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      For those who keep learning, growing, and teaching themselves difficult lessons:

      this book is for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      The Education of Pip continues the story of Pip Standish from One Good Turn. As such there are some darker themes explored in this story.

      My books will always be about the power of kindness and hope and will always have a HEA, but please note that this book includes the following:

      
        	references to a past abusive relationship (including grooming and sex trafficking)

        	a scene with on-page assault

        	depression

        	characters who have chosen sex work

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Philip Standish sat hunched in a cell. His knees were pulled up to his chest and he was clasping his elbows, making himself as small as possible. Since he was a petite man, this wasn’t exactly difficult. He had so far evaded the notice and interest of his cell mates, but as he was generally considered a pretty sort of person—with faun-colored skin, dark eyes with long lashes, curly hair, and pouting lips—he did not know how long he would remain unnoticed, and he didn’t like to depend too heavily on luck.

      He was unsurprised to be there, which was a little unsettling to realize. Considering he’d learned to pickpocket at a very young age, prison had always loomed as a grisly possibility.

      Philip, or Pip, as everyone called him, had never known his parents. One of many orphans wandering the streets of London, he had been picked up by Jack Reid when he was barely old enough to talk. While in Jack’s care, Pip met Nell Birks, a tall, burly girl who came to be his best friend and most stalwart protector.

      Nell knew her place was not among the dingy back alleys of London, sneaking around and picking pockets. But Pip knew his place too. And his place was where he had always been: in Jack’s hands—both figuratively and literally. Sitting in a dark cell felt right too, in a strange sort of way.

      When Pip was little, Jack taught him how to pick pockets, how to sneak about the alleyways, how to run from the constable. As Pip grew older and prettier, Jack taught him how to turn on the charm to dazzle the unsuspecting wealthy as he stole their purses. Later, Jack taught him how to pick locks and filch from more than just pockets. When Nell left Jack’s employ to find honest work for herself, Pip found himself lonelier than he had ever been. Which is when Jack taught him a very new sort of lesson, one that involved heated kisses and long, stroking touches.

      Pip owed Jack his life and it was a debt he could never repay. Which was why, later, when Jack sat him down and explained very calmly and clearly that the time had come for Pip to pay back his debt in a different manner, he knew better than to complain.

      Jack started walking him to Covent Garden and sending him home with other men, wealthy men who gave him long, lingering looks and handed Jack their money in advance. Laid out on plush mattresses, kneeling on fine carpets, and then sent away before the sun came up, Pip concluded the shame he now felt for his own face and body was yet another lesson he was meant to learn from Jack. Jack had seamlessly changed Pip’s beauty from a weapon to be used on unsuspecting marks to one leveraged against Pip himself. With every stranger’s look of interest, Pip felt his worth diminish.

      The first person to make him feel otherwise was Viscount Finlington. Like many people, Lord Finlington had been taken with Pip’s looks and hadn’t attempted to hide it. But the viscount had been so casual in his flirtations that Pip suspected he was like that to everybody. It made the gentleman’s compliments feel less pointed and, for some strange reason, Pip appreciated that. He appreciated it even more when the viscount rejected Jack’s offer of an evening spent with Pip.

      They had met the viscount at the Fox & Thistle and Jack had pitched it in his usual way. He had cupped Pip’s chin with one hand and stroked Pip’s hair with the other and said, “He is a treat for the eyes, isn’t he? And so sweet to touch. Would you like to try him for the night? I can assure you he’s worth the price.”

      Then Jack wound fingers around some of Pip’s curls and gave a little tug, drawing a small gasp from his lips. It was a constant source of embarrassment to Pip that he never failed to gasp when Jack tugged his hair during an offer. He suspected Jack changed little things—the placement, the intensity, the angle, the timing—so as to always produce a genuine reaction. It was those little involuntary gasps that made every customer’s expression turn from interest to lust.

      Until Lord Finlington. The viscount had surprised him. He had leveled Jack with a look so direct as to seem uncharacteristic and said, “Charming as that notion might be, my man, I never accept propositions from third parties. Now, if that concludes our business, I must be off. Pip, darling, it was a pleasure as ever to see you. Please give my regrets to dear Nell that I could not stay to bid her good evening.” With that, the gentleman left.

      Pip thought of the conversation and the viscount often. He didn’t quite understand Lord Finlington’s wording and Jack never explained it to him. He spent many nights wondering if the viscount’s answer would have been the same if Pip had been at liberty to offer himself up. He would give in to certain flights of fancy—wondering what the viscount’s lips would feel like on his skin, wondering what it would be like exploring the other man’s body with his own lips and hands. Sometimes when Jack took him to bed, Pip would close his eyes and imagine it was Lord Finlington undressing him instead. He would imagine those touches to be reverent rather than proprietary. It was a pitiful and useless sort of revenge, but it had sweetened many a sour night since.

      After Nell left permanently to learn magic from the viscount, Pip would often sneak off to Berkeley Square and look longingly at the one address that he knew housed a kind soul. Then he’d slink back to Jack’s bed and allow Jack to comfort him, as Jack always did after a night spent with someone else, all the while wishing the comfort was coming from a different source.

      He dug the heels of his palms into his eyes, trying to blot out thoughts of the elegant viscount. A boot kicked the sole of his foot and he looked up warily. A guard stood over him, holding a small lantern.

      “You Standish?” the guard said gruffly.

      Pip nodded.

      “Come on then.”

      Confused and frightened, Pip followed the guard out of the cell, ignoring the curious looks of his fellow prisoners. Were they going to hang him already?

      He was escorted to another small cell that had a table and two chairs. In one of those chairs sat Lord Finlington. Older than Pip, but significantly younger than Jack, he was a man of average height and round figure, pale skin, brown hair several shades lighter than Pip’s own, a perpetual upward tilt to his well-shaped mouth, and lovely grey eyes. He was utterly beautiful but wore his beauty more comfortably than Pip had ever worn his, being neither self-deprecating nor self-congratulatory about it.

      He was dressed, as usual, in the finest attire Pip had ever seen; a dark green traveling outfit, perfectly polished boots, a crisp cravat, and a long velvet cloak with a matching hat. He held a dark wood walking stick, the top covered in gold filigree, and was tapping it against the ground with rhythmic absentmindedness.

      He stood up as Pip entered and grinned broadly. “Pip, darling, so good to see you again. Do, please take a seat.”

      The cell door clicked shut, but Pip noticed with interest that it was not locked. He sat down as Lord Finlington asked. The viscount appeared pleased as ever to see him, but Pip felt self-conscious to be found in a prison cell by the man he had recently come to idolize.

      “I do apologize for not coming to chat with you sooner, my friend. You see, I was not aware of your change in address until yesterday afternoon. Dear Nell learned about it and informed me at once. I hope you are well, m’dear, considering,” he said, his eyes darting over Pip as if assuring himself of Pip’s safety.

      Pip thought “change of address” a remarkably delicate way of putting his current situation. He didn’t know if he was more amused or embarrassed by the unique turn of phrase.

      “I am, sir, thank you,” he said.

      “Good,” Lord Finlington said, relaxing a little. “I hoped as much. Now, you are probably wondering why I am here at all. As much as I love to keep people in suspense, I will simply get straight to the point. Do you mind?”

      Pip frowned at the odd question and shook his head.

      “Excellent,” the viscount said. “I have spoken to Sir Alfred Bamble. He’s a decent sort of chap, very proper, very sensible. He’s a friend of mine and he also happens to be a judge, you see. I had him over for dinner last night and had a nice long chat with the gentleman. Although it is frightfully rude to talk about people who aren’t present, I hope you won’t be offended, Pip dear, that we talked about you a great deal.” He paused, as if waiting for Pip to comment. When Pip didn’t, the viscount continued, “We have come to an agreement, Sir Alfred and I. He has agreed that you might be given a second chance. That is to say, he has agreed to release you from your sentence, but he has some terms.”

      Pip sat up straighter.

      “I am sure you will understand that Sir Alfred is a tiny bit concerned with your fascinating history. He admitted to some suspicion that were you to be released, you would simply return to your old life and your old career, and of course, your old associates.”

      Pip started to feel a mixture of relief and panic. Lord Finlington had clearly arranged for his release, but Pip knew nothing outside of his life with Jack. He had no training, no experience, and certainly no acquaintances. He waited for the viscount to continue, clenching his hands together in his lap, his heart hammering.

      “I have offered a solution to Sir Alfred’s concerns that I think will satisfy him and will help tidy up several problems I have observed. I have a dear friend, Miss Hartford, a lovely lady who has taken over a spell shop in a little town in Bedfordshire, if you can believe it, darling. I haven’t been there yet, m’self, but I’ve been told it is a quaint little place, surrounded by lovely countryside. I believe the girl might actually be a genius, but there are limits, sadly, to what she can accomplish on her own. She was not, you understand, brought up to work in trade, so it has been an exciting new experience for her. As I understand it, running a shop is a great deal more work than she anticipated. I daresay she’s up to the challenge, but I think a little help might be called for. I suggested to Sir Alfred that you might be precisely what is wanted in this matter. And Sir Alfred has agreed that if I see you to Miss Hartford’s shop and accept personal responsibility for your redemption, as it were, then he will allow you to leave today.”

      Pip was stunned. Not only that the viscount had thought everything through so carefully, but that he had cared enough to do so. Who was Pip to receive such treatment? There was also a small, niggling worry that there might be an unspoken condition in terms of his release. He thought carefully before replying.

      “That is really very kind of you, sir,” he said at last. “I cannot tell you how grateful I am. I have some questions, if you do not think it too impertinent?”

      Lord Finlington smiled. “Glad to do it, darling. Please ask as many questions as you like.”

      Pip took a deep breath. “What will my duties be? I’ve never…worked in trade either.”

      “That is a superb question, m’dear. I confess I do not know the intricacies of shop life, m’self. But I suspect your duties will have something to do with overall cleanliness of the shop, organizing the wares, assisting Miss Hartford with any heavy lifting, keeping an eye on the shop front while she is working in the back. That sort of thing. Would that suit?”

      “I think so, sir, but does Miss Hartford know of this?” Pip asked. “I mean, does she know about me?”

      Lord Finlington’s smile deepened. “Yes, sweet thing, she knows. Or, I should say, she will. I sent word ahead to her, giving her the particulars. From what I know of Miss Hartford, I can assure you that she will be delighted to have your acquaintance and your assistance.”

      Pip wasn’t entirely sure he believed this. It still seemed too good to be true. “That all sounds very fine, sir,” he said. He hesitated. “Might I ask if there are any…other conditions that I don’t yet know about, in terms of my release?”

      The viscount’s smile turned sympathetic. “None, Pip. You will have your own room somewhere nearby. I have yet to sort out that particular detail, I’m afraid. Although I imagine you will stay with Charlie. Do you remember Charlie, dear? He was at my house on the evening we met. Tall chap, devastatingly handsome? Anyway, he is engaged to Miss Hartford’s adorable brother, and as both Hartfords are staying with him, I expect that he will extend the same invitation to you. At least until accommodations can be arranged for your long-term residence elsewhere. That way you can learn from Miss Hartford all the time, as it were. There will also be another party staying at the house for a little while, the Dukex of Molbury. They are a relation of mine, actually, but they are staying with Charlie as a chaperone. I like to think their presence will add to your peace of mind, for they will be ensuring propriety is maintained throughout the house. Oh, and you will not be working for Miss Hartford for free, of course; I will see to your salary. I’m a patron of sorts for the shop.”

      Pip studied the gentleman’s face, searching for unsaid words, for traps, for expectations. Finding none of these things, he said, “I don’t know how I shall ever repay you, sir.”

      The viscount stood, tapping his walking stick against the ground as he did so. “There is no need, darling, I assure you. I am always happy to help my friends. I hope that we can be friends?” he said, holding his hand out.

      Pip shook it. “Yes, sir.” He added with a small smile, “I suppose I might count you as such ever since you chose not to turn me in for breaking into your house.”

      Lord Finlington threw back his head with a laugh. “Splendid! I am thrilled to hear it, darling. Now, let us be off. I hope you don’t mind, but I believe it might be best if we go straight to Tutting-on-Cress at this juncture. Come along, dear.”

      And with that, he led the way out of the cell and out of the building.
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      Lord Finlington had a carriage waiting on the street outside. Pip hardly had occasion to ride in carriages, except when Jack sent him home with someone. In those cases, he never sat alone, as he was always held close in another man’s arms or lap. So there had been little opportunity to revel in the experience.

      Lord Finlington insisted Pip sit in the front-facing seat and had taken the seat opposite. So, for the first time, Pip had the chance to look out the window and feel a little grand about being driven around.

      It took them nearly an hour just to get outside London. He was so disoriented from the sensation that he mustered up the courage to ask how far away Tutting-on-Cress was. The viscount chuckled at the question and assured him they would arrive in time for dinner.

      Once on the country road, Lord Finlington had the carriage pull over. He got out, taking his walking stick with him.

      “We’re not there already, sir?” Pip asked.

      “Heavens no, darling. I’m just going to do a little speed spell to shorten the trip.” He paused, looking back at Pip in the coach. “Would you like to watch?”

      Pip scrambled out before the viscount could change his mind. He had never seen magic done before, not really. That is, he had watched Nell do a handful of spells, but she had admitted that she knew little of what she was doing, and, besides, her spells had only worked some of the time.

      He watched in awe as the viscount pulled a drawstring bag from his pocket and took a large silk handkerchief out of it. He carefully set the handkerchief on the dirt road. Next, he plucked a compass out of the bag and set it on the handkerchief, then placed his own gold pocket watch next to the compass. Finally came a feather and a letter opener. He handed the feather and the empty bag to Pip, asking him to hold them. Pip did, gingerly pinching the feather shaft between his thumb and forefinger.

      The viscount squatted and inscribed a few symbols onto the ground with the blade of the letter opener. Then he stood and dragged his walking stick along the ground, circling the coach, the horses, and the small pile of items. When he completed the circle, he beckoned Pip to come closer.

      Pointing his walking stick at the watch, he said, “That is to ensure we make good time. That,” he said, letting the walking stick tap the handkerchief, “is to provide comfort for the horses. Keep in mind, m’dear, when you are doing a spell that involves animals, that you look to the animal’s comfort. The compass is a detail so we don’t get lost. It isn’t strictly necessary, mind, but magic can be a finicky thing. I feel it is always good to remember the details.”

      He waved the walking stick over the symbols scraped into the road, careful not to touch or smudge them. “This is the written portion of the spell, you see. The circle around the coach and the spell dictates what is included in the spell, while the inscription anchors it all together and specifies what the magic in the spell is meant to do. Now, for the feather,” he said, holding out his hand.

      Pip placed it carefully in his palm.

      “Thank you, darling. The feather, we place on the handkerchief like so. This is also for the horses, you see. It ensures that their steps are light and also provides ease for them in pulling the carriage. I always add it last because I don’t want it to blow away or go cockeyed. It is very important that you align the feather correctly, or else you might make the whole thing unbalanced. Which is, of course, the exact opposite of what you want to do for the horses. We want to make it easier for them, not harder. Now, I think that’s properly even. So…” He straightened. “The incantation.” He held his hand over the inscription and made a circular motion with his palm over the inscription and the pile on the handkerchief, muttering to himself.

      Pip could not explain how he knew the spell had taken hold, but he did.

      “There, you see?” the viscount said. “Next is the cleanup.” He held out his hand for the bag and placed the letter opener, the compass, the handkerchief, and the feather inside. He pocketed the watch and then he wiped out the inscription with his hand until there was no hint that it had ever been there. He dusted off his hands with a satisfied expression. “Now,” he said, guiding Pip back into the coach. “We shall have to repeat the spell in about twenty or so miles, I think. But I believe that will do the trick. Onward, my good man,” he said to the driver, climbing into the coach behind Pip.

      The coach sped down the road. It was the fastest Pip had ever traveled in his life. He looked out the window to see the countryside whirring past.

      “Any questions about the spell, dear?”

      Pip was startled by the question. “I’ve never seen magic done like that before, sir,” he said. “I appreciate you showing me.”

      “You can do it when we stop again. I’ll help, of course, and answer all your questions.”

      “Me?” Pip squawked in alarm. “You want me to—? But, my lord, I can’t do magic. I never have before.”

      “Well, there’s always a first time,” was the cheery reply. “Not to fret, my sweet, I’ll see that it’s done properly.”

      Despite the viscount’s assurances, Pip did fret. He fretted for several hours while the coach rocketed through the countryside, wondering frantically when they would reach the twenty-mile mark. Lord Finlington, unaware of Pip’s inner turmoil, read a book. When the coach pulled to a stop some time later, he closed the book with a snap and lightly tapped Pip on the knee with it.

      “Come along, dear. Let’s give it a go, shall we?” He tossed the book on the seat and stepped out of the coach.

      Pip followed, with much more trepidation than he had felt the first time. He took the bag that the viscount handed him and, opening it with trembling fingers, he pulled out the feather carefully. The viscount reached forward and took it from him.

      “Very good,” he said. “You’re doing fine, darling. Go on.”

      Pip pulled out the handkerchief and set it before the horses, careful to see that it lay flat.

      “Excellent. You have a mind for details. Always a good sign. See if you can tilt it to lay straight, can you, dear? Sort of align it with the coach and the horses. It’s another balancing component, you see.”

      Pip did as instructed. Then he pulled out the compass and laid it on the handkerchief. The viscount passed him the watch so he could lay it down as well. He pulled out the letter opener, and crouched, feeling at a loss.

      Lord Finlington crouched beside him. “Not to worry, dear. It’s just a straight line this way,” he said, indicating with his finger.

      Pip sketched a line into the ground with the blade.

      “You poor darling, no need to tremble so! You’re doing a marvelous job. Now, draw an arch this way and…” Lord Finlington continued, detailing the rest of the symbol for Pip, who duly drew it into the road.

      “Now,” the viscount said, standing and handing him his walking stick. “The next part is simple. Just a circle around the horses and the carriage and the spell here. Don’t worry about it being pretty or perfect. You’re just laying a boundary, you see.”

      “Won’t it damage your stick, sir?” Pip said, taking it.

      The viscount laughed. “You sweet thing, I carry it just for this purpose.”

      Pip slowly traced a line around the carriage, taking care to bring both ends together. The viscount handed him the feather. Pip placed it on the handkerchief and nudged it until it lay centered between the watch and the compass and parallel to the handkerchief edges.

      “Wonderful,” the viscount said, clapping his hands. “Quite perfect, darling. You are a natural. I’ll teach you the incantation later, of course. But you did a fine job of it.”

      Pip stepped back while the viscount did the incantation and passed his hand over the spell. When he felt the spell take hold, he let out a breath.

      Lord Finlington smiled at him. “That was very good for your first time, Pip. Quite strong, I expect. You really do have talent, darling. You should be very proud of yourself. Now, the cleanup is just as important as the setup. You see, if you don’t put away everything, you might leave some residual magic for someone else to pick up along the way. I’m sure most people wouldn’t mind a little speed to their travel—but it might not be balanced properly for them, depending on where their coach hits it.”

      Pip handed the watch back first. The viscount took it in exchange for the bag. Then Pip put everything else back. He wiped out the inscription until he was sure there were no scratches left on the ground.

      The viscount peered over Pip’s shoulder. “That should do it. I daresay we will be set all the way to Bedfordshire,” he said. “Very good, come along.”

      “What about the circle, sir?” Pip said before getting inside.

      Lord Finlington beamed. “Excellent query, darling. You needn’t worry about that. With the sigil gone, the circle is just a circle. It is no longer binding anything.”

      Pip got inside the coach with the viscount following after. Pip didn’t relax until they had traveled for a quarter of an hour with no mishaps.

      The viscount chuckled. “I assure you, dear, that I would not have done the incantation unless I was perfectly satisfied with the preparation.”

      “What kind of shop did you say Miss Hartford has?”

      The viscount smiled. “A spell shop. It is another reason I thought you might be a suitable fit. Once Miss Hartford has you trained up a bit in spellcasting, I imagine your assistance will prove invaluable. She will be quite fortunate to have you.”

      Pip felt himself blush. “You think Miss Hartford will train me, sir?”

      “If I know Gerry, I think she will relish the opportunity to train someone. And if she does not, I will.”

      Pip nodded, his mind whirring. He had not anticipated this aspect of his new life. When he had discovered Nell’s propensity for magic, he had hoped she might teach him. At the time, it had seemed like a fun hobby or possibly a useful tool for thievery. But learning magic from an educated lady, a professional, was a prospect he had never imagined for himself.

      Of course, when Nell left to be trained by Lord Finlington, she invited Pip to join her. He knew at the time that leaving Jack was not really an option for him. Now he was leaving Jack and London and everything he had ever known behind. He was barreling toward a new place, a new future, and a great many possibilities. Pip had never experienced possibilities and it was a whole new feeling to have them. He sat with the feeling, realizing it frightened him.

      The viscount, having sensed that the conversation was over, returned to his book. Pip leaned his head against the side of the coach. He closed his eyes and allowed the rocking motion to lull him to sleep.

      “Wake up, darling. We’re nearly there.” He felt a gentle touch on his knee.

      When he opened his eyes, the viscount withdrew his hand. The coach had slowed and Pip could see that dusk had settled. He rubbed his eyes and looked out the window to see open countryside, woods, and fields. It felt like a different world entirely.

      “This is it, sir?”

      “This is Tutting-on-Cress, yes. Well, really, this is the estate attached to Charlie’s house. It is about three miles from the village. I’ve let a house as well, a couple of miles from here. It really was dreadfully convenient for so much property to be available just when we needed it. When I sent Charlie ahead of us, we agreed to meet at his house for dinner upon our arrival. He will have informed Miss Hartford of the situation. And,” he added, “will hopefully have acquired you a new wardrobe. Charlie is brilliant in such matters, you know.”

      “He bought me clothes?” Pip said, guilt twisting his stomach.

      “Not to worry, dear. He has excellent taste and a brilliant eye for size. I’m sure he’ll have picked out some splendid things for you. You’re much the same size as his Mr. Hartford, in fact. I imagine that will have helped.”

      Pip did not know what to say. If Mr. Kentworthy had purchased clothes for him, it meant there was yet another person to whom Pip was indebted. First, Lord Finlington for arranging his release, his travel, his job, and his wages. Then, Miss Hartford for taking him on as an employee, regardless of whether or not she really wanted to. If she really did teach him magic, that would add to his debt significantly. And now Mr. Kentworthy had purchased his clothes and seemed prepared to house him for a period of time. He didn’t even know how much had been purchased or to what expense. He knew he could never afford the sorts of things Mr. Kentworthy wore, not in his own lifetime. He had to hope that the gentleman had bought things appropriate for Pip’s station and new career. He closed his eyes at the realization that he had once again managed to pile up an insurmountable amount of debt.

      “All right there, darling?” the viscount said gently, bringing him out of his own reverie.

      “Yes,” he said, smiling at the gentleman. “Sorry, sir. Just…nervous about meeting Miss Hartford so soon.”

      Lord Finlington grinned back. “I am sure you will like her. And I am positively certain she will just adore you.”

      Pip did not share the viscount’s confidence, so he said nothing in response.
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      The house was so grand, it took Pip’s breath away. It was several stories high with columns framing the entryway. Vines and plants climbed up the brown stones of the building. More windows than he cared to count glinted in the fading light. He hovered in the coach door, staring up at the building, his mouth open.

      Lord Finlington chuckled as he helped Pip out of the carriage. “Come along, darling. Let’s get you fed.”

      Pip followed obediently.

      They were greeted by a liveried butler who led them through the house. Once inside, Pip felt very small indeed. He had never been in such a big building before. The viscount’s townhouse felt like it fit within the city. But Mr. Kentworthy’s country house was massive, and if Pip hadn’t feared making the viscount wait for him, he would have been too awed to move.

      The butler escorted them to a large sitting room. The room had three sofas and twice as many chairs, as well as spindly tables covered with decanters, candelabras, and vases. A large painting of a ship filled part of one wall and Pip spotted a sculpture of a man fighting a bull in one corner. In the center of the room, a group of people sat. Pip recognized Mr. Kentworthy, but the other three people were strangers to him.

      Mr. Kentworthy saw them first. He smiled and came forward to greet them. “Thank goodness,” he said. “Haberforth, tell Jennings to ready the bath, would you please?”

      “Pip, dear, you remember Mr. Charles Kentworthy?” Lord Finlington asked.

      Mr. Kentworthy was tall and broad shouldered. He was a handsome gentleman with tan colored skin, dark angular eyes, and black hair. He had a wide mouth that tilted upwards in good humor, much like the vicount’s. Pip had been quite struck by Mr. Kentworthy’s good looks the first time they had met. He would have been intimidated by the gentleman, as Pip had a tendency to be intimidated by tall people, but the man had been of such pleasant disposition as to almost put Pip at ease.

      Mr. Kentworthy smiled and bowed. “A pleasure to meet you again.”

      “And allow me to introduce the Dukex of Molbury, Mr. Gavin Hartford, and Miss Geraldine Hartford. Your Grace, Mr. and Miss Hartford, allow me to present Mr. Philip Standish.”

      It was, Pip realized, the first time the viscount had addressed him by his full name. He wondered if the formality was due to the mixed company or if it marked a shift in their relationship. He worried a little that it might be the latter and swallowed against the sudden sadness of losing the easy companionship the viscount had shown him all day.

      Miss Hartford was a young woman about Pip’s age. She was a little taller than he was, though not as tall as Nell. She had prominent cheekbones and a narrow nose. Her hair was a beautiful copper color that softened the severity of her other features. Pip was not attracted to women, but he did recognize that Miss Hartford was likely considered very beautiful. She was also grinning as if she was truly pleased to see him.

      “Mr. Standish,” she said, coming forward to clasp his hands. “It is wonderful to finally meet you. Nell has told me so much about you. When Charles said that you were coming to work with me, I couldn’t believe my luck! We shall have such a capital time!”

      Pip realized quite suddenly why Lord Finlington had been so sure of Miss Hartford’s positive reaction to the situation. It seemed to Pip that she was the sort of person who found pleasure in everything.

      “Don’t crowd the poor man, Gerry, for God’s sake,” Mr. Hartford said.

      “Oh, pish tosh, Gavin. He’s practically family, after all.”

      Mr. Hartford rolled his eyes. He looked very much like his sister, with light pink-toned skin, high cheekbones, dark eyes, and narrow nose. He had a beautiful mouth, although unlike Mr. Kentworthy, Lord Finlington, and Miss Hartford, his did not seem as inclined to smile. His wavy dark brown hair glinted red in the candlelight.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Standish,” he said courteously. “Please don’t mind my sister. She tends to overwhelm people at first meeting. I daresay you’ll get accustomed to it.”

      Miss Hartford did not seem offended by this assessment of her character. She smacked her brother playfully on the shoulder.

      The dukex was short, about the same height as the two Hartford siblings (although everyone was taller than Pip), and round. Pip recognized some features in their face that were similar to the viscount—the same full mouth, the same light brown hair, and their eyes held a similarly kind expression.

      They smiled down at Pip and said, “You look tired, child. Was it a long trip?”

      Pip bit his lip and nodded. He couldn’t admit it, but he did feel overwhelmed. Contrary to what Mr. Hartford had said, however, it wasn’t Miss Hartford’s fault; it was from having a group of such grand people smiling down at him so pleasantly. He bowed to the group, realizing belatedly that he hadn’t done so yet, and then looked down shyly. The carpet was very fine, and Pip thought suddenly that his dirty shoes were probably tracking mud and grime all over it. His awareness spread to one of his own apparel and he felt horribly self-conscious all of a sudden. He hunched forward slightly at the thought.

      Mr. Kentworthy came to his rescue. “I imagine our Mr. Standish has had a very exciting day. Come along, my dear, let’s get you cleaned up and then we’ll have dinner.” He strode forward and put a light hand to Pip’s upper back, guiding him out of the room.

      As they left, Pip heard the others asking the viscount about their trip. He wondered if they all knew of his former life as a thief and subsequent imprisonment. The thought that they might speak of it while he was out of the room made him feel small and unworthy.

      Mr. Kentworthy walked him upstairs to a room with a large four-poster bed and a window that looked out onto a garden. There was a window seat with a cushion more plush than any mattress Pip had slept on. He wondered vaguely what the bed would be like; he had never actually slept in a nice bed before. Mr. Kentworthy walked him to an adjoining room with a tiled floor and a large bath. Two servants were filling the bath with hot water.

      “Now,” said Mr. Kentworthy. “You must be exhausted, poor thing. Take a bath, take as long as you’d like, and come downstairs when you’re ready. I took the liberty of acquiring you some clothes. Don’t worry if they don’t fit perfectly. We’ll see that you’re outfitted properly later. I’ll have Jennings lay something out for you and he’ll help you get dressed.” He turned to go and then pivoted back around. “Oh, and I imagine you’re hungry. Are you starving, darling? We shall have dinner as soon as you come down. But if you need a bite now, I can have something brought up for you.”

      Pip felt a little dazed. “Thank you very much, sir,” he said. “I think I can wait until dinner.”

      “Wonderful,” Mr. Kentworthy said, giving him a dazzling smile. “You can change your mind, you know. If you do, just tell Jennings and he’ll bring something for you to snack on. All right?”

      Pip was soon left with the two servants. One of them, Jennings, Pip supposed, stepped forward and offered to help Pip undress. Feeling horribly embarrassed, Pip shook his head and began undressing himself. Jennings didn’t seem perturbed and collected Pip’s discarded clothing with a completely neutral expression. Neither he nor the footman made any comment on Pip’s nakedness or how wretchedly dirty he was. Jennings passed the bundle of clothes to the other footman, who left the room. Pip stepped nervously up to the bath, and Jennings gently took his arm and helped him into the water.

      “Shall I help you bathe, sir?” Jennings asked politely.

      Pip shook his head, feeling his face flush.

      Again, Jennings did not appear to be offended. He offered Pip a sponge and then stepped away, standing with his back to Pip to provide some privacy.

      Slowly, Pip scrubbed at layers of dirt and grime that had accumulated on his skin, and the bathwater quickly became grey and murky. He felt suddenly overwhelmed with the evidence of how poorly he fit into the house, and into the new life he had been given. Feeling a little frantic, he tried scrubbing faster, but the water got murkier and he had barely cleaned the top of his arm. Panic bubbled in his chest, and before he could stop himself, he drew his knees up to his chest, folded himself over them, and started to sob.

      He heard Jennings step out of the room and say something in hushed tones to the footman, who was apparently standing outside. Pip knew that he was making a complete fool of himself, but he couldn’t stop. He was sitting in a deliciously warm bath in a beautiful house. The people downstairs waiting for him had been nothing but scrupulously kind. He had been promised dinner and a new life full of possibilities. And yet, everything about it felt wrong. He didn’t fit. He didn’t belong. Even the bathwater was revolting against the notion.

      He was startled when Jennings spoke to him, gently, and much nearer than he would have expected. “I’m sure it must all be very new and strange, young sir. Allow me to help.”

      Pip looked up to see that Jennings had taken off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. Pip surrendered up the sponge and allowed himself to be bathed by the servant’s kind and careful ministrations. It made him feel absolutely wretched to be bathed by someone who most certainly outranked him. He worried that Jennings must realize this too and would despise him for it. But the man never gave any indication of such feelings, only softly telling Pip when to lean forward or lean back, raise an arm or a leg, or bow his head.

      At one point, the footman returned, and Jennings paused in bathing Pip to hand him a cup of tea. “It may help,” he said.

      Pip took the cup and drank. The comforting warmth of the tea made him feel wobbly and weepy all over again. Jennings very kindly did not comment on it. He took the cup away as soon as Pip had emptied it and continued to bathe him.

      It took far longer to get clean than Pip would have expected, which heartily embarrassed him. When he finally stepped out of the tub, he was mortified by how dark the water had gotten.

      Jennings helped him out and, without asking this time, set about drying Pip down with a soft towel. When he was satisfied that Pip was dry enough, he guided him back to the bedroom. A fire had been built while Pip was bathing and Jennings led him to stand in front of it before dressing him. As he had been with the bath, Jennings was patient and gentle, softly directing Pip to make the dressing easier. He saved the cravat for last, tying it in a simple knot. He held up a looking glass and Pip felt another wave of emotion crash over him as he stared at his own reflection, looking like a toff and not the worthless thief he knew himself to be.

      Jennings swiftly put away the looking glass and handed Pip a handkerchief.

      “I’m so sorry, Jennings,” Pip said, wiping his eyes.

      “Not to worry, sir,” Jennings said. “You have nothing to apologize for. Allow me?” he said, taking the handkerchief back. He put it to Pip’s nose and told him to blow, which Pip did, even though he felt like a little child and utterly ridiculous.

      After Jennings stepped away, Pip sank onto a chair and put his head in his hands. “What you must think of me,” he said.

      Jennings dismissed the footman. As soon as the door clicked shut, he said, “Might I be so bold as to speak plainly, sir?”

      Pip was surprised into looking up. “Of course.”

      After a brief hesitation, Jennings pulled another chair forward and sat in it. “You will forgive me, I hope, sir, for being so forward. But I do know a little of your situation and what brought you here.”

      Pip sniffed and Jennings handed him the handkerchief with a doleful smile. Pip blew his nose and waited for the footman to continue.

      “You have, if I’m not mistaken, had a very difficult life. I imagine it will take some adjusting to become accustomed to your new life here.”

      Pip ran a hand through his wet hair. “I’m not even fit to clean your shoes, Jennings. You shouldn’t have to be bathing me and serving me. I don’t deserve any of it.”
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