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To Tempt a Troubled Earl

Regency Rossingley, Book One

Fearne Hill


To Victor Lustig, who, in 1925, successfully convinced a group of wealthy industrialists that he was selling the Eiffel Tower for scrap metal.

 


Chapter One

ROSSINGLEY ESTATE

Summer, 1821

 

“YOU HAVE VISITORS, my lord.”

Inglis floated across the eleventh Earl of Rossingley’s sleepy eyeline, looking peevish. Lando swore the man had silken castors in place of feet. With white-gloved hands clasped together in front of his vexed frame, his head butler awaited his response.

“And you have chosen to disturb me about this because…” Lando tilted his balloon of brandy this way and that, playing the flickering candlelight against the delicately engraved crystal. That the evening was late was an irrelevance. He and his butler were of the same accord; visitors at any time of day were unusual, unwarranted, and unwelcome.

“A Mr Christopher Angel, my lord. And his sister, Miss Anne. The young man says it’s important.”

One of a pair, the balloon glass had been a gift from dear Charles. “I know of no one named Angel. Begging the question ‘important for whom’?”

“He didn’t make that distinction, my lord,” admitted Inglis. “But he gave the impression the matter is somewhat urgent.”

Lando took a warming sip of brandy. The drink of the damned. He didn’t especially care for it, but he fancied it lent him a louche, philosophic air. “What is urgent is seldom important, Inglis,” he deemed, pleased with his wisdom. Rousseau himself might make a similar pronouncement. “If it’s alms he’s after, toss him a half-crown, some cold meats, and send him on his way.”

The gloved hands wrung together. “I did try that, my lord. But he’s…ah…more insistent than our usual callers, and neither is he a pauper. And…” Inglis paused. Never let it be said the butler couldn’t milk a drama. “He…he mentioned one of his close relations. His uncle. One…ah…a former cavalry officer sadly no longer with us, God rest his soul.”

As Inglis made the sign of the cross, Lando took another, more contemplative sip. So many good men had fallen during the wars in France, and a chap struggled to keep up. “Oh, yes?”

Inglis cleared his throat. “Yes. A…ah…Captain Charles Prosser, my lord.”

Like rancid vinegar, the fine liquor soured on the earl’s tongue. He fought to swallow it down. Perhaps he should have stuck to port after dinner. Maybe it would have better softened the dull ache now swelling behind his rib cage. Captain Prosser. His dearest Charles, his lover. His heart.

Lando didn’t make his older lover’s acquaintance until after the wars, from which Charles returned hale and hearty. But where French bayonets and the battlefields of Waterloo had failed, the insidious wasting disease prevailed. An annoying tickle became a cough, a cough tinged with blood. Slowly, inexorably, his lover faded away, their time together, in all of its perfection, too brief. A life only half lived; a conversation forever unfinished. Lando, not daring to be at Charles’s bedside at the end, heard the news of his passing from a mutual friend some two weeks after his lover had been buried beneath Kentish loamy earth.

Three long years ago. Yet even now, at unprepared moments such as this—and was there ever such a thing as a prepared one?—that name still had a powerful hold upon the eleventh earl. If Inglis hadn’t broken the crushing silence, it might have persisted well into the night.

“I have taken the liberty of passing the young man’s sister over to Mrs Sugden, my lord. The girl is in a state of great distress. And I have shown her brother to the small parlour. He’s…ah…not fit for the library.”

Inglis’s waspish voice sounded as if coming from an awfully long way away. “My lord might wish to be more suitably attired before receiving him?”

Tipping back his fair head, Lando forced another swallow of fiery amber liquid. For a second or two, it threatened to reappear, then he pulled himself together. Ridiculous. Three years gone and one mention of Charles turned him into a limp dishrag. Well, it was high time it didn’t. Time to make a clean breast of things. Time to stop bloody moping. Charles would have hated him squandering his salad days drinking alone and brooding in front of a dying fire.

He cast his gaze down his spare frame. Fussy Inglis might wish him more suitably attired, but Lando gave not a fig. As purportedly one of the richest men in England, Lando could host a ball clad in only his underclothes, and the ton would declare it the latest fashion in Paris. He pinned Inglis to the spot with his pale eyes.

“I’m decent. Uninvited callers find me as I am, or not at all. As you damned well know.”

*

“MR CHRISTOPHER ANGEL, my lord,” announced Inglis before closing the parlour door with a flourish.

If the visitor was flummoxed by the earl’s grey silk banyan, of a thinner fabric than most and leaving very little to the imagination, he hid it well. He held his hands neatly behind his back as if enjoying discourse with a chum over a flagon of ale, not begging his way into a wealthy nobleman’s home at such an ungodly hour.

Skirting the fringes of the gentry, Lando wagered, he’d travelled here from town. Perhaps a secretary or a senior clerk. A man sufficiently versed in the eccentricities of nobility, at any rate. His dark frock, though of decent quality, showed wear, and his bearing was tall, broad, and strong. Added to ebony hair, unfashionably long and messily tied back with a black velvet ribbon, a straight nose and sulky mouth—all in all, the youth cut a striking figure. Even the jaded, lovelorn earl recognised him as tolerably handsome, and he didn’t seem in obvious distress until one’s gaze settled upon his eyes. Strained yet defiant, they were the same rich brown as the cognac warming in the earl’s palm.

Angel executed a low bow, his words fighting one another in their haste to escape his lips. “My lord, please accept my humblest apologies for this intrusion into your home. I beg your forgiveness for the imposition on your time, but I fear I have been left with nowhere else to turn.”

“Then you must be in exceedingly dire straits indeed,” Lando drawled. Not known for his effusive welcome, even his friends described him as chilly. “If you hadn’t claimed Captain Prosser as your uncle, my footmen would have shown you the door.” Taking his time, Lando arranged himself on the chaise, wrapping his banyan tightly about him.

“Are you?” he enquired, fixing his cool gaze on the man. A single gold hoop glinted in his left ear, an affectation Lando found oddly distracting. “In dire straits?”

The man shook his head. “My lord, I am not, and I do not beseech for myself. I come on behalf of my dearest sister, Anne, whom my uncle, Captain Prosser, cared for most deeply. Indeed, he treated her like the daughter he was never gifted.”

‘Never gifted’ for intimate reasons Lando thoroughly understood. He wasn’t a medical man, was vaguely squeamish, in fact, but even he was aware a man could never beget a daughter if he had never bedded a woman.

He granted Mr Angel a small nod of concession. “I heard him speak of his niece in favourable terms.”

In his infinite kindness, his beloved Charles had, indeed, told of the girl many times. If Lando’s memory served correct, he’d found her a position as a lady’s companion, and by all accounts, she was sweet and harmless. With no interest in the doings of the fairer sex, Lando might not have paid the topic much notice. He had, however, given the topic of the brother his full attention and had a clear recollection of his lover describing his nephew as a person of good morals and determination. Though, Lando found it rarely served to reveal one’s hand to a stranger.

“He did not mention she had a brother,” he lied.

As the young man girded his loins for what would undoubtedly be a convoluted petition for funds, Lando regretted not having taken up a pose against the mantel if only to prevent Mr Angel from dizzily pacing to and fro in front of it.

“Being older when our father perished, I was never Captain Prosser’s ward, though we were on excellent terms. Since his passing, I have lived and worked in London and sent money to Anne so that her circumstances were less straitened. Three days ago, however, I learned that my sister’s situation had become rather…compromised. Naively, may I add, and through no fault of her own.” He clenched his jaw, unable to hide his anger. “In a word, my lord, her hitherto good name and the good name of Captain Prosser, by association, has been besmirched.”

If the man would stand still, Lando would be able to get a jolly good look at him. Instead, he persisted in wearing out the earl’s favourite Aubusson rug. And he continued to toss his beloved Charles’s name high into the ether with scant regard for how perilously close each mention chipped away at the façade of disinterest Lando was working so hard to preserve.

“Your concern for your sister’s position is a credit to you, Mr…Angel,” Lando observed. “But whilst you have my sympathies, I’m at a loss as to how her misfortune is a matter of mine.” He adjusted the delicate lace trim at the cuffs of his banyan. “Is there anything else?”

For most, simply being granted an audience with the indifferent earl in his opulent surroundings sufficed to cow them. Indeed, Lando frequently used this to his advantage, never more than when the dull spinsters from the church came calling. He had already surmised his visitor was nothing but a variation on that, albeit a more visually pleasing one. Add in the earl’s daring state of déshabiller, and Captain Prosser’s nephew should have been blushing like a new bride and shuffling from the room.

Alas, he showed no sign. If anything, the man was but launching into his impassioned stride. “As he weakened, my uncle assured me that if ever Anne had a pressing need, I should present myself to you without haste. And appeal to your better nature.”

Lando’s lips curled into the smallest of smiles. “Do let me know when you’ve located it, Mr Angel.”

His guest bowed his head. “Forgive me, my lord, but he also advised that might be your response.”

The earl’s heart seized. Of course he had; his Charles had known him as well as he’d known his own self. My darling Lando, why must you insist on cloaking your true nature? Everyone thinks you’re a beast when I and your bedpost both know you’re nothing but a pussycat.

Gadzooks, Lando needed to remove this youth from his house.

“He spoke of you often, my lord,” Mr Angel pressed.

“We had a friendship,” Lando acknowledged.

“He inferred that…” Angel gave a tiny cough. “…the two of you were very…close.”

Close. The word hung heavy in the air. Like pipe smoke puffed out on a sultry, late summer afternoon. One of those lazy afternoons, all too rare, both stretching forever yet ending too soon. The kind of afternoon upon which one laid down cherished, joyful memories of one’s illicit, passionate lover. The hazy sort of afternoon one hadn’t recognised as the very last, precious gasp of summer until it was far too late.

“Were you, my lord?” Angel’s knowing dark eyes dragged over the earl’s banyan as Lando’s grief fought to betray him. The man’s low voice was soft as silk. “Close?”

Close. As if that brief, disposable word could ever encompass the depth of the earl’s and Charles’s love. Three years on, and still, the taste of his lover lingered on his tongue. His sweet scent still engulfed him; his tender, murmurings of love still whispered in his head.

And this damned vagabond youth had come to sully it.

With all traces of lazy-limbed languor gone, Henry Orlando Fitzwilliam Albert Duchamps-Avery, Eleventh Earl of Rossingley, rose from the chaise and stalked to the door.

“Get out,” he barked, flinging it open. “At once. Before I have you thrown out. Inglis!”


Chapter Two

AT TESTING TIMES like this, Mr Christopher Angel picked himself up from the ground, plucking grit from his skinned palms, and reminded himself that even the most majestic and glorious of swans must have failed at their first attempt to take wing. Though the earl’s burly footmen hadn’t needed to be quite so heavy-handed.

To add insult to injury, not only had Kit failed to enlist the earl’s help, but night had fallen in the interim, black as pitch. Collecting his hired nag from the earl’s stables was out of the question, so thus began a slow limp away from the house, Kit’s every pained step tracked by two of the earl’s suspicious henchmen until he was out of sight. The village inn, where he’d left his meagre belongings in a bare closet laughingly described as a guestroom, felt an awfully long distance away.

Anne was now safe, at least. He trusted that she was safe from the earl’s advances, of course, but also from the male members of his lordship’s household if their loyalty could be measured by the magnitude of the bruise blossoming on his kneecap. Anne had been in no fit state to ride with him back to London, and even if she was, his lodgings on Sindell Street were hardly suitable. Whilst not quite the worst address in London, some of the goings-on in the narrow alleys bookending it would make a bawd blush.

So Rossingley it was, where the fierce housekeeper had helped Anne into a chair, her stern gaze falling kindly on his poor sister.

As Kit fumbled and cursed his way towards a sup of ale and bed, he reflected his petition for the earl’s assistance might have garnered a more positive outcome if he’d approached it from a different angle. Though, in Kit’s defence, Uncle Charles hadn’t forewarned him that his noble amour was carved from a block of ice. That bloodless creature had been the love of Charles’s life? Kit obviously hadn’t known his uncle as well as he’d thought. Uncle Charles had been gregarious and warm, a man who found joy in the first daffodils of spring, in art and poetry. A man radiating bonhomie. The earl’s froideur risked melting stone.

He was singularly beautiful though. His uncle hadn’t warned him of that either. Even if it was beauty of a wintry sort, savage even. Vacant and statuesque, dripping with ennui. One looked but didn’t dare touch.

Nevertheless, the earl was not entirely void of sentiment. At mention of Charles, two angry points of red had settled on the crest of those haughty cheekbones; a flash of fury had burned in those silvery-blue eyes. Even so, Kit couldn’t picture the man warming anyone’s bed, man or woman. Fires of passion burning bright? More like tupping a snow-covered rock.

With the inn in sight, Kit vowed if he never clapped eyes on the disagreeable earl again it would be a day too soon. Alas, he’d have to return to Rossingley tomorrow to retrieve his horse, enquire after his sister’s wellbeing, and beg that confounded iceberg for his assistance in the matter. Again.

That grey silk slip of a thing he was wearing though. So at odds with its bearer. Outside of a molly house, Kit had never seen such a flimsy garment. It seemed almost as if another person had chosen it; the whim of someone fey and light of heart, a frippery intended to please a lover. The way it clung to the earl’s every lean sinew and draped across his shoulders, softly kissed the jut of his hip bones—Kit would forfeit an egg on his other kneecap just to catch a glimpse of the earl dressed in that again. Not that he’d ever admit it, not even at knife point.


Chapter Three

IT WAS A truth widely known that Rossingley estate’s smooth running rested on the vagaries of its housekeeper’s humour. Acknowledged even by the earl himself. Thus, next morning, Lando allowed his valet, Pritchard, to dress him in muted tones before approaching Mrs Sugden’s below-stairs domain. Whilst confident the woman would approve of his attire, he could do nothing about the dark circles shrouding his tired eyes. Lando had slept fitfully after Angel’s unspoken threat and his subsequent ejection. The sister, Pritchard informed him sniffily, had been housed in a distant wing of the draughty manor Lando never found reason to visit. As far as the earl was concerned, her brother could have spent the damp night in a thick hawthorn hedge.

Lando’s beloved Charles had been a reliable judge of character, and a cursory glance at the nervous young woman perched on one of Mrs Sugden’s uncomfortable upright chairs lent credence to both his own fears and to Mr Angel’s tale. Timid as a snowdrop and twice as plain, poor Miss Angel was as puritanical-looking as the hard chair in which she was seated.

“Miss Angel.” Lando approached her in as unthreatening a manner as possible. No easy task when his own noble blood was all too evident in his strong lean proportions, in every turn of his white-blond head, in every expression settling on his fine features—even sympathy.

Nonetheless, he endeavoured to try. “Until you are quite well, my dear, you will be safe here at Rossingley as my guest. I trust Mrs Sugden to ensure that. And if there is anything you require, such as the assistance of a physician, then she will see that it is done.”

The girl shrank away from him, trembling in the chair. A less likely temptress he’d yet to meet. A hearty bowl of soup would topple her, never mind a male taking liberties not his to take. “I thank you, my lord,” she managed, her eyes filling with tears.

Lando arched a shapely eyebrow in the direction of his housekeeper, a fearsome woman, and knowing her, no doubt of the opinion that Miss Angel should have sought solace elsewhere rather than disrupt the well-oiled machine of her establishment. On more than one occasion she’d scolded Lando for being softer than underbelly of her late husband’s favourite terrier.

“If I might have a word, my lord,” Mrs Sugden murmured, jerking her chin towards the door.

“Please don’t tell me what I think you’re about to,” said Lando grimly when they were alone. Unless Miss Anne had travelled by foot for days, he only had one near neighbour. “The girl has come from the Gartside estate, hasn’t she?”

“Yes, my lord.” Mrs Sugden folded her arms across her ample bosom. “And I’m afraid her tale is that which you would expect.”

The knowledge his suspicion proved correct gave Lando no pleasure whatsoever.

“The girl has been serving as companion to the dowager Lady Gartside,” reported Mrs Sugden. “The dowager usually keeps to a quiet life in Sussex, but for the last month or more, she has resided at the Gartside estate, visiting her son. I shall spare you the intimate details, my lord, but on several occasions, Sir Ambrose…pressed his affections on Miss Angel—affections neither sought nor desired.”

Lando could have written the damned script himself. “And did he…” he enquired delicately.

“No, thank heavens. Not quite. Regardless, her reputation is ruined. A housemaid came upon them and reported straight to the dowager, who favoured her favourite, eldest son’s version of events and dismissed Miss Angel on the spot. She’ll recover, but the damage is done.” Mrs Sugden shook her head. “And to think her a niece of our lovely Captain Prosser; he’ll be rolling in his grave.”

“Quite,” said Lando crisply. “Any sign of the brother?”

“Not yet. Though I daresay he’ll show up again. Very affected by it, he is. Baying for blood.”

“How did they arrive?”

“On horseback, according to the head groom. One horse.”

The last part was accompanied by a grimace. Mrs Sugden had a healthy fear of horses, stemming from her firm belief they were as likely to step on your foot as look at you.

Lando turned to leave before she could begin enlisting the perils. “If and when he does, send him to me.”

*

MR ANGEL REAPPEARED as Lando was sitting down to a light lunch, improving neither his mood nor the taste. From the moment Lando had heard the name of the poor girl’s attacker, his small appetite had deserted him, though he kept Angel cooling his heels in the library. Sadly, Charles’s poor niece’s tale was not the first of its kind to spring from Gartside Manor in recent years. Ambrose Gartside, Eighth Baronet of Airdrie, was nothing more than a leery drunken oaf, hellbent on destroying his estate and his family’s reputation. Those facts, though unsavoury, were as clear as daylight. What wasn’t clear was why Angel felt the need to embroil Lando further. And make an enemy of him, too, by hinting as to the nature of his friendship with Charles. Lando had done his duty by providing a safe haven for the girl; as soon as she was mended, he would wash his hands of the whole nasty business.

“His lordship,” announced Inglis as Lando eventually swept into the library. Ever suspicious, his butler had not left Mr Angel alone. With a gracious nod, Lando dismissed him along with Jasper, the same footman who’d tossed the man out not twenty-four hours earlier. And from the glimmer in his single eye, Jasper looked eager for an opportunity to do so again.

No sooner had the door closed than Lando fixed Mr Angel with an arctic stare, determined to get the wretched business over and done with. “You will regret tussling with me, sir,” he said coolly. “Consider this a warning. My patience with your prettily dressed-up words is wearing thin.”

“I have no desire to tussle with you, my lord. I’ve come asking for your assistance, not to rake up trouble. My uncle’s memory is too dear to my sister and me. Though I live in London, I visited him in Kent as often as time would allow.”

“What is your business in London?”

“I…I strive to earn enough to send money to Anne and to keep a roof over my head. I cannot see the relevance, my lord.”

Seldom had Lando encountered a more evasive response. He gave the glowing embers an unnecessarily vicious poke before adopting a commanding position in front of his mantel. His visitor was dressed in the same plain coat as the night before. At best, it was clean.

“Very well. Tell your tale, Mr Angel. My staff have relayed your sister’s version; I want to hear yours. Explain why you chose my doorstep. If it’s with the intent to extort money from me, under the misapprehension I’m harbouring shameful secrets, then you are wasting your time. If not, you have three minutes.”

The man seized his chance. “My sister sent word to me in London, via a housemaid, that all was not well, and I rode to Gartside Manor with all haste. Given the nature of her distress, I was for breaking the door down, but the place is well attended. After two days, another message reached me, and I found my poor sister, Anne, wandering the Allenmouth road alone with nothing but a handful of coin and the clothes she stood up in. You were the nearest refuge, my lord. My sister has been…well, I have just paid her a visit. And I can assure you she is in no fit condition to travel further at this present time.”

As if the library were his own, Angel took up from where he left off the night before and paced the length of it, his coat swishing like a cat’s tail on each agitated turn. A lock of hair had fallen across his forehead. Roughly, he pushed it back while his other hand tugged at his loosely tied cravat, a gesture reminiscent of his uncle when under duress, and despite himself, the earl’s hibernating heart softened a fraction.

“Give thanks to the lord above that she’ll be safe here, Mr Angel. My housekeeper, Mrs Sugden, is both capable and discreet to a fault. I can assure you.”

Mr Angel’s hands balled into tight fists. “You expect me to thank the lord for that? Well, I don’t! Because someone who thinks he can lord it over everyone else is the damned reason she’s in this mess in the first place. Sir Ambrose Gartside has defiled my sister irrevocably, and rumour has it, she is not the first.”

“No,” the earl conceded. “Regrettably, the rumours are true.”

“Bastard.” Raw anger glittered in Angel’s exquisite dark eyes. “Forgive me for my uncouth language, Lord Rossingley, but I have a mind to break down his door and murder him with my bare hands.”

“I…ah…don’t advise it.” Lando threw him a cold smile. “You swinging from a gibbet will be of no conceivable benefit to your sister.”

Lando’s pulse took up a steady drum beat at his temples. So far, the man hadn’t seemed inclined to further his insinuations. If he was here to merely vent his spleen, he could jolly well go and do it somewhere else. Preferably a long way from Lando’s library.

“Your sister has my condolences, Mr Angel,” he said calmly. “And, as I’ve stated, she may stay here until she is quite well.”

Angel rounded on him. “Forgive my impertinence, my lord. But what good are your condolences when this fiend is getting away with whatever he chooses? They’re no more use than an offer to…to rearrange my furniture whilst my house is burning down!”

Angel’s wretched pacing came to a halt, his dark eyes flashed, and his flared nostrils breathed fire not six inches from Lando’s face. The man’s balled fists seemed itching to connect with something, and for a second, Lando wondered whether that something might be him.

No one discomfited the eleventh earl in the seclusion of his own library.

“Why don’t you position yourself nearer the door, Mr Angel?” Lando suggested, summoning all his noble astringency. “That way, you’ll have less far to travel when I kick you out again.” Turning his attention back to the fire, he delivered another sharp poke. “It would serve you well to remember that your sister is a guest under my roof. That situation could change very easily.”

“You wouldn’t.” Mr Angel’s furious gaze fixed onto Lando’s.

“Try me.”

Danger lurked in those dark, dark eyes. Gadzooks, this man tested Lando’s patience. If the poor innocent girl hadn’t already been treated so poorly by a member of the upper echelons, Lando would have had a mind to carry out his threat.

The pacing resumed. “Anne was Captain Prosser’s ward, my lord. And that was a responsibility he took very seriously, so much that she took his good name to gain employment.”

“He held her dear,” Lando replied testily. “What of it?”

“I was with him in his final days before he passed. We spoke of you often.”

Wrath’s chilly fingers seeped into Lando’s veins. Angel’s true purpose was about to reveal itself, and it was precisely as he’d surmised.

“You were worth a great deal to him,” continued the man. “Which is why I am confident of your assistance. What was he worth to you if you disregard all that he held dear?”

“Ah.” Lando’s tone was quiet and smooth. Careless even. If Mr Angel had known the earl better, he’d have recognised it signalled white-hot rage. “Finally. And I was just thinking you’d forgotten.”

“Forgotten what?”

“The part of the story where you attempt to frighten me, of course. Do carry on, I’m all ears.”

“I mean to do no such thing,” Angel protested. “You have my word.”

“Forgive me if I take your word with a pinch of salt.”

Angel, his brow furrowed, squinted at Lando. “For reasons that are frankly inexplicable, my uncle cared very, very much for you. He was…not to put too fine a point on it, dammit…he was in love with you.”

A crashing silence followed in which Lando resisted placing his hands around the impudent young man’s neck. His pulse slid from his temples to set up a white-hot hammering in his throat. “How dare you come into my house and say such things!”

“If I may be so bold, I will say a deal more. Because it is so very clear to me, from how your eyes mist over and your hand trembles at my every mention of his name, that you were so very much in love with him too. And therefore, you know even better than I that your condolences are not enough. Whether you join me or not, I have vowed to avenge my sister until that scoundrel Gartside falls to his knees begging my forgiveness. And I know I speak from my fine uncle’s heart when I say that having you beside me is everything Charles, your dear friend and lover, would have wanted.”

Inglis and the second footman were already yanking open the door as Lando shoved the man through it. It had taken every ounce of Lando’s breeding not to send him on his way with a smashed jaw. Slamming the door shut behind him, he staggered back into the chaise’s rich upholstery, Angel’s words pounding in his ears. Love. Charles’s precious love and Lando’s most carefully guarded secret had been turned into a weapon against him.

Enveloped by a sudden and dreadful bone-crushing weariness, he dragged in a breath. Lando’s staff knew his inclinations, of course, how could they not? But now this hot-headed young man did too. He had been there at the end, at Charles’s bedside, where Lando should have been. And instead of kindness, he was twisting his knowledge to… Lando was unsure, but doubtless, it would involve money. All that romantic flummery was nothing but a thinly veiled prelude to extortion. Angel was on the cusp of exposing his and Charles’s love to the world if Lando didn’t cooperate; he didn’t care for his uncle’s deep affection for his sister or for Lando; Angel cared for money.

Lando could pay the fellow off, he supposed, with enough blunt to set him and his sister up so he never bothered the earl again. Or, less charitably, he could fight fire with fire, threaten Angel with something untoward, make a subtle suggestion to a friendly magistrate. An earl’s word against unknown Mr Angel’s. How could Angel retaliate? The chap didn’t have any proof. He and Charles had always been too careful. There were no trinkets, no treasured locks of hair curled behind dull cameo brooches, no damned sonnets secreted between the pages of a dusty, earnest book. All that remained of his short years with Charles were mountains of happy memories now increasingly tarnished by this damned avenging Angel with every passing moment. It was as if he was ripping love letters from the earl’s heart and reading them out loud, one by one.

Nobody had so much as whispered the name Charles Prosser between the walls of Rossingley these last three years. Lando had grieved silently and alone. His every word, every gesture, and every social invitation turned down had been nothing but another frosty layer concealing the cold white stone buried deep in his chest.

And now, this handsome young man with his gold earring, his brash fury, and his impudence scattered those layers like rose petals, dancing through Lando’s armour like it wasn’t even there.


Chapter Four

TO BE THROWN out of an earl’s house once was careless. Twice, and a pattern was developing that Kit’s sore knees would rather didn’t persist. At least this time, it was in broad daylight, though the one-eyed footman was even uglier in the afternoon sunshine. Wisely, Kit refrained from telling him so.

After attending to his horse, Kit returned to his cell at the inn, where he nursed his knees and his grievances with a bottle of gin and concentrated his efforts on devising a plan to bring down Sir Ambrose Gartside without the aid of the Earl of Rossingley. Needless to say, with very little money, no status, and no family or friends in possession of either, Kit’s options were few.

He could kill him and be done with it, as simple as that. But Kit was no murderer, and as Rossingley had so plainly pointed out, murder came with its own set of unique risks. And how could Kit’s own death ever advantage his sister?

For the same pragmatic reasons, he crossed duelling off his list. Like all these feckless gentlemen of the ton with too much time on their hands, Gartside was no doubt a decent shot and an adequate swordsman. Kit was neither.

Reporting the crime to a magistrate? That was out of the question too. Not only was it Anne’s humble words against a baronet, but a well-connected one such as Gartside could extricate himself from the criminal justice system as swiftly as a snake through grass.

Which left…trickery. Trickery on a grand scale. Set a thief to catch a thief. Set a lord to catch a baronet. A lord with a grievance himself, a lord of high moral standing, wealth, and time. A lord with a secret he would prefer remained concealed. Kit had tried softly-softly, appealing to the earl’s better nature, and it had been an unmitigated disaster. It had left him with no choice but to increase the pressure and make bolder insinuations, no matter how much threatening to expose Uncle Charles’s deviancy pained him. The earl never needed to know Kit wouldn’t go through with it. Kit didn’t want money from Rossingley, simply his cooperation, his sharp mind, and the doors his involvement would open so that Kit could crush Gartside once and forever.


Chapter Five

WILLIAM BLANDFORD, THE earl’s longstanding man of business, accompanied Lando on his daily ride across the estate. On this cool crisp morn, Blandford was unusually quiet. Perhaps he recognised his employer’s reflective mood and adjusted his own accordingly. Prepared for a lengthy hack, he expressed mild surprise when Lando drew Twilight to a standstill at the eastern boundary separating his well-maintained properties and land from his scruffy Gartside neighbour.

“I need the scuttlebutt, Will. Speak freely.” With a critical eye, Lando surveyed the overgrown fields and the ruins of a roofless cottage in the distance. “How fare Gartside’s tenants these days?”

Gentlemen of the earl’s class were sniffy about tittle-tattle, claiming to be above it while fearful of being the subject. Lando, however, was quite partial; that gossip was a double-edged pastime bothered him not. On the contrary, knowing his retreat from society was a topic of clueless, sweet speculation around the ton was one of life’s few pleasures. In his absence, stories of his eccentricity had run riot.

The question, therefore, did not seem to perturb Will. “Badly, my lord. And much worse since his lordship’s father passed and Sir Ambrose took his place. Corn and barley yields have been down these past two years on account of the late rains, yet rents have gone up. I’ll wager at least one tenant farmer will be in the workhouse by Christmas. My wife’s cousins, prudent folk, tell us they fear for the winter too.”

Lando cursed. Gartside had the emotional integrity of an automaton. “I see,” he said, then pointed with his slender riding crop. “That tumbledown cottage yonder. Are there others like it?”

The Rossingley estate boasted 60,000 rich and profitable acres. With a more modest 35,000, Gartside was still home to an entire village, made up of a chapel, an inn, farmland, and umpteen tied cottages.

“I believe there are, my lord. Inglis’s brother has suffered terribly with his chest these past two winters and blames it squarely on damp and dry rot. His father succumbed from the same two months ago. The doctor is in firm agreement and has raised the matter with Sir Ambrose on several occasions, to no avail.”

“Is that so.” Lando grimaced.

“My wife’s cousin says the baronet doesn’t know the first thing about managing farmland. At their family seat on the Scottish borders, his sister’s husband does all the work and with great success, by all accounts.”

“Such a shame Gartside prefers this one,” Lando commented.

“Indeed, my lord. The proximity to London society may have something to do with it.” Blandford cleared his throat. “I hear Sir Ambrose finds the Scottish borders quite dull. And cold.”

“Succeeding in such a harsh environment requires perseverance and intelligence. Ambrose Gartside, I fear, is distinctly lacking in both.”

With a click of his heels, Lando turned from the boundary and back towards his own lush, rolling pastures. Not immune to poor weather, Rossingley crop yields were down, too, the difference being his tenant farmers’ rents had fallen along with it. Lando had made up the shortfall with a wise investment in a Manchester cotton mill. Like his father before him, he had never shied away from plunging forward with new ventures. Not of the moneymaking sort anyhow. Moving on from his grief was another matter entirely. At moments such as this, he yearned for Charles’s sensible advice to guide him.

“I’ll ride alone from here, Blandford.” Lando’s man of business’s broad posterior was much happier behind his walnut desk than precariously balanced on a coarse leather saddle. “But I would be obliged if you could make some enquiries of your wife’s cousins. And Inglis’s brother. Hearsay is all well and good, but I’d like some proof and figures to go along with it. And ensure they are remunerated for their efforts along with anyone else who cares to assist. But not so handsomely questions are asked, you understand.”

“That I do, my lord.”

Dismissing him with a nod, Lando cantered away. Astride Twilight and eating up the hard ground, he filled his lungs with pure Rossingley air. His favourite stallion was hungry to run, and cantering cured most evils, Lando found.

However, no matter how fast he urged the beast onwards now, he couldn’t outride his hammering thoughts. On reaching stonier ground around the lake, Lando slowed to a trot and let them wash over him instead, pondering the conundrums of Mr Angel, his poor sister, and his dastardly neighbour.

Emotions he wasn’t yet ready to examine nagged at the edges of Lando’s conscience. Who would defend the next serving girl and the one after that? Where would Gartside’s tenants go when their roofs caved in? When the crops failed? When every last penny was gone?

Lando’s dislike of Ambrose Gartside stemmed from boyhood; he’d been a nasty sort of child, one who drowned kittens and stamped on spiders. That such an unattractive, unpleasant boy had grown into a contemptible rake, ruining innocent young women for pleasure and ignoring the responsibilities of his land, did not surprise Lando one bit. It vexed him though. Gartside was heaping shame on his hitherto good family name and ignoring his duty as custodian of the estate and the hardworking folk whose lives depended on it. Moreover, as Mr Angel so shrewdly observed, the world offered its condolences while comfortably spectating from the sidelines.

The young man had called for revenge, with his strong fists clenched and chin held high. A nourishing emotion, it outlasted most others unless attended to. If Lando’s beloved cavalry officer were still alive, his fighting spirit would have wholeheartedly approved. And despite grabbing Angel by the hair and booting him through the door—twice—his heart was telling him Charles would have expected Lando to assist his nephew in any way he saw fit.

With a sigh, Lando tugged on the reins, patted Twilight’s sleek withers, and turned the beast north.

His destination, the largest of his impeccably maintained tenant farms, sat high on a hill, commanding some of the finest views of the Rossingley estate. If he couldn’t seek Charles’s advice, then the opinion of the occupier of this property was the next best thing.

As Lando slipped from the horse and adjusted the sweep of his full riding coat, his troubled soul stilled. A sense of home and tranquillity stole over him. He could be himself here; he was amongst friends.

No doubt warned of his lordship’s arrival by one of several inquisitive small children, Robert Langford, whose extensive family of Langford’s had farmed Rossingley land since time immemorial, waited to greet him. After Lando handed the reins and thruppence to one of Robert’s eager brood, the two men embraced in the shadow of the sturdy farmhouse. As the two fair heads, resting on similarly angular shoulders, warmly bent to each other, an observer might be forgiven for mistaking them as brothers. And they wouldn’t be far wrong. Lando’s father had a few illegitimate offspring scattered around the estate, though he’d always seen their mothers and their issue well cared for, unlike Lando’s neighbour. Childhood friends, Lando and Robert had played side by side in the nursery and even schooled together until Lando had been sent away.

“I’m only stopping if your dear Mrs Langford has made a batch of her seed cakes with ginger sugar,” Lando announced. “I’m famished, hot, and desperately in need of your sound advice.”

Robert grinned, a grin not far removed from the rare, quick smile returned by the eleventh earl. “I’ve never met a problem yet that a slice of her seed cake couldn’t fix.”

Children scattered as he ushered Lando into his modest parlour. By a minor miracle, Lando was a father himself——and an indulgent one at that. Nevertheless, his lack of enthusiasm for other people’s progeny knew no bounds. A quarter-hour bathed in inconsequential pleasantries passed by until Mrs Langford departed, leaving the men alone save for the seed cake and a fresh pot of tea.

“To what do we owe the honour?” questioned Robert with a twinkle in his eye. “I’d have taken a bath if I’d known you were intending to visit.”

Smiling, Lando nibbled at a moist corner. “I have come with a proposition for you, Robert.” He wiped a crumb from his upper lip and sucked on his finger. Even his own cook failed to make ginger sugar as well as Mrs Langford. “It will involve travelling to town and skulking around. Chatting to some old chums. You may take one of the gigs, of course, and lodge at the town house. Do you think they could soldier on here without you for a few days?”

He posed the question because it was the polite thing to do; he had no expectation of Robert declining. It wouldn’t be the first errand he’d trusted to his loyal tenant and half-brother, and neither would it be the last. Garrulous and venturesome, Robert relished a trip into town and an opportunity to refresh old acquaintances. Privately, Lando believed he’d be much better suited to the earldom than himself.

“Our neighbour, Gartside, has been making several unwise decisions of late.”

“Nothing new there,” observed Robert. “That estate will be ruined if he doesn’t start paying it more attention. I had a look at his Chevalier barley in the north fields over the summer. All the leaf tips were yellow.” He shook his head. “Riddled with aphids. And if he’d planted Spratt like I said, then he wouldn’t now have bollworm running roughshod down to the lake either.”

At this point, Lando returned the full weight of his attentions to his cake. As much as he adored Robert, his brother sorely overestimated Lando’s interest in barley varieties.

“There has been a new development,” he cut in after a sip of tea and a lengthy discourse on maize. “And because of it, I’m wondering if the time has come to take Gartside in hand. I have become privy to a disturbing tale suggestive that Gartside’s poor form extends beyond crop husbandry and neglected thatching.”

Robert nodded at him over his china teacup with an expression Lando interpreted as disappointed but not surprised. It mirrored his own.
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