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CHAPTER 1

Bella

 

21st July, 1801, Yorkshire, England.

 

Oh, Lord! “Stop the carriage. I’m going to be sick!”

Miss Annabella Rushdale slid across the cushioned leather seat towards the door as Lord Pennerley’s carriage jerked to a decisive stop. It was not a moment too soon. Rather than await the aid of a footman, she flung open the door, and if the ground had been a little closer, she would have jumped. As it was, she buckled at the waist and promptly cast up her assets. In hindsight, neither tansy nor caudle had been wise choices when they’d stopped for nuncheon some hours back. The one left her mildly intoxicated and the other, contrary to her memory of it, tasted rather like warm, gargled phlegm.

Only dimly aware of the movement around her, Bella waited for her head to clear a little before opening her eyes. Both liveried footmen were now down from their respective perches and attending to the carriage steps. The taller of the two, Patrick she thought it was, offered her his assistance in descending onto terra firma, although after hours of being jogged about, it seemed almost as though the road jumped to meet her.

Devilish things, carriages—she’d never liked them. In times past, she’d always eschewed such ungodly modes of transport, preferring the feel of the wind in her hair as she rode, to being jerked and jostled inside a claustrophobic leather-lined box. And this particular example, despite its sumptuous fittings, was particularly airless and hot.

“How very considerate of you to miss the interior, Miss Rushdale.”

She turned in time to see Vaughan, the Marquis of Pennerley, descend the steps behind her. He looked eerily immaculate; his dark ringlets resting gently on his shoulders, and not a crease in sight on his black pantaloons or charcoal-grey coat despite the many miles they’d travelled. He’d spent most of them stretched across the rear-facing seat with his head supported by a mound of coloured squabs. She’d believed him asleep, except he’d stirred quickly enough at her prompt.

He fluttered a handkerchief before her nose, which she gratefully accepted. The linen smelled of his rosemary and bergamot pomade. “We’ll take the air awhile. And Patrick, fetch Miss Rushdale a drink instead of gawping.”

“Yes, milord.”

Now that the world was no longer rocking, and she had a lovely fresh breeze blowing in her face, Bella’s nausea quickly receded. She offered Vaughan a meek smile as he handed her a glass of Madeira brought to him by Patrick. It did nothing for her stomach, but the sweet, rich liquid did take away the horrid taste in her mouth.

“I think it’s the caudle I drank earlier.”

“Fool you for drinking such muck.” Vaughan had already expressed his distaste when she’d first requested the beverage, but the drink, like the land around them, was part of her welcome home. Three and a half years had passed since she’d last seen Yorkshire. 

“Shall we?” Vaughan offered her his arm to lean on. He led her along the grassy verge away from the carriage and the team of chestnut horses. To their right, a ditch bordered the rolling country road, at the bottom of which a narrow brook tumbled over a bank of pebbles.

“Are we close?” she asked, quite certain they must be. They were high up on the rolling moorlands of England’s backbone, and now that she’d revived a little, she could taste the special quality in the air that told her she was almost home. She’d almost forgotten the smell in her time away—first in London, and then at Pennerley, Vaughan’s estate on the Welsh border—but she recalled it now, the miasma of ancient rock, grass, and earth, of iron-tainted water and heather and ferns. It was quite different to the scent of Shropshire with its glittering quartzite stones and huge hummock like hillsides. “We are,” she concluded, as the startling familiarity of the environs finally sunk in. “Why, that’s Grinton Church over there, and the river… That’s the Swale. We’re almost at Grinton Bridge. I had no idea we were so close.” She clapped her hands in delight, only for her brow to immediately furrow. She had not anticipated the view around her, because this was not where they were supposed to be. “We’re almost at Wyndfell,” she laughed in puzzlement. “I thought you said we were stopping at Middleham, but that must be miles back. Whatever are you up to, Vaughan?”

She did not anticipate a direct answer.

Vaughan idly swung his silver-topped cane. “Joshua was most insistent I return you home.”

“My brother did?” She had been unaware the two maintained any kind of correspondence.

“Honestly, Bella. You needn’t look so horrified. I thought you’d be pleased to see him. He is your only family.”

True. She was dearly looking forward to seeing her brother again, and all of her old haunts, and the people who had once been her whole world, even though it was unlikely they’d be nearly so eager to see her. One didn’t run off to London with a viscount and return, still unwed, on the arm of a marquis, without sustaining a few black marks against ones name. Quite likely, Joshua would be the first to remind her of that fact, though she prayed not in front of Vaughan. A marriage wasn’t on the cards. She couldn’t even properly lay claim to the title of mistress. There was no official accord between them, nor any sort of financial arrangement. She wasn’t even certain Vaughan liked her all that much. 

For her part, the possibility of life without Vaughan was unfathomable. She was besotted in the worst possible way, for she knew he would never return her affection. Vaughan’s heart belonged to someone else. It always had, and it always would. Nothing she could ever do or say would change that.

 “Is my brother expecting us?”

“Of course.” Vaughan graced her with a wan smile, which tweaked the edges of his sensual lips upwards but failed to ignite any sort of fire in his violet eyes.

And Lucerne? Is he aware of our proximity too?

She supposed he must be. Even if Joshua had not made him aware of the visit, he would be well acquainted with the arrangements for the christening. He would know that she was to be godmother to the little mite. It had been Louisa Wakefield’s dying wish, though Bella was hopelessly ill-suited to the role of moral guardian, unless to act as a warning of what not to do. At least the child would have two other godparents to deliver sensible guidance. 

“If your head’s clear now, we might press on.”

Bella’s gaze drifted towards the flock of sheep dotting the hillside. “Another moment or two. I still feel giddy.” This second wave of stomach cramps wasn’t due to travel sickness, but anxiety. There wasn’t only her brother to face on the road ahead. Once they crossed Grinton Bridge, they’d climb again, pass through Reeth, and head high into the Pennines above Swaledale to reach Wyndfell Grange, but to get there they would first have to pass the gates of Lauwine Hall.

Eight months had passed since Lucerne walked out of their lives and severed the bonds that had once united them. The hurt remained as fresh as ever. And while she appreciated they might pass by the gates today unhindered, there would be no avoiding Lucerne indefinitely amidst such a small community. 

Of course, rekindling his acquaintance with his dearest friend was Vaughan’s primary motivation in accompanying her to the christening of little Louisa Wakefield. It was certainly not out of any sense of duty or affection that he’d travelled over two hundred miles to watch the squalling babe have its head wetted.

“Did you wish to walk a while?” Vaughan offered, drawing her out of her thoughts. “I can have the carriage go ahead and meet us at the bridge.”

“You’re being awfully solicitous today.” A fact that made her wary. For certain, it implied that something was afoot.

Vaughan acknowledged the remark with a brief lowering of his eyelids. “I have to at least be seen to be taking good care of you.”

His remark surprised a smile from her. “You do take good care of me.”

He shook his head. “That, we both know, is an outrageous lie. I’m almost always vile to you.”

Bella waved the remark away. “If I didn’t care for your actions, I wouldn’t stay. After all, I’m not obligated to do so.”

“Yes. There’s no denying you’re an oddity.”

She smacked at his fingers, an act that in times past might have led to a tumble. Now he merely gazed at her, faintly amused.

Twenty or so minutes later, Vaughan drew the curtains across the carriage windows as they neared the entrance to Lauwine. Bella wasn’t fooled by the display, nor did she require any sort of visual clue to know the precise moment they tramped passed the great wrought-iron gates. Nearing four years was nothing compared to the twenty-three she’d spent living here. She could not pretend she didn’t know every curve in the road, or that part of her wanted to lean out of the window and find Lucerne waiting for them. Instead she bit her lip and looked at the floor until they were almost at Wyndfell Grange, and Vaughan opened the curtains again. 

Things were about to become uncomfortable, she could sense it with every fibre of her body, but there was nothing to be done save to endure it. She would not turn tail and run from the clouds ahead, but would do her duty to her deceased friend.

Geese squabbled in the lane that led up to the house. The Dalmatians running alongside the carriage sent them waddling off in a panic. Wyndfell itself hadn’t changed a bit. It still perched at the top of the valley, a weathered grey refuge, surrounded on all sides by fields full of ling. The garden was neat, but lacking in variety, for only the hardiest plants survived the rains and winds. Still, it was home. Her old swing still hung from the ash tree to the left of the house as it had done since she was a very small child, and the juniper by the front door still encroached upon the threshold.

“It’s as if I never left.”

Even her brother, standing on the driveway, looked exactly as he had always done; hawk-like in his brown and buff clothing, with his brown hair and beady eyes. On second thought, his jawline was no longer quite so sharp, and he did appear to have expanded a little around the middle. The first signs of grey streaked the wings of his hair.

“Brother.” She curtseyed, holding his hand, which made him shake his head. When she stood again, he raked his gaze over her appearance. Her pelisse had been discarded inside the carriage in a feeble attempt to mitigate the early summer heat, and the wind nipped at her bare arms and tugged at the sheer muslin of her dress.

“Bella,” Joshua replied, after an insufferably long pause. “I was beginning to fear you wouldn’t arrive in time. I’ve been expecting you all week. What’s been the delay, or oughtn’t I to ask?” He shot a foul glance over her shoulder at Vaughan, who remained at the top of the carriage steps.

“Ill-maintained roads for the most part.” The journey north had been long, dull, and deeply unpleasant. It had not, as Joshua so clearly supposed, been relieved by numerous bawdy games, or in fact, any sort of sexual congress.

“Well, I guess you’re here now. I sent word over to Lauwine when I saw you coming up the lane.”

The boy would have run the direct route over the fields, which was why they had not passed him. “I expect Wakefield will be along presently. He wants to go over the details with you. I’m not sure what the fuss is. Plenty of bairns get christened every day.”

“But not his daughter.” Almost a year had passed, but the poor man was still mourning his wife, Bella’s one-time dearest friend. “I expect he simply wants to make sure everything adheres to Louisa’s wishes.”

Focussing on Wakefield’s plight meant she didn’t have to think about how the message detailing their arrival would be received by Lucerne. “Shall we go in? I should dearly like the opportunity to revive myself before he arrives.” She turned towards the house, and Joshua followed her to the door. 

“I’ve put you in your old room. I thought that’s where you’d want to be.”

“And Vaughan?”

Joshua came to a halt. He wet his lips and looked at her. “The marquis isn’t staying here, Bella. I assumed you knew that and had said your goodbyes.” 

No, actually. She hadn’t realised that. 

Hellfire, she’d known there was something brewing.

Bella pivoted on the spot to find her trunk had been unpacked onto the gravel drive, but Vaughan still remained at the top of the carriage steps. At least his expression was one of boredom, rather than maliciousness. For once, perhaps he had not done this out of spite or to cause an upset, but rather to avoid one. That did not stop her words trilling out, “When were you going to tell me?” she demanded. “Were you even going to tell me? If you’re not to stay here, then where are you staying?”

Vaughan tilted his head a fraction. The tip of his tongue ticked against one eye-tooth. “I’ve rooms arranged at the Inn.”

“You mean in Reeth? Why would you choose to stay there? Why not here?”

“Bella.” He descended onto terra firma and rested one gloved hand against her bare arm. “You know perfectly well why. Don’t pretend otherwise, or at least, if you must argue, then do so with your brother. It does no harm to me to have folks know I’m bedding you.” He squeezed slightly. “I expect you and Mr. Rushdale have plenty to say to one another, and I will only get in the way. I’ll see you on the morrow. Should we need to discuss anything, we can do so then.”

He pressed a kiss to her knuckles, thus prompting her to hold onto her waspish remarks. Mr. Rushdale? Since when had they reverted to such formality? She’d feared this return to her childhood home would result in developments she didn’t care for, but not that she would be abandoned so soon.

She held tight to Vaughan’s hand, refusing to let go.

“We’ll see one another at the christening, Bella. I’m sure you’re overdue for a break from me, and they do say that distance makes the heart grow fonder.”

Yes, that was what she feared. Eight months had passed since he’d last set eyes on Lucerne. Their parting, for all it had been fuelled by anger, had been impassioned, and their reunion, she didn’t doubt, would be equally intense. To return to Reeth, Vaughan would have to drive past the gates of Lauwine again, and what was to stop him turning in instead of carrying on? She did not want the two men to meet, and especially not when she wasn’t there to witness what was said.

“Until the morrow then.”

She relinquished her hold, blinking hard to relieve the stinging of her eyes. She was not the sort of pretty miss who bawled over a brief farewell.

“Pennerley.” Joshua acknowledged Vaughan’s departure with a tilt of his head. “My thanks for the return of my sister.”

A darkling smile stretched across Vaughan’s lips, accompanied by a black glint in his eyes. “Oh, I’m not returning her, Rushdale. I’m not in the least bit done with her yet.”

The remark startled a squeak of laughter from her, and dampened some of her darkest thoughts. Still, she hated being unceremoniously deposited home like this. Joshua’s incredulous expression didn’t quite make up for the lump of anxiety embedded in her chest. She watched the handsome black and gold carriage roll away with a sense of foreboding and only turned towards the house once the carriage had become a minute dot on the horizon. 

“Is this your doing?” she demanded of her brother. “Did you tell him he had to stay elsewhere? Why would you do that? You know what he is to me.”

“Aye, I know it.” Irritation dug deep furrows into Joshua’s brow, but still he extended a hand towards her. “Come inside, Bella. We can discuss it further in comfort.” 

Her fists clenched. “I’m not altogether sure I want to come inside. What other nasty surprises do you intend to spring upon me? Do you intend to lock me up?”

“Bella—for all the good it would achieve. Lock you up, good heavens. The window sash would have to be nailed shut from the outside and iron bars installed, and even then, you’d no doubt climb the chimney and shimmy out onto the roof. Oh, do stop pouting and come in. Believe it or not, I am actually pleased to see you, and I prefer not to have such discussions out-of-doors.”

Pleased? He had a strange way of showing it. Only, of course, she was being unfair. He was welcoming her home. He hadn’t disowned her or disassociated himself from her despite the disgrace she’d brought the family name. Though what difference it made whether they quarrelled in the garden or the parlour she couldn’t fathom. The servants would hear regardless. Servants universally knew everything, and the gossip would spread hereabouts in no time. Not that she cared for the opinions of their neighbours. Still, she supposed they may as well sit in comfort. And the prospect of tea and pastries was appealing.

If the exterior of Wyndfell Grange hadn’t changed a bit, then the parlour had changed even less, unless it was to appear shabbier and ever more dulled with age. Soot stained the walls around the chimney breasts, and the cushions she’d badly embroidered as a girl were in dire need of a good beating. Likewise the heavy drapes that covered the bay window and her favourite seat of old.

Her former home looked as weary and brown as her brother. The years she’d been away had not been kind to either, it seemed. She supposed Joshua’s concerns had been focused upon the mine, and worrying over her behaviour—the latter being entirely unnecessary—and not on the state of the household. He needed a wife, that much was very clear, a topic she would tackle at some point during her stay, but right now, they needed to iron out the riddle of Vaughan’s departure.

“If you’ve driven him away… If he truly leaves—”

“If he meant to turn you out, he would not have gone to the effort of delivering you home. In any case, he made his intentions quite plain to anybody listening.” Joshua shook his head solemnly, gaze downcast towards the hearth. “If there’d been any doubt over the nature of your association, he’s spelled it out for everyone to hear.”

“But—”

“Oh, do sit down, Bella.” 

Joshua flopped into his favourite armchair.

Bella did not sit as instructed. Instead, she craned over the arm of her brother’s chair. “If everyone is aware of our relationship, then why pretend otherwise. Why send him to the inn? Folks are hardly likely to imagine he’s going to swive me right under your nose.”

Her brother made a distasteful clacking noise with his tongue. “I’d prefer nobody thought of him swiving you at all. Nor is it something I want to discuss with you. Please, Bella, curb your tongue. I know he’s a rakeshame, but that is no excuse for you to speak like one. And before you torture me with a continuation of your tirade, I did not send him anywhere. I expressed the opinion that it might be more appropriate if he were to reside elsewhere for the duration of the visit, but I did not force him to do so. I doubt very much that I could force Pennerley to do anything he didn’t wish to do.”

“You could have extended an invitation.”

“For what earthly reason would I extend such a courtesy to a man who hasn’t even the decency to make you his wife? You’re no common chit. You’re a gentleman’s daughter. You can’t honestly believe that this is what I wished for you. Or that Mama and Papa would have wished their only daughter to become the mistress of such a devil? I cannot think it’s even what you want for yourself?”

“He’s no devil, Joshua. And I love him.”

The admission only intensified her brother’s scowl. “What happened, Bella? You tore off with one man, a decent one I thought, and now you return on the arm of another. Years I’ve wasted, awaiting the promised letter announcing your betrothal to Lord Marlinscar. Imagine my surprise last November when he finally appeared on my doorstep, but instead of the conversation I hoped we were about to have, he informed me you’d parted ways, and there was no bloody sign of you.”

“We did part ways.” Though she didn’t see why Lucerne had thought it necessary to inform her brother of that fact. She’d written herself and informed him she was residing at Pennerley. “Things became complicated and uncomfortable between us.” 

Joshua was only half-listening to her. He straightened himself up, so that his chin jutted out at an angle towards her. “Do you know what Marlinscar had the temerity to tell me when I enquired about your whereabouts?”

Bella glued her lips together and shook her head. She did not need to hear it. She could well imagine.

“That he’d asked you to come home with him, but you’d refused. That it pleased you to take up with Pennerley instead. What the devil are you doing, Annabella? I thought you damn near hated the man, but now, you apparently love him? Is this what you want out of life, to be one man’s mistress and then another’s? What happens when Pennerley tires of you? Will you find yourself another lord? Or maybe a tradesman, or a chimney sweep? You’re no young chit anymore to go fluttering your eyelashes and imagine it’s enough. Who is going to keep you when I’m gone?”

“Oh, stop it, please. You’ve no grounds to lecture me. You may criticise, but you’re hardly virtuous. How many times did you prick my maid while I still lived here? How often have you tupped her since, with no intention of making an honest woman of her?”

“I have… I have urges,” he blustered. “And it’s altogether different. You’re the daughter of a gentleman.”

“It’s not different. It’s the same, Joshua. It’s exactly the same. As to your question, there won’t be anyone else. I don’t know that Vaughan loves me now, or that he ever will, but that changes nothing. I don’t want anyone else.” She quietened, with her arms folded, but her toe still tapping angrily. “Also,” she sniped. “I have urges too, and Vaughan happens to satisfy them all. That wasn’t necessarily so with Lucerne.” She closed her eyes briefly and rallied her thoughts together. “I do hope you’re not cross with him. My decision was not his fault. He tried. He asked…”

“But you fancied you’d win a marquis instead of a mere viscount.”

“Do you honestly think a title matters to me? Oh, Joshua, nothing good would have come of it. It was not a choice I made to be difficult. Vaughan and I…” She shook her head. There was no easy means of explaining their relationship. She didn’t entirely understand it herself, only that to be without him was unthinkable, and that was why she’d turned Lucerne down. In the end, she’d known she would never be satisfied as Lucerne’s wife. They might have made a good go of it, but there would forever have been a part of both of them that craved what they’d abandoned. Lucerne might deny that Vaughan’s name was etched across his soul, but she knew the truth. Like her, a part of him would always be enslaved to Vaughan’s will.

“I hear that Pennerley and Marlinscar are no longer friends. Was that your doing?”

Bella sagged at the shoulders. She turned away from her brother and drifted from the fireside to the window seat. The intricacies of the relationship between the three of them were not easily unravelled, nor did she want to unpick them for her brother’s analysis. It was difficult enough to get it all straight in her own head. In any case, Joshua was, no doubt, already acquainted with all the bawdy rumours regarding the two men, and their relationship with her, and even if he dismissed it all as hearsay, he had to realise there was far more to this than a quarrel over which man’s bed she preferred to frequent.

A deep sense of weariness drove her down onto the cushioned window perch. As far back as the winter Vaughan’s thoughts had turned north to Lucerne. He wasn’t here to watch the blessing of Wakefield’s daughter. He’d come knowing that his presence would force a confrontation between himself and Lucerne. What the outcome of that would be was anyone’s guess.  She couldn’t predict it. Hell, she feared most of the possibilities… perhaps all of them.

“Bella, whatever’s wrong?” 

Joshua appeared right before her and turned the back of his hand to her brow. “You’ve gone quite pale.”

“It’s nothing. It has been a long journey that is all. You know how much I detest carriages. If you’re done reprimanding me now, please may we have some tea?”

As if the help had been loitering outside the door awaiting a cue, the maid bustled in carrying a tray of china and a freshly baked fruit loaf. Joshua poured. He had always been immensely practical. “I don’t wish us to row while you are here, but I do wish you’d show a little understanding of the situation you’ve put me in.” He passed her a cup of tea. “You must realise I’ve been roundly criticised for my handling of things. There are plenty hereabouts who believe I ought to have galloped straight after you when you first left, horsewhipped Marlinscar, and dragged you home by your hair. The only reason they’re not here expressing their outrage that I’ve allowed you back under my roof without renouncing your sins and swearing a vow of chastity is that they’re terrified your wickedness might be contagious. You know how the world works. So much as a whiff of scandal, and everyone is blessed with an opinion on how it could all have been handled properly.”

“I don’t care what they think.”

“Evidently. I, however, have to live among these people. They’re my neighbours. Do you think isolation in this place is what I wanted for myself? No decent woman will let me within twenty yards of her person, let alone allow me to court her. The Rushdale name is so soiled that even the Hayes sisters avoid me.”

“I should have thought that was a blessed relief.” She flashed him a quick smile, which Joshua surprisingly returned.

“Aye, well maybe there are a few benefits to my notoriety, but far more discomforts. I should like a companion to grow old with, and a flock of bairns to pass on my name and the mines to.”

Bella curled her hand over her brother’s. “I’m sorry. I ought to have made the connection.” She’d somehow assumed that he’d simply chosen not to wed, not that he’d failed to attract a wife because of her behaviour. Really, it was hardly fair to blame Joshua for that. “Perhaps it’s as well that Vaughan isn’t our guest. Although, knowing how fickle the locals are, his presence is just as likely to attract them as see them cowering behind their drapes. People do love a good scandal to give their tongues some exercise.”

“True enough. Though I pray he doesn’t cause any upset. Really, if you must associate with him, it would probably be best for all if you only remain here in Yorkshire a day or two. Attend the christening, keep your promise to Louisa, and then return to the hellhole you’ve been hiding in with him.”

“You mean his castle,” she said.

Joshua squinted at her, probably thinking her fanciful.

“He really does own one, and that’s where we’ve been cossetted, as you well know. Pennerley is the most extraordinary place. You would love it, Joshua. I just know you would.”

“Would I? Well, it’s not very likely that I’ll see it, for reasons that are too obvious to state. In a moment we’ll drop this matter, and set it aside until after Wakefield has made his visit, but I beg you before we do that you’ll promise me one thing. If Pennerley does offer for you, swear you’ll accept. I’ll not stand before another peer of the realm and hear him report my sister blithely dismissed his suit. It was hard enough to hear the once.”

Bella lowered her cup back to the saucer balanced upon her lap. “It’s irrelevant, as he won’t, but very well, should such a miracle occur, you have my promise that I’ll accept.” Vaughan was not inclined towards marriage. He had one true love in the world, and it was not her. However, if for some unfathomable reason his opinion changed, she would readily accept. Her heart would not trouble her over the prospect of marrying Vaughan as it had over the possibility of accepting Lucerne. If Lucerne had proposed in the early days of their acquaintance… Well, things would be different now. Though not, she was unreserved in admitting, necessarily better.


CHAPTER 2

Vaughan

 

Vaughan settled against the squabs and kept away from the windows until the carriage had left both Wyndfell Grange and Lauwine Hall behind. He understood Bella’s pain, her fright, but their parting of ways was entirely necessary. Placating her brother being only one reason on a list of many. Better this than having to constantly endure lecture after lecture about his intentions. As for said intentions, they would be to avoid making unnecessary declarations. More importantly, he’d made the decision to retreat to Reeth for his own benefit. He and Bella had been holed up together a full eight months. That time had not slipped by easily. Sometimes it had been damn near intolerable. They were alike in far too many ways, both full of fire, argumentative, and each determined to have their own way. Plus, he liked extremes, and risk taking. Bella brought out the worst of him. She made him crazy. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d tried to send her away. She never went, no matter how mean or cruel he was, or how far he pushed her. That tenacity perhaps explained how she’d wormed her way into his heart. Oh, the majority of it was still devoted to Lucerne—as much as he’d like to murder the man—but Bella kept on encroaching on that territory. 

Time apart would definitely do them good, even if it did leave him bereft of a sparring partner and a bed mate. He sighed, and cursed as the carriage jogged over a rut in the ill-kept road. Renewing a dialogue with Lucerne would likely prove tricky, and the route back into his bed fraught with perils. Bella and Lucerne had their own issues to resolve. “I could curse you into oblivion,” he mumbled aloud, speaking to the phantom of Lucerne he envisaged occupying the facing seat in the carriage. “Even understanding all your reasoning, I cannot comprehend the choices you made or the actions taken.” But then, running had ever been Lucerne’s preferred method of dealing—or rather not dealing—with anything that troubled him. He had run from Rome all the way to England, and from the intricacies of their relationship with Bella into Georgiana St John’s arms, then most recently from Pennerley to Lauwine. Vaughan had no intention of allowing him to run again. If that meant building fortifications with which to hem him in, then that’s what he would do. What he wouldn’t do was imprison him. Much as his heart was devoted to the wretched idiot, Lucerne had to accept his love freely, and not only that, he needed to return it with the same level of intensity. He was not interested in a comfortable, insipid affair. Lucerne needed to match him, as Bella did. Matter of fact, Lord Marlinscar could learn a thing or two about loyalty from her.


CHAPTER 3

Lucerne

 

Laughter filled the long silent hallways of Lauwine Hall. Squeals and giggles, accompanied by the patter of tiny footsteps now that little Louisa had begun toddling. The arrival of Wakefield’s siblings to the hall meant the child’s antics were no longer confined to the nursery. They had repealed instead to the salon adjoining the music room, from which came a constant hum of voices speaking, singing… After such silence, Lucerne’s ears rang from the near constant cacophony. It wasn’t that he disliked the camaraderie. Indeed, quite the opposite, he heartily wished for Lauwine to be forever full of such gaiety and laughter. He and Wakefield had been rattling around its vast rooms for the last eight months, too tied up in their individual griefs to even notice the dearth of company, but the last few days had changed that, and they were both a little brighter for it. Or rather Wakefield was, and Lucerne would have been, if it wasn’t that the reason for their arrival meant a particular event was now that much closer.

His decision to return to Lauwine last November had not been taken lightly. He’d known it would have deep, lasting implications, but with his emotions knotted and tried to their limits, his options had seemed hopelessly few: endure, and end up ever more conflicted inside, or create some space around himself in order to clear his head. Wakefield’s plight had provided the motivation to end the stagnation, but if he’d expected time apart from Vaughan and Bella would help him to see things clearly, then he’d underestimated their hold upon him. His thoughts remained as muddled as they’d ever been. He loved and loathed them both. Wanted them with a relentless passion that raged constantly just beneath his skin, yet feared for his sanity if he so much as set eyes upon them again. A normal life, with a sensible, homely woman who could help him fill this house with the voices of countless children, wasn’t that a better option, the kind of future he should be aiming for?  

Maybe so, but his mind could not hold to the pursuit of such a goal. Instead it tormented him with visions of Bella in places she could not possibly be, and with the insidious whispering of Vaughan’s voice in his ear coaxing him to unnameable depravities.

For months too, he had imagined and re-imagined their reunion. In one version, he was welcomed with open arms, in another, his heart smashed and trampled. All manner of possibilities existed in between, but he could not prophesize the true outcome. Tomorrow would provide him with an answer.

Of course, a public reunion was not what he wished for. It would necessitate a degree of reserve that meant none of them could be truly open about how they felt, and with masks concealing the truth, how could he be certain his assessment of the situation was accurate?

A private tête-à-tête would be far preferable, but with neither Vaughan or Bella yet arrived in Yorkshire, and the christening set for the morrow, that possibility had become an outright absurdity. Unless, of course, Vaughan were to climb in his window post-midnight and accost him in his dreams. 

Mentally, he made a note to ensure the latch remained unfastened.

Good Lord, how ridiculous was he?

Vaughan was not going to come creeping into his bedchamber. In all likelihood, he had entirely dismissed Lucerne from his thoughts. There had been no communication between them since he’d turned his back and defied Vaughan’s wishes by leaving Pennerley.

It had been the right choice. Hadn’t he told himself so every night since?

Other choices, earlier choices, he wished he could have made over again, but not the final one. What they’d had was unsustainable.

“Yes, but what have you now, Lucerne?” He heard Vaughan’s voice as though he were standing right behind him.

He refused to answer.

“Nothing. That’s what. You sacrificed it all for nothing.”

“I did not. I stepped aside and gained peace of mind. It was the right thing to do.” The only thing he could do. For all the protestations Vaughan and Bella had made to him about one another during the time the three of them had lived together, his two lovers had only truly ever had eyes for one another. Didn’t the fact that they were still together all this time after his leaving prove it?

Lucerne steepled his fingers and pressed them to his brow. He would know soon enough. The christening meant that he would have to spend time in close proximity to Bella as they all huddled around the font and swore to undertake the moral and spiritual guardianship of Wakefield’s daughter. And Vaughan would no doubt attend. It was too great an opportunity to make a spectacle of himself to miss it, what with near half the county invited, and many of them attending purely to lay eyes upon the wicked marquis. They cared naught for little Louisa’s welcome into the church, but did so relish a chance to gawk and gossip.

The gossip that had circulated about him and Bella, well, that alone was enough to turn the air blue. Add the mercurial Marquis of Pennerley to that mix, and what you had was an irresistible lure. It would be diabolical.

And the upshot would be that poor little Louisa would be saddled with two preposterously ill-chosen god-parents. Miss Rushdale, mistress to a Marquis, and he, an outright fool and a known reprobate. But it was Louisa’s wish, and Wakefield was determined to uphold it.

At least the little mite would have one morally upstanding guardian to seek advice from in the shape of Miss Caroline Wakefield.

Lucerne started to find the lady not five steps away from him.

“Are my sisters disturbing you, Lord Marlinscar? If you require me to hush them… I know we can be quite rambunctious when we’re all together, and little Louisa is proving to be such a delight it’s making us all exceedingly merry.”

“No. They may make whatever noise they wish.”

“If you are quite sure. I did notice you’ve been lingering a little while.” 

Had he? He supposed that was true, for he was still level with the door to the Yellow Morning Room and not yet ensconced within the sanctuary of the library. Not that it was truly such. The Misses Wakefield, of which there were four—perhaps it was five— were readers, every last one of them, which made for numerous interruptions. His current companion had a leather-bound tome tightly gripped within her hand.

“I thought perhaps you were questioning whether to say something to your unruly guests.”

Lucerne had played host to many unruly guests. The Misses Wakefield barely qualified.

Again he shook his head. “A building this size deserves to be filled with voices. It’s been quiet too long.”

“Then perhaps you might like to join us for some tea?” she offered, amusing him greatly that he should be extended an invitation to take tea in his own home.

“Perhaps another time. I have some things to attend to.” He bowed his head to her, and she dipped into a curtsy in return, only she fell into step beside him when he moved on.

“I really feel we ought to thank you more sincerely for looking after our brother and his dear little one over these past months. I don’t know what he would have done. He was so devoted to Louisa. It’s quite tragic they had such a short time together.”

“Yes,” Lucerne agreed. Louisa’s death had come as an almighty shock. “Though I fear you overestimate my involvement. I’ve done little more than provide a roof.”

“Oh no.” She rested her fingers lightly upon his coat sleeve. “You’ve done far more. You’ve provided him with a home. We did fear so that he would march straight into another marriage in order to provide a settled environment for the babe, and that would likely have proved foolish. Matches ought to be carefully considered, don’t you think?”

“Definitely,” he agreed.

“I believe he ought to marry again, don’t you?”

Lucerne bowed his head. Wakefield hadn’t expressed a desire to find another wife.

“I don’t expect it would be a love match. I think a person can only ever have one true love. Don’t you agree? But he might make a sensible, beneficial union, in order that little Louisa might know a mother.”

“I don’t think even that sort of arrangement has occurred to him yet.”

Her square brow wrinkled in the exact way Wakefield’s did. “A man ought not to be alone all his days.”

They reached the Grand Chamber and crossed its chequerboard floor to reach the library. Lucerne opened the door and let Caroline enter ahead of him. At least he believed she was Caroline, for she was the one most like Freddy and least like her other sisters, being shorter and plumper. The others were all willowy and possessed of needle sharp elbows with which he’d witnessed them assailing their brother whenever his actions met with disapproval. Hers was also the only name he had managed to remember. Perhaps there was an Eliza, and a Maria, and Josephina… nay, Joanna.

“Will you marry someday, do you suppose, my lord?” she asked, as if that were a perfectly reasonable question to spring upon a man. 

He noticed that a vase of flowers had magically appeared upon his desk.

“Don’t tell me, you haven’t given the matter any thought.” Her chuckle filled the room with warmth. “What do gentlemen find to converse upon, if not their futures?”

Anything and everything, he wanted to say to her. And sometimes nothing at all. He had thought about marriage, of course he had. He still possessed the ring he’d bought for Bella. Matter of fact… Well, never mind what he’d done with it. That wasn’t an appropriate conversation to have with a respectable lady. It wasn’t even thought appropriate.  “Are you looking for something in particular?” he asked, heartily wishing she’d hurry up and allow him some peace. Nearly all the restoration work required upon the estate buildings had been completed, but there were several fences he intended to replace with drystone walls. Estate management had helped fill the arduously long days. In addition to the restorative works he’d undertaken, he’d also employed a butler, a housekeeper, and a decent groundsman, who in turn had each employed numerous underlings to make everything about his estate run properly. Despite the expense, he was turning a profit off the Marlinscar lands for the first time in over a century.

Lucerne settled at his desk, leaving Caroline to peruse the shelves. At least someone was enjoying the wealth of knowledge bowing the oak shelving. Besides a few favourite volumes—most of which he kept in his private chambers—he rarely glanced at the books lining the walls.

A knock disturbed him right as he dipped his pen ready to tally some figures for recent purchases.

“Come.”

Wakefield entered. “Lucerne, excellent. Ho, what are you doing in here, Caroline?”

The lady hastily snatched a book from the nearest shelf.

“Lord Marlinscar kindly agreed that I could make use of his library. I was just selecting another book.”

“The Horrors of Oakendale Abbey,” Wakefield said, spying the spine of the red-leather bound tome. “Do not tell me you have succumbed to this gothic nonsense too?” 

She jumped, and gave an uncomfortable giggle. “Of course not. I was still perusing. You know I don’t care for ghosts and such things, but we should not squabble over our hosts literary tastes.”

“Of course not,” Wakefield agreed.

Lucerne watched them, torn between bemusement and a desire to seize the book in question and press it to his chest. The book most certainly wasn’t his, but it didn’t take any figuring out as to how it had come to stand upon his shelves. The book belonged to Bella.

Wakefield took possession of the book, and turned it open at the first page. “In the gloomy month of November,” he read.

“Annabella Rushdale,” Caroline said, leaning in to her brother’s shoulder to see the pages. “Is this book not yours, then, Lord Marlinscar?”

“It would seem not,” he replied. “If you leave it here, I’ll have to make sure it gets back to its rightful owner.”

“Well, regarding that,” Wakefield stepped toward the desk, and gently lay the volume down upon the leather top. “There’s a laddie come from Wyndfell. Ran all the way, or so he says. Though I’m not so certain of that given the profusion of blackberry stains around his chops. They’ve arrived. Pennerley and Bella are finally here. I was beginning to fear they wouldn’t make it in time. Anyway, I came to say that I’m off to Wyndfell right away to run through the arrangements for tomorrow. If you could spare a while to come along—you too, Caroline—then we might stage a rehearsal. I’m sure Rushdale will stand in as the vicar.”

Lucerne’s fingers clawed against the blotter. “I’m sorry, Wakefield. I just don’t think I can spare the time right now.”

“I’ll come,” Caroline readily agreed. “Perhaps we could return Miss Rushdale’s book for you, my lord?”

Lucerne preferred to accomplish that task himself. “Is a rehearsal entirely necessary? Aren’t we all primarily required to stand by and observe? I’m certain Reverend Hindes is well practiced in the art of welcoming babes into the bosom of the church. Hasn’t he wet the heads of near everyone in the parish?”

“Aye, but Louisa did have some specific requests, and I simply want to ensure everything runs smoothly.” Wakefield’s brows furrowed at Lucerne, as if he were the primary cause of this excursion.

I’m not the one insisting on luring together a set of people who probably ought not to be in the same space. Considerably better judgment could have been used in choosing the child's godparents, but Louisa could hardly have guessed they’d be estranged at this point. 

Caroline watched them as if somehow following the silent exchange being waged. “I’ll fetch my bonnet,” she said, having clearly decided no progress would be made while she lingered. She sallied toward the door, turning only at the last to remark, “If you could accompany us, then you could return that book yourself.”

Lucerne thumped the desktop the moment Caroline closed the door behind her. “You know damned well why I won’t go to Wyndfell. I’m no longer welcome there.”

“You say that, but I don’t know it to be true. Admit your perceptions of several things are rather warped, Lucerne.”

Freddy, dear Freddy. He would dearly like to squeeze his hands around the man’s throat. Why did he insist on being so blind to the truth? 

“I understand that you’re riddled with guilt over how things turned out between yourself and Bella, but you’re hardly the one to blame over that. Beside, even if it were so, I’m sure Joshua would put aside past indiscretions for an hour or two for the sake of my child. He is the one who sent the runner, after all.”

“Aye, to inform you of his sister’s arrival, no more. It was not a summons.”

Wakefield conceded the point by pursing his lips.

“I know you’re only looking out for your daughter, but as I keep explaining, you have things all wrong in regard to what happened between Miss Rushdale and I. It matters not that she chose another over me in the end. It was still me she ran off with in the first place. So, I’m sorry, but no, I won’t set foot there without a formal invitation to do so. Joshua Rushdale has not forgiven me, and he won’t, not for a very long time.” If ever.

Having given this emphatic speech, Lucerne spread his hand over his face so that he covered his eyes. Truly, it was down to Rushdale’s practicality that Lucerne hadn’t found himself called out over his diabolical behaviour. He’d betrayed the man’s trust in stealing his sister away from him, and then added insult to injury by failing to marry her. Matters were only worsened by the fact he’d been quite unable to explain precisely what had happened between them, as doing so would have caused infinitely more trouble. No man wanted to learn how his sister had been thoroughly debauched by two supposed gentlemen, who had also been sexually intimate with one another in her presence. 

“Lucerne, I wouldn’t ask this of you if it wasn’t important to me.”

“No, Freddy. I am sorry, but no.” He would not be persuaded.

Wakefield slammed his hand down on top of Bella’s book. “Goddamnit, Lucerne! Will you not do this for Louisa?”

Louisa was dead and buried. Whatever choices he made would have no bearing on that fact. “She asked only that I be godfather to little Louisa, no more than that, and I have readily agreed to that. Do you think it will be easy for me tomorrow, to stand by Bella in church? It will be the hardest day of my life.”

Wakefield clenched his teeth so tightly, his jaw jutted out. “Blast you! It’s not Joshua you’re afeared of, nor Bella either. It’s Pennerley. You’re afraid that he’s there with her, and that you’ll not control your emotions, but that the taunt of seeing them together will strip away the veneer of civility from you. The bastard deserves your wroth, Lucerne. And I, for one, should prefer to see you punch him this evening than fail to control your emotions at the service tomorrow.”

“I have no intention of throwing my fists around then or at any other time.”

“You say that now, but how will it be when you are face to face?”

“Nothing will disrupt the christening,” Lucerne said through painfully clenched teeth. “There’ll be no public quarrel between myself, Joshua, Miss Rushdale, or anyone else.”

Wakefield laughed at him. “You can’t even bear to say his name, can you? What the devil, Lucerne! Why should you be all in knots? The man stole the woman you planned to marry and hasn’t even had the grace to marry her. Instead, he openly flaunts her as his mistress. He should be the one afraid of encountering you. He deserves calling out for his behaviour.”

Lucerne raised his hands in alarm. Then slowly brought them to his head. This was exactly the sort of talk he wished to avoid.

“I know how you feel about such things after the tragedy of your brothers, but the fact remains, he has slighted you, not insignificantly, and ought to be made to pay for that.”

“Oh, Freddy. I should be the loser in any battle we fought.” Quite aside from Vaughan being the better swordsman and the better shot, Lucerne inevitably bowed to the other man’s will whenever there was conflict. The one and only time that reasoning hadn’t held true was when he had rode into the night last Halloween, and the only reason he hadn’t capitulated and admitted his error was down to there being several hundred miles between them. That was no longer the case. 

Oh dear God. He was scared all right, but not over the possibility that Vaughan might attack him. He was afraid he might fall at the other man’s feet and beg for his forgiveness, only to be rejected. The same logic applied to Bella.

He felt certain she would slap him the moment she set eyes on him, but he was not about to share that thought with Wakefield. Mayhap she would contain the urge until after the ceremony, and they could spar among the gravestones. All three of them could parley, and perhaps come to terms. Maybe then, they could reconcile in the best possible way.

Lucerne eased his way out of his seat, and stood awkwardly. Thinking along these lines tended to play havoc with his emotions, and this occasion was proving no different. Part of him desperately longed to suffer the humiliation of having to atone for his sins on his knees between Bella’s thighs, and by having Vaughan fill up his throat.

The muscles of his backside clenched tightly, as he imagined the slide of Vaughan’s cock into another place too.

Without a doubt, he was afraid, deeply so, but not for the reasons Wakefield imagined, but because everything he’d left behind was right here within his reach again.

He stepped awkwardly toward the door, determined to find privacy in his own chambers. Wakefield doggedly pursued him to the door. “Adhering to your own logic, there’s no chance of encountering Pennerley at Wyndfell, as Joshua would not welcome him without the man having formally offered for his sister, and we both know Pennerley won’t do so.”

Maybe that was true, and maybe it wasn’t, both in regards to Joshua’s non-acceptance of the situation, and Vaughan’s refusal to conform to societal norms. On the other hand, wasn’t Joshua just as likely to turn a blind-eye in the hopes of securing a more preferable outcome?

 Bemusement over the possibility caused him to smile. If Joshua’s thoughts lay in that direction, he was certain to be disappointed. Vaughan scorned the very notion of marriage.

“Lucerne, please.”

“It didn’t end well, Freddy. I truly am sorry. I will serve you willingly tomorrow, but today I have to decline.”


CHAPTER 4

Lucerne

 

Once Wakefield left, Lucerne circled the library, too agitated to settle at his desk. He had never properly explained to Wakefield or anyone else what had really happened to sour his relationships with Vaughan and Bella. At first, it had simply hurt too much. He could hardly think of them without great pain, let alone speak of them. Then, as the months had flown, he’d realised that even if he felt able to unburden himself, he couldn’t, for fear of revolting the listener, not to mention potentially digging a grave for three souls in the process. What they’d done, what the three of them had shared, it was not something society would ever condone. To the majority, an arrangement between three people was preposterous. The world operated on a system of unions between one man and one woman. Yet, variations on that theme were extraordinarily common. How many men of his acquaintance had mistresses in addition to their wives? It would be quicker to count those who did not. 

“Aye,” he imagined Wakefield replying, “But that is entirely different to the arrangement you engaged yourself in. See, men have appetites a delicate wife can’t always be expected to accommodate, and thus other arrangements are made. It is something else entirely for a man to seek the attention of another man and a female lover and for them all to fornicate together. The notion of the men alone interacting thus is diabolical. It’s quite unnatural.”

Was it? He didn’t know if that were Wakefield’s genuine opinion, but his friend’s animosity to Vaughan meant that it was always Wakefield he imagined arguing a contrary opinion to his former lover.

Vaughan believed in freedom of expression, and that love between men was as natural as that between a man and a woman. Also, that narrowing ones range to agreed societal norms was as sure a way to crush the spirit from a body as dropping a huge rock upon them.

It was true that Lucerne had known true joy while desperately in love with both a man and a woman. Hell, he remained in love with them both. There was no means he’d found of excising either from his heart. Time and distance had not achieved these things, only magnified and clarified them. However, to return to things as they had been, without resolving any of the issues, would be a horrific mistake. That didn’t stop him longing for their embraces though.

Perhaps he ought to have gone with Wakefield to Wyndfell Grange and spoken to Bella. If the situation were not so awkward with Joshua and he could have been certain that only Bella would have be present, then maybe… But to risk facing them all three at once?

He clapped a hand to his head. What a fool he was! Facing them all was exactly what he would have to do tomorrow, in sight of the whole parish. And then, what if instead of hostile, stilted greetings, they chose to cut him directly?

What if he found Vaughan and Bella to be joyously happy, with no care for him at all any longer?

He’d left, in part, so that Vaughan and Bella might finally admit how they felt to one another, but hadn’t it always been in the back of his mind that once they had done so they would then come and reclaim him? Vaughan had always done so before.

Had that been his grand mistake?

Lucerne swallowed the bilious lump in his throat. When decay set in, you had to act quickly to stop its spread.

“Aye, you moronic baboon, but one does not normally cut off ones own head in order to rectify things.” 

Lucerne spun on his heels. It seemed as if the marquis were right here in the room with him, his words had sounded so clearly. Of course, he was quite alone. 

“Yes, you are, aren’t you?”

In his mind’s eye he pictured Vaughan lounging in the desk chair, one leg cocked up over the arm, and the sole of his boot pressed against the blotter.

“At least this way, my mind is intact,” Lucerne replied snipishly. No matter that his heart lay in shreds.

“That must be why you spend so many hours talking to yourself.”

Not so very many.

“It’s quiet. There’s no one else around with whom to converse.” Their conversations tended to run more smoothly now. “Why shouldn’t I take the opportunity to address all the things that ought to have been said, but never were?”

“We did say them, Lucerne. Not every conversation is conducted with words. It strikes me that your issue was that you couldn’t deal with what was said.”

“She loved you, and you… You loved her too. There was no room for me.”

“Poor Lucerne. His whole world pivoted on its axis because, like our precious Earth, he’d been demoted. No longer centre of the universe. Yet forgetful of the fact he remained just as precious.”

Lucerne raised his hand. “If that were even vaguely true.”

“Do you think my heart so tiny that it cannot accommodate loving more than one person?”

“In actual fact,” Bella interrupted. There she stood, leaning against the book case, one foot cocked out so that he could see her shoe, while her fingers trailed lightly back and forth over the top of her bosom.  “I believe we were still debating whether you had a heart at all, and I, for one, am quite certain that you don’t.” She paced forward and leaned over the oak desk to reach Vaughan, and push two fingers against his chest. “There’s naught but a lump of black coal in there.”

Vaughan scowled, but she merely pursed her lips and blew him a kiss.

“You have more affection for your least favourite boots than you do for me. More for that sow Neddy Darleston has taken to walking on a leash.”

“Miss Rushdale, you should not say such horrid things about Lady Darleston.”

Bella pinkened across her cheeks, but they both tittered at the joke. “See,” she said coming around the desk. “There’s not a single bit of love in you. Not one tiny bit.”

Vaughan grabbed hold of her and wrestled her onto his lap. “Plenty of the sort you like.”

She wriggled lasciviously against him. “Not that you noticeably share. It’s all talk and tease with you. Lucerne isn’t nearly so stingy.”

“Hm!” Vaughan pushed her away. 

“And that’s why I’m going to suck his cock and not yours.”

“Are you, indeed?”

“Yes,” she announced, twinkling mischief dancing in her eyes. “And you’re going to watch.”

Vaughan’s lips pulled into a tight scowl. “You can’t make me.”

“I don’t need to. But if you do, I’ll kiss you afterwards while the taste of him is still all over my mouth.”

Vaughan’s moue, stretched into a half-smile. “Very well, get to it. Before he spoils the fun and recalls we’re mere ghosts, and this is all but fantasy.”

Lucerne squeezed his eyes tight shut. 

Bella skipped over to him and grasped his arm, turning him so he once again faced the shelves. She sandwiched herself into the space between the books and his body.

“Bella,” he murmured.

“Lucerne…” She sank onto her knees. No need for her to unfasten the frontfall of his breeches, he’d already obliged. His cock was standing ready for her. Delicate butterfly kisses teased the length of his shaft. A sly lick brushed the eye, then when he could no longer hold onto his breath, she surrounded him with the heat of her mouth. That alone might have undone him, but it wasn’t only Bella he wanted.

Lucerne pressed his fist to his nose and upper lip. He sucked down several breaths, attempting to steady himself as panic threatened to engulf him. He needed them both but dared not confess it aloud.

Good and wound up now, his cock throbbed. How was it possible to simultaneously feel so terrified and aroused? When these visions first started tormenting him, he’d told himself they were his mind’s way of eliminating them. But the truth was that he had no eyes for anyone else. There was no woman he wanted more than Bella, and no man who had ever turned his head besides Vaughan. If the latter were to turn up now, Lucerne would fall upon him like a man deprived of water. He’d strip him. Kiss him. Bend over and beg to be fucked. This was what he feared. Not some vague possibility of a row breaking out, but that his longing would put them all in danger.

“I want you,” he whispered into the silent air. “I need you.”

In his imagination, Vaughan drew up behind him, proud and magnificent, his dark hair curling into ringlets upon his shoulders and his violet eyes gleaming like amethysts. His breath whispered against the back of Lucerne’s neck, disturbing the closely shorn hairs. “This craving for us both all of the time. It just won’t do, Lucerne. It just won’t do.”

“Fuck me,” he pleaded.

His prick grew stiffer still as he waited for a response.

He ought to take himself off to his chambers where he was more certain of maintaining his privacy, yet he remained rooted to the spot, wrist working furiously, while Vaughan’s presence warmed the whole of his back. 

When the library door creaked open, he gave a startled groan. Who? What? He froze. His hand still around his cock, stomach muscles cramped, hardly daring to breathe, while still desperate to drive his cock through the ring he’d made with his fingers and finish himself off.

“Begging your pardon, my lord.” It was his valet, and not one of the Misses Wakefield. Lucerne gave an audible sigh of relief. “There’s a gentleman here to see you.”

Lucerne hastily fastened his breeches.

Ivo did his best to pretend there was nothing untoward about his master’s actions. He was rather accomplished at the task, but then, he’d seen all manner of wild goings on during the years in London. Not only the antics the three of them had got up to, but the mayhem that abounded from the many guests they’d entertained.

Lucerne stood patiently, as his valet adjusted the line of his coat and straightened Lucerne’s neckcloth. “Perfection again.” He bowed from the neck and backed out of the library, leaving Lucerne to his thoughts and free to release his straining cock from its hastily constructed prison. He would attend his guest momentarily, but a private moment was necessary first. To ensure it, he turned the key in the lock. Pressed firmly against the bare wood of the door, he stroked his cock urgently. There were no voices in his head this time. His teeth bit into his lip, but beyond that, his entire focus was applied unto his prick and his quest for speedy gratification. 

His stroke eased a little as he felt the familiar sensation of his semen rising up from his ballocks. Normally, he employed the aid of handkerchief to restrict the mess, but this time he paid no heed to where his spillings fell, only basked instead in the release of tension from his mind and limbs.

Spent, Lucerne lingered a few moments resting heavily against the door, waiting for the blissful sense of calm to creep over him. He was not so shivery under his skin anymore, but the sense of quiet he normally experienced wasn’t there. How could it be, when he knew his former lovers to be so close?

Still, it was necessary to pull himself together. A guest sat waiting. So, he’d best get on with addressing the fellow.

Clothing straightened out yet again and hands freshly washed, Lucerne headed across the grand chamber to the drawing room, only to discover his guest had escaped. Lucerne located him at the billiards table next door, cracking shots across the baize. He recognised the thinning pate immediately. “Aubury! I wasn’t expecting you. Did you send word?”

“Marlinscar.” Charles raised his head to reveal a jowly round face. “No, indeed. You don’t mind the intrusion, do you? It’s quite by chance I found myself this way, and I thought it might be rather jolly to stop by and see how you and Wakefield were fairing.”

“Of course you did, Charles. Wakefield’s not here at the moment, I’m afraid.”

“Yes, your man said he’d gone off to the Grange. I must admit I’m surprised. I thought things between you and the Rushdales were strained.”

“Wakefield and I aren’t one and the same.”

“But he’s a friend staying in your house.”

“It’s his daughter’s christening tomorrow. Louisa was quite specific in who she wanted as the child’s godparents, therefore an association with the Rushdales is a necessity.”

“Annabella?” Charles snickered in the back of his throat, a noise he tried to contain with his coat cuff. “She is here in Yorkshire? I thought…”

“Pennerley is also here.”

The remains of the snicker dropped from Charles’s face, and his hands clawed around the edge of the billiards table. “Everything I’ve heard said he was still in Shropshire.”

“Everything you’ve heard is likely weeks out of date. The devil travels fast.”

“Aye, but…”

“Faster than idle gossip even.”

Charles straightened and smoothed a hand down over a gaudily patterned waistcoat. He’d grown rather more rotund since Lucerne had last laid eyes upon him, which would have been last autumn. Heavens, was it really that long—nearly a year ago. “Yes, I suppose that’s true. You and he are still…”

Lucerne lifted his eyebrows inviting Charles to voice the rest of his question, but the other man puffed up his cheeks and bumbled nervously about. Truthfully, not one person of his close acquaintance had asked him directly what had happened between himself and Vaughan. Oh, there’d been rife speculation on the subject, Lucerne was sure, but no one had the nerve to seek the actual truth. Not even Wakefield, who could have done so with ease. In Wakefield’s case, they’d rather decided between them, without saying much at all, that it was better if a true explanation of events were avoided, then neither party had to admit any uncomfortable truths.

“You and he, you were close. Everyone was very surprised. I suppose you’re still at odds.”

Lucerne bent lower over the cue and took his time lining up a shot. Only once he had sent the balls ricocheting around the table did he answer. “Frankly, Charles, I don’t know what we are. There’s been no communication between us since All Hallows Eve. Nor do I know if he intends to be at the christening tomorrow. We shall see.”

Charles backed away from the table and sagged into an ancient leather chair. “Living dangerously there. I shouldn’t like to leave any interaction with Pennerley to chance. One never quite knows what he’ll do.”

“I dare say that I know him better than most. A christening is not the sort of place he’d choose to make a scene. That’s assuming he even intends to set foot inside the church. There’s no specific reason for him to do so.”

“You mean besides the chance to rattle the nerves of everyone hereabouts? Who else of our set is around?”

Lucerne took another shot at the balls. “Help yourself,” he waved Charles toward the spirits decanter he was staring at. “No one that I’m aware of. I’ve not heard much from any of them. They’ve had matters of their own to engage them I should think, without needing to embroil themselves in my affairs.”

“You mean that they’re terrified of Pennerley and won’t risk his ire by seeming to side with you.”

“You make it sound like we’re at war, Charles.”

“Are you not? Here’s the thing, Marlinscar. No one knows a thing. Only that one moment you’re bosom friends, and the next, you cut one another dead. You don’t even seem sure yourself as to what’s going on. I conclude the break was his doing. Cast you aside when he grew bored of you I expect. You’re hardly the first.”

“You’re wrong on all counts,” Lucerne said. He watched Charles gulp down a glass of his best brandy. “I chose to settle here at Lauwine. Vaughan didn’t dismiss me, no matter what you imagine.” As a matter of fact, he’d near begged him to stay. “Nor are we generals of opposing armies.”

“You’re not fighting over Miss Rushdale? What? It’s what I heard, is all I’m saying. Never believed there was any truth to it, of course.”

“Of course,” Lucerne echoed. He joined Charles in enjoying a glass of brandy.

“I said to them that was saying it, ‘There ain’t no truth to it. None. Pennerley and Marlinscar fall out over a woman? Utter poppycock. They’d never let a woman come between them.’”

Lucerne coughed explosively, showering the floor in droplets. “Caught me in the back of the throat,” he huffed and swallowed. “And you’re quite right, by the way. Bella made her own choice to stay at Pennerley when I left.”

Charles eyed him sceptically, but nevertheless nodded. He returned his glass to the table and lifted the decanter again. “And as to your leaving being your decision—pish! If you walked away it’s because he allowed you to. You’re a fool if you believe otherwise. If he’s here now, you can lay money on the fact it’s because he’s decided it’s time to take you in hand again.”

Lucerne shook his head, unwilling to put his faith in that being true. “I’m as much in the dark as to Vaughan’s intentions as you,” he claimed. “Are you here to stay? I think you’ll find my other company most agreeable.” They needed to leave behind the topic of his relationship with Vaughan. Too much speculation in that direction would only feed his insecurities about tomorrow.

“Stay? Don’t mind if I do. That’s kind of you to offer. What other company?”

“The Misses Wakefield.”

Charles paused part way to returning the stopper to the decanter. “Wakefield’s sisters are here?”

“All of them.” 

Charles could hardly keep the glee from his face. His attempt to do so gave him an odd pucker and emphasized the beginnings of crow’s feet around his eyes. “Is he set on matching you up?” Charles asked, having given in to the grin.

Until that moment, the possibility hadn’t occurred to Lucerne. Wakefield wasn’t the sort to thrust one of his sisters at someone, but if a mutual affection just happened to arise through two people being around one another for a significant portion of time… Well, that he would certainly celebrate. “I’m not in the market for a wife, and Wakefield is aware of that.”

“Fiddlefaddle,” Charles remarked, making a dismissive gesture with his hand. “It’s in the man’s best interests to pair you off with one of his sisters. Relieves him of the burden, no? And tightens the ties between you.”

“He’s not attempting to marry me to one of his sisters, Charles. Heavens above, they’re here for the christening and no more.”

“But with Bella no longer in the picture, you can’t tell me he’s not aware of the opportunity.”

“Whatever opportunity you imagine exists doesn’t.”

“No, of course not,” Charles said, attempting another po-face. “Though I should think you’re getting to an age where you ought to consider it.” 

Lucerne struggled to hold onto the second mouthful of brandy he’d taken. Gads! “By the same logic, you ought to be parading yourself before the society mamas.”

Charles shook his head, making his jowls quiver.

He reclaimed the cue from Lucerne, as he was merely holding it rather than using it, and for several uncomfortable moments, concentrated on lining up decent shots, and the clack of balls being pushed into pockets. It was only after all the balls had found their way off the baize that he opened his mouth again. “Actually, there was a lass recently. I thought it might come to something. Decent folks, no pedigree, but I had a mind to ask for her.”

“What happened?” Lucerne asked.

Charles shrugged. “We weren’t right for one another. She only had a passion for my rhymes, you see, not for me. Words enthralled her, but she didn’t care for the burden of living with a true poet.”

“Ah, indeed, not everyone has the temperament for that,” Lucerne observed. Knowing Charles, she was probably barely aware of his existence prior to him making some overblown attempt at romanticism.

“That’s true. Precious few understand us. Anyway, I took myself off to Town after that, but it’s all terribly dull there these days, what with Pennerley hiding in his castle, you out here in the wilds, and Darleston lying low. Matrons and chits on parade, that’s it. Even Ned’s uprooted himself from civilization. Staying with some fellow or other, I’m not sure where. And of course, Giles went and got himself married to that Allenthorpe girl. Can you believe it? And after all his talk of free love and the evils of matrimony. Anyway, they’re completely, revoltingly besotted. Quite inseparable. It turns the stomach to see them together. Say, you did hear about Lady Darleston, didn’t you?”

Lucerne shook his head. Very little in the way of news had reached him.

“They say she’s gravelly ill, unlikely to survive the summer. Rumoured to be mad too. Apparently, she shot someone.”

Lucerne stared at Charles aghast. “Poor Darleston,” he said, meaning his friend Robert, and not his viper of a wife. He was sorry to hear the lady was ill, but she’d been responsible for a great deal of anguish. All those hideous letters to the newspapers that had left Robert in fear for his safety. He’d write to him, and let him know there was a room here for him at Lauwine if he needed somewhere to lick his wounds. Not that he expected to be taken up on the offer. Leastways, not while he remained at odds with Vaughan. Vaughan and the Darlestons went way back, and much as he’d insisted to Charles there were no sides, he couldn’t for definite say Vaughan didn’t think that way.

Yet again, he wondered if it might have been wiser to go to Wyndfell with Wakefield and risk Joshua’s ire. Tomorrow was going to be dashed awkward. Maybe it wasn’t too late.

“Let me introduce you to the Misses Wakefield,” he said to Charles. That would hopefully keep the man occupied, and allow Lucerne to slip away for an hour or so.


CHAPTER 5

Lucerne

 

Lucerne rode as far as the boundary wall between Lauwine and Wyndfell Grange before all the reasons he hadn’t gone along with Wakefield re-occurred to him, but given he was such a short way from his destination now, he ploughed on, only to stop once the house came into sight. What the hell would he say? He wasn’t actually needed. The christening didn’t need a rehearsal. Everyone would know his purpose was to engage with Bella. Was that truly what he wanted? He still loved her. What had he to say to her? That he was sorry he’d left? She’d probably laugh in his face and thank him for doing so. It meant she’d got what she really wanted—Vaughan. As for that man, what had Lucerne to say to him? Nothing sensible, that was for sure.

He slipped off the horse and inched along the length of the hedgerow running parallel to the house. Maybe if he waited until Wakefield and his sister emerged, then he could ride up, and his interaction with the Rushdales and any other guests they happened to have would be short. But then, what good would simply seeing them do?

None, that’s what. 

They needed to talk to one another, freely, openly, without witnesses. 

How that could possibly be accomplished he didn’t know. He was not prone to climbing in bedroom windows.

The snap of a twig behind him caused him to turn abruptly. Two shadowy figures crept through the undergrowth towards him. “Piss,” he muttered, thinking Rushdale’s groundsmen had stumbled upon him. It seemed better to simply present himself and be caught on the property than to attempt any sort of action that might result in a chase or draw unnecessary attention.

“My horse has thrown a shoe,” he announced, when the first figure emerged fully into view. Hopefully neither of the pair had any knowledge of such things. “I was on my way home. We’ll be fine, won’t we boy? This route just takes the corner off the journey.”

The boy, for now that he’d emerged into the light, Lucerne could see he was just that, started and let out a shriek that brought the second figure running. “What the devil are you howling for? Do you want to get—”

His tirade ended abruptly when he too spied Lucerne. The second fellow was an older man, rake-thin with lank, greying hair that spilled from beneath a severely weathered cap. His cheeks were covered by bushy whiskers that ended either side of his mouth, leaving his chin bare. 

“Lord Marlinscar.” He dug an elbow into he boy’s side and they both quickly doffed their caps to him. “We didn’t see you just there. You gave him a proper fright appearing like that. Didn’t he?”

The boy nodded.

“This aint be part of Lauwine, is it?” The older fellow asked. His tongue swept nervously over his cracked lips.

“No indeed,” Lucerne responded. These pair weren’t groundsmen. He’d lay money on them being poachers. It might buy him some goodwill from Joshua if he turned them over, but not enough to straighten anything out between them, and of course he’d have to make an explanation as to how he’d happened upon them in the first place.

“We were just taking a shortcut too, heading down into the village from across…” The skinny fellow turned back to look in the direction from which they’d just come. “From Arkle way. That’s right, eh, Tom?”

“Absolutely,” the boy agreed.

Lucerne gave them both a nod and led his horse on as if he were headed back to Lauwine. The pair followed a pace or two behind him going along with the ruse that they were all about legitimate business. Lucerne didn’t inquire what was in the sacks slung over their shoulders, and they had the sense not to ask why his stallion still had four shoes if it had supposedly shed one. After a yard or two of weary plodding, Lucerne paused long enough to ensure they caught him up. “I hear Miss Rushdale has returned,” he remarked conversationally. They were in sight of Wyndfell Grange now. The roughhewn grey stone building stood at the top of a bank of ling. “Is that true?”

Tom scratched his head under his cap. “I don’t rightly know for definite, milord, but there was a grand carriage that passed earlier, and my cousin Will who works directly for Mr Joshua Rushdale did say they’ve been expecting her.”

“The swell what brought her home’s staying at the Dog & Basin,” the other lad piped up. “Saw him go in, I did. While I was fetching back Ma Hicks’s hens. Never seen anyone half so grand, not even yourself, milord. Our Annie’s eyes near bugged right out of her head she was gawping so hard at him. I think she thought he was a prince out of one of those stories she’s been burying her nose in. Begging your pardon, but Mrs Castleton’s been teaching her her letters, though me dad doesn’t see the point in it since Tom Pickett’s already set his heart on her.”

“But maybe Annie’s not so set on Tom.” Lucerne remarked. His mind whirled. Vaughan, as predicted, was not staying at Wyndfell, but in Reeth village.

“Oh, that she ain’t.” The boy was talkative once he had a subject. “Says he has a noddle like a big fat porker.” He pushed up the tip of his nose and made a grunting noise. “But dad and Tom are close, you sees, so it’s more or less settled.”

He did see. The girl would get little to no say in the matter, not that there was anything to be done about it. The only way to get her out of the situation would be to find her a decent position, and he didn’t know any ladies hereabouts, let alone one who would willingly take on an untrained lady’s maid. Besides, if Mrs Castleton, she who had the ear of the county, couldn’t accomplish anything, then he stood no chance of improving the lass’s position. Paying her any sort of attention would work against her, given that he’d become known hereabouts as Lord Libertine—a despicable roué who stole away respectable daughters, only to seduce and abandon them. The only reasons he hadn’t been driven out of his home by swathes of peasants was that he’d spent months mending their fences and roofs, and it was well known that Bella Rushdale had always been a wayward miss.

Mentioning her even to these pair would likely prove a mistake. Nor did he dare make any further inquiry about Vaughan, for it would surely meet his ears. Then again, might that not precipitate some action on the part of the marquis, thus relieving Lucerne of some of the burden he was carrying? If Vaughan came to him, then couldn’t they reason things out?

He shook his head. There were only two likely outcomes to a meeting between himself and Pennerley: either they’d end up fighting or fucking. His body trembled with desire for both.

They reached the edge of the field and tumbled through a gap in the hedgerow onto the lane. “Evening, milord.” The two men doffed their caps again, before turning towards the village, while Lucerne made a show of checking his horse’s hooves. He waited until the two men were far ahead so that he might have space to consider his options. Three courses were open to him. He could continue up the lane and arrive at Wyndfell Grange by the official entrance. He could turn tail and head back to Lauwine with no one any the wiser about his actions. Or he could face the beast he now knew was residing at the Dog & Basin. None of which seemed any more sensible than the other, thus he remained idling in the lane by the way marker post, watching his stallion crop the weed riddled verges.

Four or five minutes passed until he was forced off the road by the appearance of a carriage hurtling towards him in the direction of Reeth. Lucerne led his horse onto the verge to allow the landau to pass. It was not, as the initial colours suggested, carrying the Pennerley coat of arms, but a smaller crest incorporating a griffon with a serpent in its maw that he didn’t recognise. He watched it pass, only for the team of four to come to a halt a twenty or so yards later, whereupon a young man stuck his head out of the window. 

“Marlinscar, is that you?”

Somewhat surprised by the greeting, Lucerne led his mount down the lane towards the speaker, who had already swung wide the carriage door and was issuing commands to the driver and his companion to see to Lord Marlinscar’s mount, and for them to secure him access into the mothball scented interior.

“Crakehall?” he asked uncertainly, squinting into the evening sun in an attempt to identify the fellow. They’d been at school together years past, and were acquaintances more than friends, Stephen Crakehall being several years his junior, and a former fag of his at Eton. 

“The very same.” His grin engulfed his face as he clasped Lucerne’s hand and tugged him into the belly of his beast, before shaking it with enthusiastic vigour.  He was little changed from the spindly limbed, chinless boy he’d been at twelve, except he now sported neater attire, devoid of the multitude of dinner and boot-blacking related stains that had been a staple of his boyhood costume. “How are you? Whatever are you doing in these parts?”

“The family seat is just over the rise,” Lucerne explained. The chimneys of Lauwine were just visible where the hillsides dipped to form the river valley.

“Really? Good heavens, I had no idea you hailed from this far north.” 

He didn’t. The ancestral estate had been abandoned for years before he’d fallen upon the idea of reviving it. While his parents had still lived, they’d resided predominantly in the City, save for twelve weeks each year when they’d retire to a rambling Jacobean farmhouse in northern Herefordshire.

“What brings you this way?” Lucerne settled himself upon the cushioned seat, beside his old friend.

“Oh, ambition, for sure. I’m not one for the wilds,” the sandy haired man admitted with a laugh. He applied a stout cane to the roof, to signal the driver to move on. “You know me, I like things civilized, but I’m here to barter my soul for a seat in the house. Sir Thomas Lartington—do you know him?—has a seat to be contested in the upcoming by-election, and he’s taken a fancy to having me represent his interests.”

“I see,” Lucerne muttered, struggling to recall whether Lartington was a Whig or a Tory. He was not personal friends with the man, nor did he recall their paths having crossed, though he was aware of the name, as he was aware of all the notable families in the area. “I suppose you are on your way to Stags Fell?”

Crakehall gave him a cheery nod. “That’s correct. To meet a young lady of his acquaintance, though I’m not entirely sure we’re on track.”

“You’ve come too far north,” Lucerne offered him a sage nod. “Your man would have been best heading west out of Leeming. As it is you’ve come up to go down again.”

“West at Leeming, eh? Do you know, I’m not altogether certain we even passed that way? Is that before or after Richmond?”

“Much earlier. You would have passed the coaching inn there. No matter, your destination is ahead of you now. Another hour should see you there.”

“That long? Heavens. The sun will be retiring before we do. Still, it’s good to know we’re on track.”

“You mentioned a lady,” Lucerne prompted him. 

Crakehall’s mouth cracked wide into another smile. “That’s right. Matrimonial shackles are the price of my folly.” He threw Lucerne a wink. “At least she’s a beauty, so I’m told.” 

“So you’re marrying into the family. I didn’t know Lartington had any offspring. Is it a niece, perhaps?”

Crakehall squeezed his lips between his fingers. “No, my fortunes are not risen so high as that. The lady in question is the eldest daughter of one of the burgesses. The price of his support, I understand.”

“Ah, I see.” Clearly Lartington had the borough in his pocket, save perhaps for this particular gentleman, but every man had his price. “Well, I do hope the lady is everything you might wish her to be. You must call upon me at Lauwine and introduce her, once you’ve made it official.”

“That’s most kind of you. There’s no Lady Marlinscar as yet?”

Lucerne shook his head. “And no plans afoot in that regard.” He did not elaborate.

“I must say, Marlinscar, I am surprised. I swear there were rumours you’d been snatched up by some northern heiress at one point. I suppose that must have been a year or two back. Some relation of that friend of yours… Pennerley, that’s the fellow. All nonsense cooked up by the gossipmongers, I suppose.”

“Many’s the gentleman who’s been shackled by thoughtless tattle,” Lucerne remarked, allowing his gaze to stray towards the window. His name had indeed been attached to a certain lady’s, specifically, the one whose home he had just been idling outside. Moreover, this was not a topic he much cared for. Any association of his name with Bella’s or Vaughan’s instantly put a bee in his breeches. Questions were inevitably asked that he hadn’t any answers to. He couldn’t rightly confess to having had an intimate relationship with Vaughan, and confessing to one with Bella didn’t paint him or the lady in a terribly flattering light. No, it was best he simply avoided the subject with any but his closest friends, and even then… well, Charles’s poking his nose into the matter earlier had made him want to flee the county.
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