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To Beguile a Banished Lord

Regency Rossingley, Book Three

Fearne Hill


To Sebastian


Chapter One

Rossingley Estate, Summer, 1825

 

I must not swive the stable boy (again).

I must not swive the stable boy (again).

I must not swive the stable boy (again).

I must not…

“Crocodile tears won’t save you this time, Master Rollo.”

Pritchard’s lisping note of triumph was unmistakeable. “No matter how prettily you shed them, you’ve pushed your papa too far. He is provoked beyond measure.”

“He’d be his usual fine and dandy self if you hadn’t gone running to inform him.”

“My primary role in the Rossingley household is to serve the earl,” answered Pritchard, as prissy and prim as ever. “Not his licentious offspring.”

Rollo harboured an ugly notion that his father’s valet had been waiting a long time for this moment, possibly since when Rollo, at age four, had sprinkled rich, resinous lily pollen amongst Papa’s meticulously folded white linens. It had been the opening salvo of a rather jolly dislike of each other.

“You’re relishing this, aren’t you, Pritchard?”

“Tremendously,” Pritchard confirmed.

Escape flitted across Rollo’s mind, but only for a second. One step ahead, and perhaps recalling the time Rollo had feinted past him and sprinted away across the lawns, Pritchard had brought along reinforcements in the form of two burly footmen stationed on either side of the library door. The window, alas, was closed.

Rollo shot a pleading look towards Kit Angel—Papa’s divine and terribly understanding paramour—currently decorating the settee, who shook his head. Everybody was loyal to Papa to a fault, and it was damned annoying.

“Sorry, old chap.” At least Kit sounded genuine. “For what it’s worth, I tried to talk your father out of it. Some of us enjoy having you around.”

What did he mean by having you around? Rollo wasn’t planning on going anywhere, unless swallow diving headfirst out of the nearest window and running for the hills until Papa had calmed down counted. And talk him out of what?

Before Rollo could further parse Kit’s words, Papa himself swept into the library, dressed in his favourite chartreuse silk banyan and pearls. Rollo coveted both immensely. As always, the eleventh earl was impeccably turned out, though this morning, his flamboyant attire sat at odds with the discomfiting, frigid set of his mouth. Rollo barely dared meet his pale eyes; when his mouth looked as grim as that, his gaze could freeze a lake.

“Rollo, my darling.”

Rollo winced. Only a fool would mistake the endearment for anything other than an affectation.

“Yes, Papa.”

The ice-chip eyes glittered. “You know why you’re here, I assume?”

“Yes, Papa.”

Experience taught Rollo that short answers tended to be met more favourably. Unfortunately, his smart mouth had a lamentable tendency to act independently of his mind. “Writing out I must not swive the stable boy one hundred times was a significant clue. The lack of hot water in my room this morning more subtle. But no less vexing.”

The faintest ghost of a smile twitched his father’s lips, gone in an instant. Even in the midst of a scolding, Rollo still appreciated he had the best of fathers. Most would have introduced his arse to the switch long ago.

“Do you have anything to say for yourself, Rollo?”

Rollo straightened his shoulders. Might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb and all that. The importance of standing up for himself had been instilled in him from a young age; Papa could hardly complain now he was reaping what he’d sown.

“Yes, Papa. Several things, actually.”

Papa sighed. “I’d expect nothing less.”

“Firstly, my wrist aches.” Rollo waggled it to demonstrate. “I have indelible green ink stains on my second-favourite blush waistcoat, and I’m still frightfully chilly. And, for the record, Ellis was an able, willing, practiced, and—dare I say—extremely encouraging participant.”

“Naturally, he was; you paid him two pounds!”

“And it was very well deserved.”

“And then a further crown, on account, for future favours!”

Goodness, Pritchard had been busy. Rollo shot him an evil look, though in having his financial transactions laid out so bluntly, his bravura hung by a thread.

“At risk of repeating myself,” Rollo ploughed on, “I considered it money well spent. Ellis has several strings to his bow.”

“Evidently.”

His father’s fine blond brows knit together. The line between standing up for himself and cheeking Papa was a fine one; Rollo had a sneaking suspicion he might have tiptoed across it.

“Darling Rollo,” began his father, a layer of frost coating each syllable. “For all I care, our stable boy could have the whole string section of London’s prestigious Philharmonic Society tucked behind the fall of his breeches. And you could have twanged every single instrument.”

Rollo had been on his knees attempting exactly that until he’d been discovered by the second groom, who’d blabbed to the head groom, who’d gone tittle-tattling to Pritchard.

“Nevertheless, as you are well aware, there is nothing I detest more than fortunate, well-heeled members of society taking advantage of those in their employ.” With an irritable flick of his hand, Papa waved away Rollo’s attempt to defend his actions. “That Ellis was willing is an irrelevance. You placed the man in a devilishly awkward position, and I simply will not tolerate it. Have I made myself crystal clear?”

“Yes, Papa,” he replied meekly. “Sorry, Papa.”

“And so you should be.”

Yet to be mollified, his father folded his arms and began pacing in front of the fireplace. “The simple truth remains. Our loyal servants are out of bounds. I distinctly recall this being made perfectly clear to you when you returned from Eton last year. Did I not?”

Rollo hung his head. “Yes, Papa.”

“If it had been your first demeanour and you had been totally in the dark, then, of course, I would instruct you on how a Duchamps-Avery should behave. It would be remiss of me not to. But, as it is, the fact that you stand here, arguing the point after all I’ve…”

Ahhh, to begin the day with one of Papa’s sweet lectures. Rollo didn’t need to tune in for the rest. He knew how things ran. Their disputes were well rehearsed operatic duets, composed of increasing exasperation on Papa’s part, Rollo feigning abject apology, a discourse on how a Duchamps-Avery should conduct themselves, ending with a loving embrace and a promise to do better. As usual, Pritchard and Kit had been making a fuss over nothing. Rollo would bow his head a few times, continue to appear suitably repentant, and ride this one out.

Content in the sure knowledge he was loved, Rollo’s thoughts drifted. In a few moments, Papa would fizzle out and decree his penance. Idly, Rollo wondered what it might be. Papa was nothing if not creative. Over the years, Rollo’s punishments had ranged from counting all the earwigs in the orangery (aged five, he was discovered hiding in the coal cellar after two hours of searching) to scrubbing the scullery steps with a toothbrush (for convincing his twin brother, Willoughby, that eating crushed pinecones would allow him to see better in the dark). Willoughby casting up his accounts the next morning during the church sermon aside, some of Rollo’s so-called punishments had turned into rather good fun. Like the time he was consigned to digging over the vegetable patch and unearthed an adder, which had slithered over Pritchard’s foot.

“To that end, Rollo, it is high time you had a firmer hand. My own father, rest his soul, oft quoted that a rose bush must be heavily pruned in order to produce the best blooms. And, on this occasion, I believe he was speaking with the weight of wisdom. Don’t you agree?”

Papa’s lecture appeared to have taken a horticultural detour. “Er…yes?”

“Excellent.” His father clapped his hands. “Therefore, Dobson will accompany you when you depart for your trip to Norfolk this afternoon, see you safely settled in, and return to collect you in three months’ time.”

“D-Dobson will…what?” Rollo’s happy flights of reminiscence screeched to a halt. Did…did he…did…? “Sorry, Papa, I must have misheard. Did you just say Dobson’s accompanying me to Norfolk?”

“Got it in one, darling. You are clever. To Goule Hall, to be precise. On the edge of the Broads, between some hellish backwater named Stokesby and another provincial bog going by the name of Wroxham, I believe. A delightful, if not a tad isolated, property belonging to the Ashington estate. The duke’s twin brother, Lord Lyndon Fitzsimmons, remains in residence after spending an enforced period of seclusion there a couple of years ago, whilst he…ah…reflected on several episodes of…ah…poor behaviour in and around the ton. I shall spare you the details. Suffice to say that in comparison, dear boy, your antics are those of a rank amateur.”

This Lord Lyndon Fitz-something-or-other could have kidnapped the moon from under the noses of the sun and the stars for all that Rollo cared. “And this…this Goule Hall is in Norfolk?” he clarified, aghast. Perhaps, somehow, his father was confusing Norfolk with Mayfair.

Alas, no.

“Unless the hall has been excavated and deposited elsewhere since the duke and I corresponded less than a week ago, then yes.”

“And Willoughby is coming too,” Rollo decreed, praying if he said it with enough confidence, that would somehow make it true.

His father shook his head. “On the contrary. Willoughby will be travelling to London with me. I plan to use the time you are apart to begin schooling your brother in the rudiments of my business affairs.” He flashed Rollo an evil little smile very much like Rollo’s own, displaying all of his sharp pointed teeth. “And perhaps take the opportunity to do some shopping, pay a visit to my tailor, and so forth.”

Ugh. That was a low blow. Rollo didn’t give two hoots for learning about business. Willoughby would inherit the title and all that nonsense, anyhow. But how he adored their family shopping expeditions! Much more than Willoughby ever did.

Pritchard made an odd noise, quickly covering his mouth with his hand. Knowing the blasted valet, the whole thing had been his bloody idea. He’d always enjoyed having the earl to himself. Rollo would have said so, too, if every ounce of his not inconsiderable intelligence wasn’t fixated on desperately seeking a way out of the barren wasteland now known as his immediate future. Because, from where he was sitting, Norfolk already seemed horribly like a fait accompli. Three months. Three summer months. Stuck with a dull, ancient lord, in a draughty old hall in the middle of effing nowhere. They might as well just shoot him with a musket ball now and be done with it.

He tried one last time. “Ha ha, very funny. But…really, Papa? Norfolk? Cold, flat, windy Norfolk? Even Bonaparte wasn’t exiled to Norfolk!”

“No.” The earl tilted his white-blond head, so like Rollo’s own, in gentle acknowledgement. “But then, my dear, Napoleon Bonaparte wasn’t a spoiled second son of an earl, caught swiving one of my stable boys when he’d been given explicit instructions not to manhandle the servants. Pritchard? Ring for Dobson, if you would be so kind. I do believe Rollo’s valises are already packed.”


Chapter Two

My dearest Willoughby,

Papa is an ass. You were paying an afternoon call to Miss Lavinia when we left. He didn’t even allow me to track you down and say farewell. Needless to say, three days sharing the landau with Dobson has been insufferable. On his return to Rossingley, please ensure somebody acquaints him with a bar of soap.

God, I miss you already.

We rode into the county of Norfolk two hours ago, yet still no sign of Goule Hall. Dobson has family around here. He says Goule isn’t on the way to anywhere, an end in itself. For all that his breath is foul, I think he may be onto something. The landscape is bleak, a never-ending cycle of green marsh and grey saltings, with limitless skies and a church tower on every horizon. Though sobering, it imbues me with an incredible urge to do peculiar things, such as hunting for wild garlic or skimming stones across the marshes. Mostly, however, it makes me want to demand that the landau turn around.

I am being so terribly brave, despite everything.

PS In your last ode to Lavinia, you may wish to revisit the definition of iambic pentameter.

 

Your Grace, I write to thank you for permitting me to spend the summer at one of your country homes. I am truly blessed.

 

MANY YEARS AGO, Rollo’s papa had a very special friend named Charles. Like Rollo, he was also terribly brave—a soldier. After fighting Napoleon’s finest on the battlefields of La Coruna, he returned home alive, only to sadly perish a few years later of consumption. Willoughby and Rollo never knew him particularly well because they’d been away at school, but Papa grieved his loss as if a cloak had been cast over the sun. Then, a couple of years later, Kit came along, and Papa went back to being his usual incorrigible, annoying, adorable self.

The point being that if ever Rollo were in the doldrums, Papa would remind him that something terrific might be waiting just around the next corner. And if not that corner, then the one after, or perhaps a corner Rollo was unaware even existed until he stumbled around it. Though peeved at his father’s decision to send him away, and still smarting from his humiliating dressing down, Rollo would do his best. He’d spend his three months at this blasted Goule place, and even if, privately, he believed that making the best of things was a damned poor way of dealing with them, then that was what he’d do.

Despite padding his brain with optimistic, courageous intent, as the landau rounded a sharp bend in a rutted track, affording him his first glimpse of Goule Hall, Rollo concluded his special corner had yet to reveal itself.

“If this place ain’t haunted,” declared Dobson, leaning towards Rollo to get a better view, “then my prick’s a kipper. I reckon I can hear the creaks and bumps in the night from all the way out here.”

Rollo breathed through his mouth for a few seconds; after three days in the confines of the landau, he concluded Dobson had a rotten tooth. Though, if his member really was a kipper, then it would explain the unfortunate odour.

“Nonsense,” Rollo said. “You’ve been listening to too many of Cook’s silly stories. There are no such things as ghosts. Old houses simply make strange noises. When the wind blows and the windows rattle and such.”

All the same, as the stark flint façade loomed closer, he wrapped his travelling rug a little more snugly across his lap and vowed to lock his bedchamber door that night. And then he vowed to stop harbouring mean thoughts about people. It was not a nice trait in him. Dobson was a good man. He’d also fought for his country. Big and strong, too, which was why Papa had selected him for this errand. Thieves would think twice about waylaying their carriage. The smell alone would be a deterrent.

“Anyhow, I think it’s a pretty house,” Rollo lied, staring up at the three-storey, double-fronted hall. Cut in severe straight lines, as though someone had taken a sharp knife to it, the hall defiantly stared back. Half-hearted curls of smoke puffed from two of the chimneys. Considering it was the first week of June, the country air still carried a chill. “Good. The fires have been lit.”

Even the slate-grey chimney pots appeared precisely drawn, four on the front aspect of the roof partnered with four identical ones on the rear, as if ready to join hands and dance a terribly sedate, terribly depressing minuet.

As the carriage drew closer, Rollo picked out more odd details. The unwelcoming front door, for instance—too narrow—as if squeezed in as an afterthought. The ornate gables swooping down on either side of each window, like elaborate fringes disguising plain faces. On another house, they would have been a delight; on this one, they only drew attention to the meanness of the window proportions. In contrast, immaculate gardens flanked the property. Dobson sniffed noisily.

“It’s as ugly as a mud fence,” he declared.

“It’s romantic,” Rollo contradicted stoutly. “And evidently well cared for.”

“Nope.” Dobson shook his head. “Needs knocking down. And a pretty penny spent building another in its place. Mebbe this lord ain’t got enough blunt to do it.”

“The Duke of Ashington is one of the richest men in the country.” Rollo’s own father was possibly the only man richer. “And generous too. I daresay his brother’s portion is more than enough.”

Rollo hadn’t anticipated a large welcome party, and Goule Hall didn’t disappoint. He knew and liked the Duke of Ashington well enough. The man occasionally dined with his father at the earl’s London house. Pleasant, handsome, and unassuming, he talked to Rollo like a man, not a boy, about serious things, such as politics and the poor. The duke’s youngest brother, Lord Francis, lacking the duke’s natural timidity, was an absolute hoot. If Lord Lyndon, the duke’s twin and Rollo’s imminent host was anything like his brothers, then Rollo wouldn’t be feeling quite so down in the mouth. Except, as a gleeful Pritchard had informed him, the lord was none of those things. He had a reputation as a drunk, a rakehell, a gambler, and the possessor of shocking ill-temper.

So what? Rollo told himself crossly, adjusting his gloves and donning his hat. He could be quite loutish himself if he chose. Perhaps this Lord Lyndon person was simply unhappy. Perhaps he hurt others because he was hurting himself. It must be hard having a revered duke for a twin brother and playing second fiddle all the time. Especially when said duke never put a step wrong. Why, Rollo could relate to that. He adored Willoughby, though they were as different as oil and vinegar.

Aside from the crunch of his boots on the pristine pebbled driveway, Rollo stepped from the carriage into a deathly silence, not broken by even a dog bark or the crow of a bird.

“I do hope they’re expecting me.” A note of alarm crept into his voice. “I’m famished and ready for a hot bath.”

“Mebbe the bunting is strewn around the back,” replied Dobson with a mean little laugh. Rollo ignored him.

Papa had written, and the duke had confirmed. Rollo had seen Ashington’s slanting penmanship himself when he’d still prayed the duke had erroneously substituted the word Norfolk for Mayfair. He assumed the duke’s instruction had been passed on to the household at Goule Hall, but what if the letter had become lost or…

The first of Rollo’s valises hit the ground with a dull thud, swiftly followed by another. Even those noises failed to alert anyone inside the house. Dobson and the driver had arrangements to pass the night at a local inn before heading back to Rossingley; already they were discussing directions. Feeling a long way from home, Rollo wished that Willoughby were by his side. And that he was a little older.

The first member of the household Rollo encountered did nothing to put his mind at rest. One minute, the front door was shut tight, and the next, it opened wide, half-filled by the most fragile-looking butler Rollo had ever seen.

“Sir?” he queried in a voice so wavery Rollo would not have been surprised if it was the last word he ever uttered.

“Rollo Duchamps-Avery,” declared Rollo, stepping forward. And then added with a confidence he most certainly didn’t feel, “Good day to you. I’m to be a houseguest of Lord Lyndon. My father is a dear friend of the duke.”

There was a pregnant pause whilst the butler looked him up and down, then peered beyond him with the air of a man hoping another visitor might appear. Rollo squared his shoulders to make himself look more impressive. An enduring challenge when one was short of stature and as slender as a willow. Even more so at the end of a miserable three-day expedition.

“My father being Henry Orlando Fitzwilliam Albert Duchamps-Avery, the Earl of Rossingley,” he elaborated firmly.

The servant squinted up at him, then nodded as if rearranging his expectations. “Ah. Then a very warm welcome to Goule Hall, sir. Do come this—”

A crashing sound rent the still air, as brief as it was sudden. As far as Rollo could tell, it emanated from somewhere deep inside the house.

“Good heavens!” He cupped a hand to his ear. “Was that a…” Another splintering noise stilled him.

“I’m Berridge, head butler here at Goule. At your service, sir.”

Perhaps the butler was a trifle deaf.

Rollo tried again. “Forgive me, but that sounded awfully as…as if someone was pitching rocks through panes of glass?”

“Oh, no.” Berridge ushered Rollo inside, relieving him of his hat and gloves. “That’s just his lordship and his old toy soldiers in the drawing room. You’ll soon get used to him and his ways.”

Not a single part of that response allayed Rollo’s concerns whatsoever. “His ways?”

“Yes, until you work some magic on him, obviously. Begging your pardon, sir, but you’re a bit younger than I was expecting. Your man can bring your things inside the back way.”

Greaves, a younger, fitter footman, showed Rollo up to his bedchamber, along two sets of stairs and various passages. His valises appeared at about the same time, and Greaves set about unpacking and arranging Rollo’s belongings whilst Rollo drank in the monotonous views from the window. At least his room was decent and his mattress comfortable. Though the large oil painting hanging above the bed was atrocious—a bird of some description, or possibly a large-gilled fish. Either way, the poor creature was half gutted and in its death throes. Dejected declared the title in the lower left corner. Personally, if he were being disembowelled, Rollo’s vocabulary would be far riper.

Curious art aside, the household staff seemed to know what they were about. More importantly, if Rollo overlooked the hall’s generally forbidding air, nothing untoward suggested it was haunted.

“His lordship prefers to dine alone,” Greaves explained as if that were a perfectly natural thing to do when one had an expected houseguest. Rollo didn’t have much experience for comparison, although his father wouldn’t have dreamed of it. “Though hopefully not for much longer, now you’ve arrived. Dinner will be brought to your chamber, sir, in about half an hour.”

A little later, alone, washed, and in fresh clothing, Rollo steeled himself to count his blessings. The alternative was to burst into tears, and that just wouldn’t do at all. Far too self-pitying. After all, his bedchamber was well-proportioned, and the water in his basin plentiful and warm. The door had a working lock, and his belly filled with tasty venison stew. He was in good health and much loved.

Regardless, a lonely tear trickled down his cheek. There was no shame in feeling homesick, he told himself as he wiped it away. Willoughby, Papa, and Kit would be in the informal cosy drawing room at Rossingley by now, reading, playing cards, or simply chewing over the matters of the day. And Rollo’s favourite chair would be empty.

Determined to push those thoughts aside, he reflected instead on Berridge and Greaves’s peculiar comments. Work magic? What on earth had Berridge meant by that? What were they expecting from Rollo? And playing with toy soldiers? Was his host wrong in the head?

As it was far too early to turn in for the night, Rollo rang for Greaves. “I’d like to meet my host,” he informed him. “If his lordship is available.”

“Certainly.” Greaves nodded, though Rollo detected hesitation. “Lord Lyndon generally retires to the drawing room after dinner. Allow me to escort you.”

Once more, Rollo traipsed behind the footman along unfamiliar corridors. This time, Greaves pointed out a few useful interior landmarks along the way. When he came to a halt outside a forbidding oak door, he gestured to Rollo.

“You may enter, sir,” he advised, clearly reluctant to do so himself. “I have no requirement to present you. His lordship doesn’t stand on ceremony.”

Nonetheless, after the man gave a small bow then left him loitering there alone, Rollo felt obliged to make some sort of effort. He couldn’t simply barge in. Instead, he scratched on the half-opened door, a little feebly if he was being honest. Then, annoyed with himself, he scratched again more boldly. And as no response was forthcoming, he pushed it wide.

In most ways, the drawing room was unremarkable, much in keeping with the interior of the rest of Goule Hall. It seemed a little dated, perhaps, compared to stylish London drawing rooms, yet the heavy furniture and rich carpets still spoke of centuries of Ashington money. Uninspiring oils adorned the walls—portraits of ancestors in the main, though he spied another peculiar animal disembowelment hidden amongst them, probably by the same inept artist.

Feeling bold, Rollo took a pace forward. Though neither hot, cold, nor draughty, the room smelled of stale alcohol and used lamp oil. In anticipation of the last of the daylight, someone had lit a couple of oil lamps, and the embers of a fire burned in the grate. In all, it was reassuringly familiar. As a boy, Rollo had whiled away many an interminable hour in similar spaces belonging to his father’s wide circle of acquaintances.

One feature, however, drew his eye and held it: A man, sprawled on a low settee and facing away from the doorway. His booted feet rested on a worn pouffe, and a tumbler of dark liquor clung precariously to a narrow armrest. Rollo jerked his head around, hoping Greaves might be hovering to perform the introductions, but the servant had vanished.

If the man occupying the settee was aware he had a visitor, he gave no sign. Frozen to the spot, Rollo found himself caught in a dilemma. Did he retreat and postpone presenting himself to his host until tomorrow? Or take another step forward and boldly announce his arrival?

“You’re either in or out. There’s no in between.”

Rollo jumped with a little squeak of shock. He clapped his hand over his mouth so another didn’t escape.

“Make a decision, boy. I don’t care what. Just stop standing there like a bloody simpleton.”

Lord Lyndon Fitzsimmons, Rollo presumed. Pritchard hadn’t been wrong about the ill temper.

“My lord,” he responded, voice quivering.

“Eh?” The man gave a vulgar sniff. “Speak up.”

Rollo dug his fingertips into his palms and gritted his teeth. To beat a retreat now would look rather like cowardice. He was the son of a distinguished earl, for heaven’s sake! A Duchamps-Avery, no less. Time to begin acting like one.

“My lord,” he tried again, a fraction clearer.

In place of acknowledgement, Lord Lyndon brought the tumbler to his mouth and drank deeply.

“My lord,” Rollo repeated. Much better. “Good evening to you. I’m…”

“Rossingley’s pup.” The words spilled over one another, thickened with whatever was in the glass. “Welcome to purgatory, pup.”

Unsteadily, Lord Lyndon replaced the tumbler on the armrest, then lifted a child’s wooden bow from his lap. Rollo watched, with mounting alarm, as Fitzsimmons plucked a slender arrow from a heap piled next to him. Fumbling, he notched it in the gut string, raised it vaguely level with his eye, pulled back, and fired. Thwish! A pewter toy soldier leaped into the air. Tumbling from the mantelpiece, it clattered to the floor and skidded to an ignoble death against the log basket.

Lord Lyndon emitted a satisfied belch. “And another loyal man fallen.”

“Um…jolly good shot,” remarked Rollo. Because what else could he say?

The next shot went wide, the arrow pinging into the plaster wall of the chimney breast before skittering to the floor. As did the next, issuing the remaining members of the battalion a reprieve, but at the cost of a small glass ornament.

“Oh!” yelped Rollo as a shard landed on his coat. He sprang back. “I say! Are…are you—”

A fourth arrow was clumsily notched. Hurriedly, Rollo retreated a few paces, unfamiliar uncertainty stealing his voice. That one was on target, as was the fifth. By the sixth, Rollo’s apprehension had turned to puzzlement with a hint of annoyance. He didn’t care for wanton destruction. Had Lord Lyndon forgotten he wasn’t alone?

Yes, it seemed, because a second later, he lurched to his feet. At first, as he staggered over to the fireplace, Rollo assumed it was to pick up the fallen debris. Instead, Fitzsimmons ignored the crunching underfoot, widened his stance, and, after some rummaging around behind the fall of his breeches, proceeded to release a fountain of piss into the hearth.

Mortified, Rollo stared down at his feet, the sizzling of hot coals filling his ears and discomfort burning his cheeks. He was no angel himself, but this lord behaved like a heathen!

As a puff of black smoke spiralled out of the fireplace, Lord Lyndon turned to study Rollo from over his shoulder. “Care for some brandy, pup?” He waved in the general direction of a collection of decanters. “I take my liquor neat. One needs it, living here.”

God, yes. The entire bottle. “No, but thank you, my lord. Sadly, I was not born into this world with a taste for hard spirits.”

“No man ever was.” Fitzsimmons belched. “But this world drives a man to it. You should persevere. There’s no sound like the plop of brandy in a glass. And no feeling like that first powerful violent impact when it hits the mark below.”

“I’ll…um…take your word for it.”

Rollo’s hot gaze flickered up to where the uncouth lord still merrily voided his bladder into the fireplace. His linen-shirted back was broader than the duke’s. He had a coarser shape all round, more muscled, like the form of a man who worked the land. The shirt clung to him, tighter than it should, as if it used to fit properly, as if he hadn’t always been this way. Though, as Rollo’s expert eye tracked down to his solid arse and thighs, he wagered the lord would still cut a fine figure in the ton. He’d have to improve his manners first, obviously, and do something with the wild, unruly mane of hair hanging in long coppery flames down his back. A decent cut would be a start.

Finished at last, the lord shook himself. Thankfully, he was safely tucked away when he turned to examine Rollo properly.

“Cat got your tongue, pup?”

“Well…yes. I’m…yes.”

That Lord Lyndon and the duke were twins was evident, despite the contrasting hair and manners. But where the Duke of Ashington’s dark eyes were warm and kind, verging on timid, his brother held Rollo trapped in two black, arrogant pools.

Fitzsimmons shrugged. “Your father always has enough to say for himself.”

That was true, at least, and those mocking words inspired Rollo to a few of his own.

“He certainly does, my lord. Papa is never afraid to speak in the name of honesty and self-dignity against boorish and ungentlemanly behaviour and…and sheer bad form.”

He raised himself to his full five feet six inches. “And I’m not a pup. I’m nineteen years of age, and I am Rollo Sebastian Lucien Duchamps-Avery, second son of Henry Orlando Fitzwilliam Albert Duchamps-Avery, the respected, eminent Eleventh Earl of Rossingley.” He finished with a brusque nod, though his knees quaked. “And I assure you, my lord, I no more wish to impose upon your hospitality than you wish to have me here. So, on that note, I’ll bid you a good night.”


Chapter Three

My dearest Willoughby,

It is a harsh, proud landscape, Norfolk. Largely uncultivated, nothing but marshland and flat, flat peat bog, stretching right to the edges of the earth. This wild roughness does not ask to be loved, which is a jolly good thing as I detest it. In fact, every brown ditch and each muddy puddle serve to remind me of my host, Lord Lyndon, whom I have only cast eyes upon once. He has an interesting face, memorable rather than handsome, though his well-favoured features are of no consequence because he is ill-mannered, uncouth, and untamed. Frankly, both the ton and the even-tempered Duke of Ashington are better served without him. Notwithstanding, I shall endeavour to be unflappable, represent all that is good about the Duchamps-Averys, and make Papa proud. In a word, I am determined to draw out the best in him; I fear I shall go mad otherwise.

PS I swear to God, the bell pull in the breakfast room is shaped like a hangman’s noose. I am yet to use it.

PPS Your latest ode to Lavinia was your most divine attempt yet. Rhyming grind with behind in a poem to a lady? Scandalous! Needless to say, I adored it. It has been the only bright spot in a desperately dreary landscape.

 

Dear Papa. I am in good spirits and have settled in nicely. I am acquainting myself with the routines of the household. Lord Lyndon is proving to be an interesting host. He possesses an unrivalled sense of humour.

 

FIVE DAYS PASSED, during which his lordship was nowhere to be seen. Five interminable days of Rollo eating alone, mostly in his bedchamber, interspersed with picking up and putting down books far too weighty and dull to command his attention. Sporadically, he wandered past the drawing room; once or twice, he even cupped his ear to the firmly closed door. He detected occasional thwumps, and despite his bold intentions, decided he was best off out of there, in case one of those inaccurate arrows should fly in his direction.

When restlessness and ennui got the better of him, he paced a route through the well-tended gardens, too fearful to venture much beyond. What with one gloomy marsh very much resembling another and spending too many hours with only his cheerless thoughts for company, Rollo entertained visions of finding himself utterly lost out there. Of dying young and lonely of exposure, thirst, and starvation. Or, even worse, being eaten by some ferocious, bog-dwelling monster.

The indoor servants provided his only means of company. Thankfully, there wasn’t a tempting, comely male amongst them, except for the fresh-faced stable boy. Rollo made certain to give him a wide berth. A fear surpassing even his dread of losing his way in the marshes was his father sending him to a place even more hellish than Norfolk. Such as Scotland, for instance.

Never very far away, the butler, Berridge, and Greaves, the footman, were almost overattentive to his needs. So much so that by the third day, Rollo had the distinct impression his movements were being closely monitored. Given his past demeanours, both at school and as a trouble-seeking lad frolicking around Rossingley, that wasn’t an entirely new experience. But out here, it all felt very different. As if they were watching and waiting for him to do something. Though, for the life of him, what? There was nothing to do. Rollo was far too old to fall from a tree or set a fire under his bed. More to the point, if exile was to be a new line of punishment his father planned on meting out more often, then Rollo was determined to keep his halo well and truly polished at least until he reached his majority.

“Where…um…does his lordship disappear to every day?”

Rollo directed this question to Cook. So fed up with his own company, on day four, he decided he was still boyish enough to get away with hanging around the kitchen. A sound decision, as Cook rustled him up some hot scones and the comfiest seat by the stove. In fact, the exceptional standard of the food at Goule Hall was the sole positive to report back to Willoughby. Cook’s sponge pudding even rivalled the one they used to serve at Eton. On consideration, the whole Goule Hall experience was reminiscent of the one endless term he spent at school without his twin, left behind and recovering from scarlet fever at home. Every letter Rollo penned had focused on food, his lumpy bed, and interminable days hunched in the library.

“His lordship is everywhere,” Cook replied in an enigmatic, singularly unhelpful fashion. The fat spider casting a web across the corner of Rollo’s bedchamber window (the second most interesting thing at Goule, after his absent host) was more forthcoming. Honestly, when Rollo resolved to take his father’s punishment like a man, he’d no idea it would be so…stagnating.

“And…um…everywhere would be…”

“Here and there. Doing good by folks, mostly.”

Rollo almost choked on his buttered scone. “Good? Really?”

Cook smiled a gap-toothed smile at him. “I’ll be bound. It occupies him most of his days.”

A slip of a kitchen maid, stirring a big pot of something that smelled heavenly, looked over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. When Cook turned elsewhere, Rollo threw the girl a wink. She’d get nowhere batting her lashes at him, but allies were always useful.

“I’m surprised you’re not spending more of your days together,” Cook added.

“Are you?” Had she met Lord Lyndon? The man wielded poor temper like a broadsword.

“Oh, yes. The sooner you get started, the sooner we can all go back to how we were before and sleep easier in our beds.”

Get started with what? Planning my trip back home?

Rollo contemplated her words, mesmerised by the fleshy woggle of her upper arm as she beat a bowl of eggs into submission. Their own cook at Rossingley was an alarmingly angled woman, while Goule’s cook was all soft curves and rosy cheeks, exactly as a cook should be. The homesick part of him wanted to curl up in her lap and let her rock him to sleep.

“If you don’t mind my asking, what is it about his lordship that’s keeping you awake?” And what am I expected to do about it?

“Because he’s not himself, is he, sir? Hasn’t been for nigh on several years. Any fool can sense that.”

“Oh. Oh, yes. I see.” About as clearly as a blind beggar, he nearly added. “If you don’t mind my asking, how is he…um…normally?”

“Well,” she began, in the way of someone who had been dying to be asked. “He was a scamp the likes of which I’d never seen when he was so high.” She indicated a tallness not far from Rollo’s actual height, then smiled dreamily. Evidently, Rollo had alighted upon her favourite topic. “The family spent every summer here when the boys were nippers. Young Lord Lyndon was always getting under my skirts, pinching all manner of sweet treats from the larder when my back was turned. He liked his liquorice, so he did. He’d stare up at me with those big brown eyes. Like a bleedin’ spaniel he was. Never refused him anything.”

“And now?” Rollo prompted.

“Oh, I still can’t say no to him.” The woman nursed a tendre, that much was clear. Or for the old Lord Lyndon, at least.

“But…”

She sighed. “But now, nothing keeps him occupied except tending the gardens and doing good by others.”

“He tends the gardens?” Rollo spluttered. “His lordship?”

“As much as anyone else,” she confirmed with a note of pride. “Best blooms in the county, I reckon. Born to work the soil, he was.”

“But…but…” Rollo shook his head. Was the fabled Ashington wealth built on a lie? “Doesn’t Lord Lyndon employ people for that sort of thing?”

“He does, but it’s him that decides what goes where. And he’s always happy to get his hands dirty. It gets him away from that desk and out of that drawing room.”

“Oh.”

Now Rollo’s opinion of the man was even more confused. Reconciling the oaf who pissed in the fireplace as the architect behind the design of those wonderful flowerbeds, never mind doing good by folks and once being a sweet, innocent boy was headache-inducing.

“Why…why does he spend so much time alone in the drawing room? Why…why—” He searched for the correct diplomatic phrase. “Why is he so…so solitary?”

Cook’s gaze flicked across to the girl who had ceased all pretence that she wasn’t listening, and her face turned stony. “Since he came back here for good, there are all sorts of stories. Some folks reckon he fell in love and had his suit rejected. Or got too fond of the liquor. His father, bless his soul, liked a tipple too. Or maybe him and his brother fell out. You know what twins be like.”

“I do,” Rollo exclaimed. “I’m one myself. But…” He and Willoughby had never quarrelled. They’d wrestled each other, built forts, hunted pirates, and kept each other’s secrets as if cast from stone, but never quarrelled. Aside from penning execrable poetry, Willoughby was the finest twin brother a chap could ever wish for.

“And what do you believe, Cook?”

Again, her eyes shifted to the girl. “It’s not my business to say.”

Rollo waited. In his experience, that phrase usually heralded the opinion of someone who had very much decided something was their business.

Nodding to herself, Cook wiped her hands on a towel. “I think the poor soul never recovered from what happened down at the lake.”


Chapter Four

LYNDON LEANED AGAINST the window frame, watching the young man map out the perimeter of the gardens, on foot, for the second time that day. Slight of build and fair as a wisp of barley, from this distance the Honourable Rollo Duchamps-Avery cut an insubstantial figure. He plodded with his head down, occasionally brushing at the sedge on either side of him with a stick. If he sought exercise, and if Lyndon was more inclined to graciousness, then he’d have informed him there was an excellent, circular route leading from the stables over to Beccles Ridge and back. But the youth seemed reluctant to wander too far. Goodness knew why; the marshland didn’t fight back. And Goule was a far cry from London. There were no pickpockets or doxy’s lying in wait to catch the unwary. Loitering about the house and gardens, occasionally prodding at the undergrowth with a stick, he was about as much use as a square wheel on a curricle.
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