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The Stanton Legacy

Interconnected steamy historical romances set in England and America from the 1830s to the 1860s following two generations of the powerful and wealthy Stanton family.

Book 1: The Viscount’s Scandalous Affair

An illicit affair set in late regency London between two unlikely lovers whose emotional and bumpy journey into love ends in a happily ever after.

Book 2: The Vixen’s Unlikely Marriage

A steamy romance set in Victorian England featuring a marriage of convenience between two unlikely characters, a beautiful vixen and a virtuous clergyman, who nevertheless find themselves falling in love.

Book 3: The Bluestocking’s Secret Obsession

A slow-burn but steamy friends-to-lovers romance set in Victorian England and America in the Civil War.

Book 4: The Viscount’s Forbidden Love

An MM romance set in Victorian England with plenty of heart, angst and steam—and it does have a happy ending.

Spin-off novellas:

Mr Templeton Finds Himself a Wife

A steamy romance featuring two jilted lovers who find a second chance at love.

Miss Stanton Meets Her Match

A steamy age-gap, enemies-to-lovers romance.





Synopsis

"From the moment I first met you, I have felt an inexplicable attraction. I want you, Ambrose, and I am unashamed to say it."

Daniel Stanton has been blessed with everything. He is charming, confident and handsome—and heir to the great Stanton fortune. At age 24, he has had his fair share of amorous adventures with women, as well as one tantalising experience with a man, leaving him wondering about his sexual inclinations. Those questions are quickly answered when he first meets Ambrose Cranshaw, his grandfather's estate manager. He wants the man, and what he wants, he usually gets. 




Not this time though.



Ambrose Cranshaw is everything that Daniel is not. With no fortune to his name and no connections, he has had to work hard to support himself and his younger sister, climbing his way up in the world to the trusted position of the Earl of Stanton's estate manager. He may yearn in secret for other men, but he will never risk it all by acting out on his yearnings. When he first meets debonair and charming Daniel Stanton, he knows at once that the man is dangerous. With one flash of those dark, torrid eyes, Daniel could bring the whole edifice of Ambrose's life crumbling down. At all costs, Ambrose must hide his true feelings for him.




Author's note: The Viscount's Forbidden Love is the concluding novel in the Stanton Legacy series. It is an MM romance set in Victorian England with plenty of heart, angst and steam—and it does have a happy ending. While it can be read as a standalone, it is best appreciated as part of the series.


Stanton Family Tree
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Preface

This is a historical novel written for a mature audience. There are sexual scenes that make this story unsuitable for anyone under the age of 18. Although it is part of a series, it can be read as a standalone.


Prologue




Ambrose

January 1866


Should he go to Ohio? There was one pressing reason to go, but he must not think of that. The question lay unresolved in his mind as he stared at a distant point on the horizon. Land had been sighted a short while ago and passengers had been informed that The Scotia would be reaching its destination—New York—within the next two hours.

Ambrose Cranshaw did not need to do much in preparation for this. His baggage was a meagre travel case with the few days’ clothes that had been packed in a great hurry prior to leaving his home in Oxfordshire on this mad dash with his younger sister, Sarah, in pursuit of Benjamin Stanton. Ambrose had agreed to help Sarah on her quest to reunite with the man she loved before he sailed for America. They had travelled overnight on the mail train to Liverpool and reached The Scotia an hour before its departure, only to be told they could not get aboard without first purchasing a ticket.

So, at an expense that still made him shudder, they had bought a passage to America and boarded the ship. And now, Sarah was married to Benjamin, the ceremony having taken place a few days into their journey, presided over by Captain Fraser and blessed by Reverend Arnold, an elderly vicar who happened to have been a fellow traveller on the ship.

As the shoreline slowly grew from a minute point on the horizon to something more substantial, Ambrose assessed the situation he found himself in. Here he was, about to arrive in America, having never before set foot on this continent. He had only enough funds to cover the cost of his return journey to England plus a little more to spare. Once they disembarked, the newly married couple would be journeying onwards to their home in Ohio, where Benjamin’s father and uncle had extensive landholdings.

And as for Ambrose… well, he should wish them a fond farewell and take the next ship bound back for England. His position as manager of the Stanton estate did not allow for him to absent himself for any great length of time. There were rents to collect, accounts to be done, works to be overseen. It was his duty to return as soon as possible and pick up the reins once more.

Yet there was another impulse tugging at his breast, and that was to accompany Sarah and Benjamin to Ohio. As her eldest brother and only sibling, he ought to ensure she was comfortably established in her new home before bidding her goodbye. He would not see her again for a very long time, and once back in England, they would be far apart from one another. His heart beat painfully in his chest at the thought. He would need to accustom himself to living alone at Ivy Cottage without his sister’s cheerful companionship. It was not a heartening prospect.

The more he thought of it, the more he warmed to the idea of continuing on to Ohio. He had gone to the great expense of accompanying Sarah to America, therefore it would make sense to see the journey through to its end and to delay the final moment of farewell. He would ensure his sister was well settled and put his mind at rest as to her wellbeing before returning home. The Stanton estate would have to do without him for a few more weeks.

He refused to acknowledge the other reason why the idea of going to Ohio held appeal. It was nonsensical, not worthy of consideration. And yet, try as he might, he could not stop the thrill that coursed through him at the thought of seeing Daniel again. It had been over three months since he had last laid eyes on his friend, his employer and now also his brother-in-law. Three months since that forbidden kiss between them had spun his world on its axis. And much as he secretly longed for a repeat of that kiss, he understood very well that it must never, ever happen again.


Chapter 1




Ambrose

November 1860, some five years previously


He woke early, as usual, and partook of his breakfast alone. It was a simple meal, for he was a man of simple pleasures—a cup of coffee tempered with a dash of creamy milk, a thick slice of buttered bread and some slivers of ham. Breakfast complete, he went to put on his coat and hat. Then, whistling a cheerful tune, he let himself out of the house and began the short walk towards the stable at Stanton Hall.

It was a cold, crisp day with a hint of drizzle in the air. Today, he would be making calls on some farming tenants of the estate, and for this task, he would need a horse to travel on, for the Stanton lands were vast, spanning several thousand acres. Ambrose reached the stable in good time and smiled a greeting at John Saunders, one of the grooms that worked there.

“Good morning, Saunders,” he said easily.

“Morning, sir,” replied the groom. “Will you be needing Marigold?”

“Indeed I will,” said Ambrose. “Can you have her saddled for me?”

“Yes, sir.”

Ambrose followed Saunders to the stall where his mare stood chewing passively on some straw. She was not really his mare of course, but she had been assigned to his exclusive use as manager of the estate. She was a fine horse with a golden brown coat that had earned her the name of Marigold, and a sweet temper to go with it. She suited him very well. Ambrose patted her rump as she was led out of the stall. “Hello, my lovely,” he crooned.

Once out into the yard, Saunders began to attach the saddle to her back. “Have you heard the news, sir?” he asked, throwing a curious glance at Ambrose.

“And what news would that be?”

“The master’s family is here from America,” replied the groom excitedly.

Ambrose’s interest quickened at this. His employer, the rich and powerful Earl of Stanton, had taken sick recently and had been unable to leave his bed in the last few weeks except for brief periods of respite. Up until this illness, the earl had been a vigorous man who kept a sharp eye on all matters relating to his vast landholdings. Ambrose enjoyed working for him, even though he was kept on his toes much of the time, having to meet the earl’s exacting standards.

Over the years, a strong mutual respect had developed between the older nobleman and his estate manager. But since his illness, the seventy-six year old earl had shown a worrying frailty. So worrying in fact that Ambrose had been tasked with sending a telegram to the earl’s two sons, who had left for America decades ago, asking them to return.

Ambrose had often wondered about these two prodigal sons of the earl. He knew their departure for America had caused a rupture with their father and that it had taken years to mend the breach. In the meantime, Frank and Jasper Stanton had made a fortune for themselves from the land they had claimed, cleared and successfully farmed in the state of Ohio. And now, they were back, but for how long? And if the earl’s illness proved to be fatal, would the estate then pass into the hands of the eldest son, Frank?

Ambrose did not want to think of the earl’s demise, for he had developed a fondness for the old man as well as respect, but he could not help but wonder what would happen to the massive Stanton estate after the earl was gone, and how that would affect him. He felt sure that he would be ousted from his position. The family had no doubt their own way of doing things and would want to put a person of their choice in the trusted position of estate manager. Even were he to keep his job, he wondered if Frank Stanton would settle back in England with his family or if he would be an absentee landlord, running things all the way from America—and thereby placing ever more reliance on his estate manager. Would Ambrose be up to such a task? There were so many questions for which he as yet had no answers.

All would be revealed in due course, and whatever the case might be, he would make the best of things, as he had always strived to do. He told himself there was no point in worrying about his future and that of Sarah, but he did.

Only four years separated them, yet he felt the full weight of responsibility for his sister. Their parents on their death had left them with a very meagre inheritance, and Sarah had no income of her own or any means of earning any, apart from becoming a governess or some such thing. Ambrose refused to contemplate the possibility of this happening. As long as he was alive, of sound mind and able to earn his crust, Sarah would have a home with him—until she married. The position he held here at Stanton Hall was a fortunate one, and he enjoyed his job. He hoped that the coming of the earl’s sons would not put it into jeopardy.

All these thoughts he could not, of course, reveal to the groom observing him curiously. “These are good tidings indeed,” he said now in a measured voice.

“They arrived in two carriages late yesterday evening,” went on Saunders confidingly. “I hear both the earl’s sons are here with their families.”

Ambrose put his foot on the block and easily mounted his horse. “Well, I shall have to pay my respects to them in due course,” he said, ending the conversation. With a flick of his reins, he rode away.

The morning passed quickly, as Ambrose called on various tenants on the estate. News of the earl’s family arriving from America had spread like wildfire, and everywhere he went, people were eager to discuss what this would mean for the estate. If only he knew. By the time he rode back to Stanton Hall, he was weary of all the conjecture and ready to find out for himself what manner of people were these new arrivals. The earl had often spoken proudly of his sons and their many achievements in America. It had left a positive impression of them in Ambrose’s mind, but still, he was as curious about them as anyone else on the estate.

He reined in his horse and dismounted, leading the mare into the large stable. Seeing him, Saunders came over and began to untie the saddle. The groom raised his brow meaningfully then glanced quickly behind him. Ambrose followed that glance to see a tall, well-dressed gentleman stroking the mane of Midnight, a magnificent black stallion, and gazing at it in admiration. It did not take a genius to figure out that this must be a member of the Stanton clan, newly arrived from America.

Ambrose straightened his spine and stepped carefully in the man’s direction. He was a few feet away when the man turned to observe his approach, his lips curving into a smile and his dark, almost black eyes twinkling with wicked humour. Ambrose stopped in his tracks, his pulse beating uncomfortably fast. He should say something, but he found himself tongue-tied. Instead, he stared and stared some more at this impossibly handsome vision before him.

The man’s smile widened. “You must be Ambrose Cranshaw,” he drawled in a deep, velvety voice.

Common sense returned like a splash of cold water, and Ambrose bowed stiffly. “At your service, sir,” he managed to say, feeling his face flame. “Who do I have the pleasure of addressing?” he continued, trying to restore his dignity.

The gentleman held out his hand, and with some hesitation, Ambrose followed suit, feeling his own hand being clasped in a strong, confident grip. He was not much used to having his hand shaken by other gentlemen. Perhaps this free and easy manner had something to do with this man’s upbringing in America. “Daniel Stanton, at your service,” came the gently mocking reply. Then, there was a soft laugh. “Enough with the formality. Are you come to visit Grandfather?”

Daniel Stanton began striding out of the stable, and Ambrose was obliged to follow him, ignoring the curious stare from Saunders as they passed him by. “Ahem, yes, Mr Stanton,” said Ambrose, clearing his throat. “I am come to ask after the earl and of course, to pay my respects to your family.”

There was another laugh, the happy sound of which did something to Ambrose’s insides. “Please, I beseech you, call me Daniel. Nobody I know addresses me as Mr Stanton. That is what people call my papa back home.” He spoke in a cultured English accent, with only a slight elongation of his vowels hinting at his American background.

“I—I do not think it would be appropriate, Mr Stanton. I have no wish to be forward in my manner.”

“Oh,” exclaimed Daniel. “But I most particularly wish you to be so. Where I am from, nobody stands on ceremony, least of all me! Come, the matter is settled. You shall call me Daniel and I shall call you Ambrose, which by the way is a most delightful name.” His gaze travelled the length of Ambrose, from the tip of his boots to the top of his hat.  “And very fitting. Does it not derive from the Greek word for immortal and divine?” he added with a smile.

Ambrose did not know what to make of this. His cheeks still felt warm from that assessing gaze, and this bantering manner was well outside his customary experience. It was almost flirtatious, preposterous as that might seem. He tried to clear these disturbing thoughts with an inward shake of his head, then contented himself with a murmured, “As you wish, Daniel,” though he promised himself that he would maintain the proper decorum in the presence of the earl and his sons.

By now, they had reached the main house, and Daniel flew up the front steps with athletic grace, forcing Ambrose to quicken his own steps in order to keep up. The door was opened for them by Siddons, Stanton Hall’s butler. Daniel graced him with an easy smile. “We have a visitor, Siddons, come to pay his respects. Would you be so kind as to bring in a tray of tea and whatever cakes or biscuits cook has to hand?”

“Of course, sir,” bowed Siddons.

“Splendid,” beamed Daniel, then he turned to Ambrose. “Let us join the rest of the family. I believe they are all in the drawing room. Is that not so, Siddons?”

“Yes, sir,” confirmed the butler.

“Well then, come along.” Without a backward glance, Daniel strode confidently in the direction of the drawing room with Ambrose at his heels. As they entered the room, all eyes flew to them. Ambrose had but a moment to take in the assembled members of the Stanton clan before the earl, reclining in an armchair with a blanket tucked about him, spoke in a quavering but authoritative voice, “Ah, Cranshaw, good you are here. As you can see, my sons and their family are arrived from America.”

Ambrose went to him with a smile. “I do see, my lord, and I can well imagine your joy at their arrival. I am glad also to see you look much improved in health.”

A pleased expression came over the earl’s lined face. “I am indeed feeling much more the thing. Cranshaw, let me make you known to my eldest son, Francis, Viscount Stanton.” The earl indicated a distinguished looking gentleman beside him who looked to be around fifty.

Ambrose made a polite bow in his direction. “Viscount Stanton, a pleasure.”

“Indeed, the pleasure is mine, Mr Cranshaw,” responded the viscount amiably. “I have heard many good things about the work you do on this estate.” He turned to a diminutive lady sitting beside him. “This is my wife, Lady Stanton.”

Ambrose made his bows in her direction, and then proceeded to greet the rest of the family. As the introductions were made, he felt himself being scrutinised by Daniel, who stood by the window with his arms casually crossed on his broad chest. What was it about that young pup that was making Ambrose so hot under the collar? Despite his height and muscular frame, Daniel Stanton could not be more than four-and-twenty years old, which made him a good five years his junior. And yet he stood there, radiating authority and confidence like a man a dozen years older.

“I suppose that is the confidence born of being heir to a title and massive fortune,” thought Ambrose wryly. “Such people from early childhood have a different outlook on life than us ordinary mortals.” He could not say why such a thought irked him. It was not as if he aspired to befriend the man on an equal footing. Theirs was but a casual acquaintance. Soon enough, Daniel Stanton would be returning to his home in America and would be out of his way. In the meantime, Ambrose would be well advised to steer clear of him. There was something dangerous about the man and the reaction he engendered in him. Daniel Stanton brought out those feelings in him that he had spent years keeping in check.

After what Ambrose deemed to be an appropriate passage of time, he stood to take his leave, but his plans for a quiet exit were scuppered by the earl, who looked at him with a frown and grunted, “Where are you going, Cranshaw? We are soon to have our luncheon and of course, you must join us.”

“That is very kind, my lord,” said Ambrose politely, “but I would not want to intrude any longer on this family reunion, and I really should be getting back to my duties.”

“Nonsense!” barked the earl.

His eldest son came to the earl’s aid, admonishing sternly, “We must insist, Mr Cranshaw. Besides, I would wish to discuss with you matters relating to the estate after our luncheon. In view of father’s current indisposition, he has charged me with taking over all responsibilities from him.”

The earl nodded. “That is right, Cranshaw. I wish you to deal with Francis in my stead until I am in better health.”

Ambrose gave in with good grace. “In that case, I would be honoured to join you.”

Soon, they all adjourned to the dining room. Ambrose found himself seated between Lady Stanton on one side and her daughter, Isabella, on the other. Whether it was due to poor luck or design, Daniel was seated immediately opposite him, which meant Ambrose had to endure more of that disconcerting scrutiny throughout the meal. As Ambrose conversed with the ladies at his side, he could not but feel that dark-eyed gaze on him. A few times, he intercepted Daniel’s look, but was simply met with an amused smile upon the slight raise of his brow.

What could there possibly be about his person to inspire such interest in him? Was something amiss with his clothing? He did not think so. Ambrose cast a surreptitious glance down at himself. His necktie was neatly tied and his jacket correctly buttoned. He might not be dressed in the height of fashion, but he was respectably turned out. Perhaps the young man was simply playing a childish game, trying to bait him into some kind of unseemly response. It was best to ignore him as best he could.

Throughout the remainder of the meal, Ambrose refused to look in Daniel’s direction, keeping his attention entirely on the ladies at his side. Once luncheon was over, he stood and followed the viscount upstairs to the earl’s study. It was with relief that he escaped Daniel Stanton’s penetrating gaze and set to the more comfortable task of fielding enquiries about the estate. He spent the next several hours conferring with the viscount, going through the accounts and giving him a meticulous report of the state of affairs throughout the vast Stanton landholdings.

As they spoke, Ambrose discerned a striking resemblance between the viscount and his son, Daniel. Both had the same tall and powerful build. They had that distinctive Stanton jaw, the same dark brown eyes and almost black hair—though the viscount’s was streaked with grey. But whereas Daniel displayed a playful demeanour, his father appeared to have a more serious and reserved disposition. By the time Ambrose rose to take his leave, he had concluded that the earl’s eldest son was a well-bred man of considerable understanding. Should the estate pass into his hands after the earl’s death, as it most probably would, then Ambrose would be fortunate to have such a man as his new employer.

It was with a great sense of relief that Ambrose took the stairs down to the main hallway and donned his coat. Despite himself he had worried about his future prospects as manager of the Stanton estate. While nothing was certain yet, he felt a trifle more sanguine about what lay ahead. Viscount Stanton was a man he could respect and see himself working for.

With a smile, Ambrose bid Siddons farewell as he stepped out of the house and bounded down the front steps. The sun had set on this early November evening, and he was eager to return home, where his old friend, Benedict Sedgwick, was to join him and Sarah for dinner. The smile fell from Ambrose’s face an instant later as he saw who was leaning against the stair post, leisurely smoking a cheroot. Not Daniel Stanton again!


Chapter 2




Daniel


Daniel Stanton was a man who rarely hesitated. When he saw something he wanted, he went after it with vigour and with the confidence that the object of his desire would soon be his. In his youth, this had at times been a source of conflict between himself and his brother, Benjamin, who had a tendency to second guess himself, which meant, more often than not, that Daniel was the one to win whichever prize was coveted by the both of them in that moment.  

This did not mean, of course, that Daniel was one to steal something that belonged to someone else. His mama had naturally ensured that he was inculcated with a proper Christian spirit towards his fellow man. It was just that his life experiences so far had taught him that very little was out of his reach. He had a natural academic aptitude and easily excelled in all his studies. He was blessed with wealth, good looks and charm, which made conquests of the opposite sex easy work. His kind nature and sense of humour meant that he was well liked in his society and had no shortage of friends. If anyone was born under a lucky star, it was Daniel Stanton.

At the age of four and twenty, Daniel had had his fair share of romantic adventures, though he would not go so far as to say he had ever truly fallen in love. Perhaps the closest he had ever gotten to that emotion was the six-week period in which he had been bedazzled by Agnes Lowe, the sister of Theobald, his closest friend at Yale. In his third year of college, Daniel had accepted an invitation to go stay with the Lowes at their summer home in Newport and there, he had met the lovely Agnes. He had spent the summer in thrall to her and had considered proposing marriage, for Agnes was not the type of lady to be seduced by any other means. He had left the Lowe home at the end of the summer determined to seek his papa’s counsel on this matter.

A conversation had ensued with his parent, in which he had been advised to wait until he was older than his twenty-one years before entering the state of matrimony. “You are young and can afford to wait before settling down to marriage,” had said his papa. “Let this be an opportunity to test your true sentiments. If in another two years you are of the same mind, by all means then do court this young lady.”

Daniel had seen the sense of these words, and so, he had put aside his immediate inclinations. He and Agnes had pursued a correspondence all through the following year and met a few more times at social events. However, as the months went by, the fervour of his passion had waned, and when Agnes had accepted a marriage proposal from a rival suitor, Daniel had not been heartbroken or even mildly disappointed. The lesson he had learned from this experience was that “love” was an ephemeral emotion not to be trusted, for almost invariably this love was merely lustful infatuation.

He did, of course, have the example of his parents, whose enduring love for each other was undeniable. His father had given up immense wealth and privilege to make Charlotte Harding his wife. He had left England without a backward glance and forged a new life for himself and Charlotte in America, much to the anger and disappointment of the Earl of Stanton. To Daniel’s mind, this was the true test of love. If he was willing to give up all his material riches and the home he knew to be with another person, then that was true love. Agnes had not managed to inspire such a degree of sacrifice from himself, nor any other young lady he had known since.

Daniel put aside thoughts of his disappointment in America. Here, in England, there were already many more intriguing possibilities. Earlier today, Daniel had met Ambrose Cranshaw. He had heard positive reports about the man from his grandfather before even coming to England. In letters to his grandson, the earl had written at length about the young man he had taken into his employ seven years ago and elevated to the position of estate manager some years later; a man on whom he had come to place a great reliance.

Daniel had long been curious to meet the person who had won the Earl of Stanton’s confidence, for the earl was notoriously difficult to please. And now having met Ambrose, he understood why his grandfather thought so highly of him. Before and during luncheon, Daniel had observed him with avid interest. He had seen a soft-spoken gentleman of great intelligence and humility, who yet also displayed a subtle strength of character.

When he had first come across his grandfather’s estate manager in the stable, he had thought him an angelic being, some immortal god sent to Earth—which made Ambrose a mightily fitting name for the man. From the windblown golden locks to the unblemished alabaster of his skin, long-lashed eyes the colour of a grey wintery sky and lushly formed mouth, everything about Ambrose’s form was perfection. And in that instant, Daniel had wanted him.

Daniel knew enough of the world to be aware that there were some men that were attracted to each other and who engaged in sexual relations—sodomites they were called. He had never thought himself to be such a one, for he loved women well enough. However, an experience earlier in his youth had made him wonder if he was partly a sodomite, if one could be such a thing.

It was about a month after he had turned seventeen on a scorchingly hot day in July. He had gone down to the lake on the edge of his father’s land, along with his brother, cousins and a small group of other young men, wanting to have a cooling dip in the water. All the men had stripped bare, as was usual, and jumped into the lake with glee. They had spent an hour splashing about like children and enjoying the refreshingly cool embrace of the water on their naked skin.

Daniel had been towelling himself dry when Ezra Matthews, a labourer on the neighbouring farm, belatedly joined them. Daniel had watched him remove his shirt and pants, and had inhaled sharply on seeing Ezra’s naked form—acres of sleek, muscled skin of the most beautiful shade of bronze, and a thick cock swinging proudly from a nest of wiry dark hair. Daniel had been struck dumb at Ezra’s beauty, and his own cock had thickened uncomfortably in response. Thankfully, he had a towel draped around him, hiding this particular evidence from view. He had looked up then into Ezra’s knowing gaze, and the man had winked at him before running to the water’s edge and jumping in.

Daniel had dressed and returned to his house, wondering at this strange reaction he had had to one man’s nudity. The following week, it had happened again. He had taken one look at a naked Ezra and gotten hard. This time, his lower body had been submerged in the water, hiding his arousal. There had only been himself, Benjamin and Ezra swimming that day. And when his brother had decided he’d had enough of being in the water, he had left them alone and gone back to the house. That was when Ezra had swum towards Daniel and floated gently on his back beside him, his naked glory on full display.

Daniel had stared, and Ezra had smiled. “Do you like what you see?” he’d asked lazily.

“Yes, I do,” Daniel had said impulsively.

Ezra had stood in the water then, which lapped at his waist, and looked him straight in the eye, saying nothing, waiting for Daniel to make the first move. And Daniel was nothing if not decisive. “I would like to kiss you,” he had said, feeling a sudden desire to experience the feel of this man’s lips.

“Then kiss me,” Ezra had replied.

Slowly, Daniel had pulled Ezra’s body to his and brought their lips together. The kiss had started softly, a gentle exploration, but quickly it became something more. Tongues tangled and teeth tugged sharply with a ferocity that was unlike any kiss Daniel had ever experienced with a female—and he’d had many. This was unrestrained, almost violent. And throughout it all, he had felt Ezra’s hard cock nudging his own engorged shaft, rubbing against him until they had both simultaneously come in sticky spurts to their chests. Afterwards, they had washed themselves in the lake and dressed without a word, each going their separate ways.

The incident was never repeated, but the memory of that day had stayed with him. What did it all mean? Several nights in bed, he had stroked himself to the recollection of what had happened in the lake and come spectacularly hard. But then his wondering was put to one side when he had started a dalliance with Rachel Hewitt and had a lusty time with her in a deserted hayloft. The feel of her soft, abundant flesh and the feminine scent of her had driven him wild with desire. That attraction to Ezra Matthews, he concluded, had been an aberration. There was no doubting that he enjoyed the fleshly delights of women.

Daniel had turned eighteen and gone to college at Yale where he had indulged in more seductions of pretty women, and then had become infatuated with Agnes Lowe. The episode with Ezra became a distant memory. Beyond an occasional fleeting attraction, he had not again felt that level of desire for another man as he had felt for Ezra. So, he had put the whole incident away from his mind, until now.

He wanted Ambrose Cranshaw—that tall, slim man with the face of an angel and clever mind. Could he take him as a lover? His body quickened with excitement at the thought of it. He would like to give it a try and do those things he had done with Ezra, perhaps taking it a step further this time, taking the time to explore a man’s body with his hands and mouth.

However, the matter was a delicate one. Much depended on how Ambrose would respond to sexual overtures from another man. Looking back, Ezra had left him in no doubt of his interest, and Daniel was hopeful that he would be able to find out quickly enough, and without crossing any lines of acceptable behaviour, whether or not Ambrose reciprocated his attraction. With this in mind, he perched himself by the front steps of Stanton Hall and waited for him. He knew what he wanted, and he was going to see if Ambrose wanted it too.


Chapter 3




Ambrose


Daniel blew out a puff of smoke from his cheroot and turned to face him with a mischievous grin. “Ambrose, just the person I wanted to see. May I walk with you to wherever you are going?”

Ambrose regarded Daniel with dismay. He could not refuse him without sounding churlish even though it would put pay to all his good intentions of steering clear of the man. With a faint tightening of his lips, he replied, “Of course, though it is getting dark, and I am only going a short way down the avenue to my home, Ivy Cottage.”

“Is that the pretty cottage at the end of this road?”

Ambrose inclined his head. “Yes, it is.”

“Perfect. Well, let us go.”

Ambrose prevaricated a moment longer, then with a resigned sigh, he began to walk side by side with Daniel Stanton. Deciding it was best to take the bull by the horns, he queried, “Is there something you wish to discuss with me, Daniel?”

“Yes, there is,” replied the other man unhesitatingly.

Ambrose glanced at him enquiringly when he did not immediately elucidate on the matter. Daniel met that glance with another of his quizzical smiles and took a pull on his cheroot. “First of all,” he said, blowing out tendrils of smoke, “I would like to get to know you better. I have heard so much of you from Grandfather’s letters that I have been quite agog with curiosity about the person that inspires such admiration in him.”

“I hold the earl in high esteem, and I believe the sentiment is mutual, but I cannot believe that talk of me would excite such interest as you profess to have,” demurred Ambrose.

“And that is where you are wrong,” retorted Daniel. “Every letter from Grandfather these past few years has had mentions of ‘Cranshaw did this’ or ‘Cranshaw did that’. I confess I have grown quite jealous at times.”

Ambrose was quick to reply, “I should point out that the earl speaks of you and your father just as often. He is immensely proud of all your achievements.”

A fond smile came over Daniel’s face. “I am glad,” he said simply. Then, directing his piercing gaze on Ambrose, he added, “With such talk of us from Grandfather, it almost feels as if we know one another already.”

“In which case, there is no need to go to the effort of getting to know me,” parried Ambrose with an ironic raise of his brow.

Daniel burst out laughing. “Oh, Ambrose, there is every need. All I have are the broad outlines of your character. Now, I wish to fill in the details.”

Despite the chill of the evening, Ambrose felt his face warm once again. “I confess I still do not see why there is such a need to do so,” he persisted. “I am merely an employee of this estate and not someone of import to you.”

“You will let me be the judge of that, Ambrose.” Daniel’s tone sounded a little stern. They walked on in silence a moment more, their path faintly illuminated by the flaxen-coloured moon above and by the red flare on the tip of Daniel’s cheroot as he smoked. The spicy scent of it wafted towards Ambrose, mingling with faint traces of a lemony cologne. The combination was dizzyingly seductive. Then Daniel spoke. “I would also beg a favour from you.”

“What is it?”

“I would like, if I may, to accompany you on your work around the estate.” On seeing Ambrose’s doubtful look, Daniel went on, “I will not interfere in any way, merely be an observer. It will be useful in learning about this land which has belonged to my family for generations.”

The request made sense, and with any other person, Ambrose would have been quick to assent. But it would mean spending time with a man he had decided to avoid as best he could, for it was clear that Daniel represented a danger to Ambrose’s equanimity—he did not care to confess to himself why. However, he could not refuse his employer’s grandson.

“Very well,” he said, unable to hide the reluctance in his voice.

“You do not need to sound so enthusiastic about it. I assure you, I well know that my company is a rare delight indeed.”

Ambrose forced a smile. “I am sure it is, and I look forward to showing you around the estate,” he muttered, staring straight ahead.

He felt Daniel’s scrutiny in the feeble light. The other man’s voice had lost its levity as he said, “I feel, Ambrose, that we have got on the wrong foot. Let us start again.” He stopped and faced him, bowing most correctly. “It is an honour to make your acquaintance, Mr Cranshaw,” he said in a formal tone. “I have heard many good things of you from my grandfather. I hope we will have a chance to further this acquaintance over the coming weeks.”

Daniel straightened and looked at him expectantly. Ambrose stared back, stubbornly resisting the olive branch. Undeterred, Daniel took a puff on his cheroot and waited him out. An impasse. Were they to wait here all night? This man was infuriating. With a sigh up to the heavens, Ambrose complied. He bowed, equally correctly, and replied in the same formal tone, “The honour is mine, Mr Stanton. I too look forward to furthering our acquaintance.”

Daniel beamed in delight. “There now, that was not so difficult!”

Ambrose could not prevent the upward curve of his own lips. The man’s charm was hard to ignore, especially with those dimples that appeared each time he smiled. They resumed their walk towards Ivy Cottage, and Daniel began in a conversational voice, “Tell me something about yourself, Mr Cranshaw. Do you hail from these parts?”

“No,” responded Ambrose. “I grew up in Leicestershire, in a small village to the east of Melton Mowbray. My father was the vicar there.”

“A clergyman’s son! That would explain the moral virtues my grandfather likes to extol about you.”

Ambrose’s lips twitched. “I have met more than one debauched parson’s son in my time, so my father’s profession is, I feel, beside the point.”

“I am going to have to disagree there,” riposted Daniel, pointing the remaining stub of his cheroot at him. “You exude moral rectitude, Mr Cranshaw, which I am sure was instilled by your good parent.”

“You make it sound like it is a disagreeable thing to have,” remarked Ambrose.

Now it was Daniel’s lips that twitched. “How can it ever be bad to be good, Mr Cranshaw?”

“Touché,” said Ambrose, amused. The two men exchanged a smiling glance.

“And you pursued your studies at Oxford?” enquired Daniel, continuing his friendly inquisition.

“Yes, I studied classics and mathematics at Oxford. It was in my second year there that Father passed away after a short illness, leaving me to care for my younger sister. I was faced then with a difficult decision. I could not bring her back to live with me in my communal lodgings at the university, and for a time, it seemed as if I would have to abandon my studies to find some form of employment that would provide us both with a roof over our heads.” Ambrose was not sure why he was spilling so many details of his life when a short answer would have sufficed.

“But in the end, you were able to complete your studies?” Daniel probed gently.

“Yes, and it was due to your grandfather’s intercession. He is great friends with the proctor of my college and had come to visit. I suppose the story of my predicament must have been aired at some point during their dinner, for next day, the proctor came to me with a solution. The earl would provide my sister and I with room and board at his Oxford house for the remaining duration of my studies on two conditions. Firstly, that I was to complete my degree and distinguish myself with First Class honours. Secondly, I was to pledge a year in his employ, assisting his estate manager, Mr Finlay, in his work.”

“Your proctor must have spoken of you in glowing terms to Grandfather for him to have taken such action,” remarked Daniel. “It is another example of your stellar reputation preceding you, Mr Cranshaw.”

“Or perhaps it is another example of your grandfather’s generosity,” countered Ambrose. “He is a good man.”

“That he is,” agreed Daniel, “but to single you out for such favour, having no previous acquaintance with you, makes me think that word of your excellence must have reached his ears.”

“That may be so,” hedged Ambrose. “It has long been clear to me that as a gentleman with no independent financial means, the only assets within my grasp are a good education and my good name. I have worked tirelessly to develop both.”

Daniel cast a warm glance in his direction. “I find that admirable, Mr Cranshaw.”

“I do not think it is admirable so much as an acknowledgement of reality. One must be rational about one’s situation and make the best of what one is given. I do not have wealth, but I have been blessed with intellectual acumen. It made sense to nurture such a gift.”

“Yes, I see,” said Daniel throwing down the last remnant of his cheroot to the ground and crushing it under his boot. “So I take it, your university days were not spent carousing with the other young bucks.”

“No indeed,” laughed Ambrose. “Mine was a staid college experience, by necessity, for I am not naturally inclined to martyrdom. Sons of wealthy noblemen, much like yourself, could afford to spend their evenings frolicking to their heart’s content, but not me. Alas the maintenance of my grades and scholarship took precedence, not to mention the need to uphold my reputation.”

“Is that how you think I spent my time at Yale, Mr Cranshaw? Frolicking?” Daniel’s eyes danced with mischief in the pale moonlight.

“I cannot say, Mr Stanton,” replied Ambrose primly. “I have only my experience at Oxford to go on.”

Ivy Cottage was now within view. They walked towards it in silence, Daniel nursing a mysterious smile which showed off those charming dimples again. Hell and damnation! Ambrose should not be paying attention to such things.

At length, Daniel spoke reminiscently, “You are right. There was certainly some frolicking. Those were happy and carefree days I will always remember fondly. Although I would have you know that I did not altogether neglect my studies. There is, I feel, a balance to be struck between duty and pleasure.”

“I agree,” smiled Ambrose. “Where one has the means to indulge in pleasurable activities, one should, though not to excess. As I said before, my sedate lifestyle was not due to any love of self-denial but to necessity.” He paused at the small wooden gate that led to Ivy Cottage’s front door.

Daniel eyed him searchingly. “And now that you are well-established here at Stanton Hall, do you indulge in pleasurable activities, Mr Cranshaw?”

“I cannot complain, Mr Stanton. I must confess to taking great pleasure in drinking some of the earl’s fine sherry of an evening while reading a book from the Stanton Hall library.”

Daniel continued to observe him closely. “And how about frolicking?” he asked softly.

No, he was not going to blush again from the heat of that gaze. Could Daniel be implying he wanted to frolic with him? Oh the danger of this man! It was imperative to bring this conversation to a swift end. With an effort, Ambrose met those dark, questing eyes with a hard stare of his own. In an even tone, he said, “I am partial to dining in the company of my friends, one of which, by the by, awaits me at home this evening. As for frolicking… I shall leave that sort of activity to you, Mr Stanton.”

Was that a look of disappointment on Daniel’s face? If so, it was quickly gone. With a mocking inclination of his head, he let the matter drop and said instead, “So tomorrow, I shall accompany you on your rounds around the estate.”

“I start my work very early in the morning,” warned Ambrose.

“All the better,” smiled Daniel. “I am an early riser. I shall be ready whenever you call at Stanton Hall.”

“Very well. Until tomorrow, Mr Stanton.”

“Until tomorrow, Mr Cranshaw.” With another inclination of his head, Daniel pivoted on his heels and strode away.

Ambrose watched him disappear in the dim light of the moon, wondering what the morrow had in store for him. Then, giving himself an internal shake of the head, he turned and walked to his front door.


Chapter 4




Daniel


In a thoughtful mood, Daniel walked back towards Stanton Hall. That had been an informative encounter. It seemed Ambrose was not amenable to any suggestion of frolicking with him. Staid and boring, that was Ambrose—at least on the surface. What lay beneath that eminently respectable exterior, Daniel longed to know.

He understood why Ambrose was so determined to maintain such a front. Not having the benefit of wealth or connections, Ambrose had made his way up in the world by dint of his intelligence, hard work and moral correctness. And having established himself here on the Stanton estate, he would do all to protect that position, not just for himself but also for his sister, who was dependent on him.
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