit" the natives. When Brother had protested, they'd...hurt him.

	I was Christian, but I'd wanted to hurt them back. However, it wasn't because I'd loved Brother. He was a good deal older than I, a stern man who believed sparing the rod spoiled the child, and he never spared the rod.

	No, it was because I didn't love him that I'd felt I needed to do this.

	Charlie understood and didn't judge me. So it really was no wonder that I'd loved him.

	With the Marie Christine sunk, Charlie felt we'd done our part for the war effort and took me south. Once in South Africa, we'd hired ourselves out until we'd earned enough to purchase some land.

	Times were difficult, though, and in order to save our freehold, Charlie had accepted a job with the team of archaeologists headed by Howard Carter and funded by Lord Carnarvon. Although Charlie had been gravely ill even before our arrival in the Valley of the Kings, his death was laid at Tutankhamun's door.

	And then there was Tommy, whom I'd met after Charlie and I had blown up the Marie Christine. He was a wonder to look at, but I couldn't see anyone except Charlie.

	Until I ran into Tommy years later in Egypt. Between days in the desert with its endless heat and insects, working to excavate what proved to be the tomb of the Boy King, nights filled with uneasy dreams, and then losing Charlie, I was a disaster.

	I needed the comfort of a warm body beside me in bed at night to keep the nightmares of ancient Egyptian high priests and jackal-headed gods at bay, and that warm body proved to be Tommy's. It didn't matter to me that he'd lost an eye. In fact that simply made him appear more dashing. What did matter was that he looked after me, made love to me, and eventually took me home to England with him.

	Unfortunately, the nightmares followed me to Greenbriers, along with Ammon Runihura, who claimed to be a representative of the Egyptian Department of Antiquities. He had let Thorny Walk House from Sir John Synclaire, the father of Tommy's boyhood friend.

	Runihura wanted the black pearls of Anubis, an ancient artifact that had wound up in Charlie's pocket and had come to me after he died, wasting away from a cancer.

	"Mr Sayer may return the pearls to me at my residence," Runihura had stated at the dinner party Lady Genie had given. "Any time tomorrow will be soon enough."

	The Egyptian disturbed me. Deep in my mind I'd known he wanted me, that at one time--eons before--he'd inserted those pearls into my arse, thereby having me...

	Tommy had no intention of letting that happen, thank God. He'd taken the pearls to Thorny Walk House and learned at that time of the spell they had woven into them--the person they were used on became the possession of the one who'd used them. But when Runihura had reached for them, almost orgasmic at the thought of having the pearls in his possession, Tommy had dropped them and stepped on them, crushing them to dust.

	It was a good thing I'd come riding up then, because the Egyptian had vile things planned for Tommy, starting with giving him to Runihura's men as a plaything and concluding with impaling him on the phallus of the statue of the jackal-headed god hidden away in the cellar of the east wing of Thorny Walk House.

	By the time we left, nothing remained of that wing but dust and a hole in the ground. The god had dealt with everyone else.

	* * * *

	When Tommy casually informed me he was on his way to his next assignment, my heart sank. We'd been through a lot in recent days, and I could understand why enough had been enough and he was leaving me behind.

	But then he said, "You're coming along with me."

	"Where?"

	"Africa."

	I had mixed emotions.

	On the one hand, the Dark Continent had taken away Charlie, my first love.

	On the other hand, it had given me Tommy, who, as far as I was concerned, was destined to be my last love.

	So of course I went with him.

	* * * *

	Once we arrived in Africa, we found that most of Tommy's time was spent in tracking down greedy, corrupt bureaucrats. While he was out and about, I managed to find ways to keep myself busy.

	He assured me on more than one occasion that it was a mission totally without risk, although occasionally he'd come home with bullet holes in his clothes and blood on the knife he carried.

	"You know I trust you enough to not put yourself in danger," I told him one evening as I stitched up the latest of the bullet holes. "But just so you're aware? Charlie taught me any number of ways to kill a man, some of them quite inventive. If anything happens to you, I'll go after whomever hurt you."

	Tommy sported a smug grin.

	"And then I'll go after you." I concluded my promise, bit off the end of the thread, and gave him my most innocent smile.

	That wiped his grin away right quick, I noted with pleasure.

	"Explain that, if you please," Tommy demanded grimly.

	It was my turn to grin. "No, I rather think I won't." Did he truly think I'd want to go on without him?

	"Roddy."

	"You've already lost an eye for King and country. See that you don't lose anything else."

	He frowned, but that night he wore me out with his lovemaking.

	I had no objection.

	* * * *

	Somehow, what was supposed to last a few months ran to a few years as one mission flowed into another. We went from one end of Africa to another, North to South, East to West and then back again.

	Finally Tommy decided he'd had enough, and he tendered his resignation to Sir Aldrich Wolfram, who had been his commander during the War. I'd never been particularly fond of the man, since he seemed prone to sending my lover into danger, and I was relieved we were done with him.

	"Where to now, sweetheart?" I asked Tommy. "Back home?"

	"In a manner of speaking. We're heading south."

	"I beg your pardon?"

	"I'd like to see your freehold."

	"It's just a lot of barren land."

	"Humour me, all right?"

	I shrugged, and we caught a train to South Africa, then hired a couple of horses and pack mules and made our way out to my freehold.

	The little shack I'd shared with Charlie had long since fallen to the ground, but thanks to his foresight and sacrifice, I found myself not only the owner of a thousand acres of emptiness, but of a number of highly productive diamond mines on the land.

	Tommy looked pleased as punch.

	"How did you know?" I asked him, absolutely stunned.

	"It's my job, love. That stone Charlie gave you? It's a diamond in the rough. I had the land surveyed, and the report came back that you were sitting on a vein of diamonds, so it was only logical to get them mined."

	It must have also been his job to look into hiring competent managers. Those mines produced some valuable diamonds, and for the first time in my life, I knew I'd be able to afford things most people took for granted.

	Once that visit was completed, we made our way north to Kenya, and we took rooms in the Duke of Clarence Hotel in Nairobi, where I'd first stayed with Charlie.

	And where Tommy and I spent a lovely, long time in bed.

	* * * *

	I could tell Tommy was getting restless. Of late he seemed prone to feeling low, and I was becoming frantic with worry. I was determined--it was time to return home.

	I worried when he didn't argue with me over my decision, but I decided not to question his compliance.

	Instead, I went to see about making the travel arrangements while Tommy collected his letters and started packing.

	That was where the letter from Lady Genie reached us. Tommy read it while we shared a bath, and I thought I'd discovered the reason behind my lover's depression.

	Warrick has become gaunt, and that limp of his from the war has returned to plague him. He's taken to using a silver-headed walking stick he purchased from Eira Gwyn's little shop in the village.

	Thomas, please come home as soon as possible.

	Tommy's blue-green eye seemed unable to settle on anything. He certainly didn't see me. "Roddy..."

	"Yes, sweetheart." My heart felt as if it were cracking. Was I about to lose Tommy to the love of his youth? But I'd never deny him what he truly wanted. "We'll leave first thing in the morning."

	We got out of the bath, and he said nothing.

	We dried off and dressed, and he stared off into space.

	We went out to dine at a local eatery, and finally Tommy broke his silence, although it was still not to talk about the man he had once loved.

	A few years before, when restoration work began on Thorny Walk House, a number of the workers had been killed in various gruesome ways, and no one could explain how. Lady Genie had written about how the deaths had started up again.

	Tommy began to explore a theory regarding those deaths.

	"Might be a madman," he ventured. "Remember that bloke, Jack the Ripper?"

	I stared at him blankly.

	"Killed all those unfortunate women in London's East End in the late eighties."

	I gave him an exasperated look. "Methodists never follow such lurid occurrences. And in case it escaped your notice--that was years before I was born."

	Tommy frowned at me. "It was before I was born also."

	I widened my eyes, giving him my most innocent look. "Truly?"

	Tommy threw his napkin at me, chuckled, and returned to the meal before us.

	"Could it be wild beasts?" I asked.

	"Wolves, you mean? There haven't been wolves in England in more than a century."

	"I see."

	He began to tell me about the last wolf to be killed in Scotland.

	And so it went.

	Each time I saw him start to become melancholic, I would do or say something outrageous, even going so far as to...borrow...a horse that had been left outside a tavern and ride it up the cathedral steps, almost getting arrested in the process. It took some fast-talking on both our parts to get me out of that.

	By the time we got back to our room, I knew Tommy was too busy wondering what I would come up with next that he had no time to brood.

	While I had all the time in the world. But that would have to wait until later.

	I tossed aside my jacket, and slouched back against the door. We'd seen some young men in Pretoria, had Charlie and I, and he'd had to explain that they were what he called gentlemen of the night. I'd been confused, and he'd sighed and explained that they sold their bodies to survive. Now I struck a pose similar to theirs, worked my tie free, and dropped it to the floor.

	Dammit. Lethargy seemed to engulf Tommy once more.

	What could I do to compete with his first love?

	Tommy stripped off his clothes. He left them draped over a chair and leaned forward to turn back the covers. My vision was filled with the flex of thigh and buttock, and my mouth went dry and my cock grew rigid, and I knew that come what may, I could never give him up.

	I launched himself at him before he realised what I was doing. Murmuring desperate love words, I nipped at his back and shoulders.

	"I want you." I growled against the back of Tommy's neck. I was barely under control, but so was he.

	"I want you too." Dammit, he said the words so placidly, as if he took for granted I'd always be there.

	"I want to fuck you until you don't know which end is up."

	That got his attention. He bucked beneath me, and we were both surprised when he couldn't move me off him.
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