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      A dutiful duke-in-waiting

      

      George Asquith knows exactly who he is. The future duke. The responsible heir. The man who will marry well and manage his estates with quiet competence.

      

      He has built his entire life on fulfilling his duty. Ever since one terrible mistake taught him the cost of reaching for what he really wants. Now he shoulders his responsibilities without complaint and keeps his impossible desires locked away.

      

      When George leaves his family estate to attend the lavish wedding of the man he once believed himself in love with, he is resigned to a few days of misery. But then Theo Caldwell turns up. Theo, who George desperately admired as a boy—and who only seemed to despise George in return.

      

      Theo, who betrayed him.

      

      A feckless pleasure-seeker

      

      As the younger son of a spendthrift aristocratic family, Theo Caldwell may have little fortune but at least he has his freedom.

      

      After a lengthy stint abroad, seizing whatever pleasures came his way, Theo has returned to England to claim an unexpected inheritance—an inheritance he plans to sell off before returning to the Continent as soon as possible. But when Theo reluctantly attends a society wedding, his plans are thrown into disarray when George Asquith innocently stumbles upon his deepest and most dangerous secret.

      

      The passionate encounter that follows should only have happened once—George resolved long ago to bury his desires, and Theo never beds the same man twice—but somehow Theo finds himself inviting George to go with him to the dilapidated estate he has inherited, and George finds himself accepting…
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          THEO

        

      

    

    
      June 1827

      Theo Caldwell threw himself into the chair in front of his father’s desk and crossed his long legs at the ankle, leaning back. His coat, breeches and boots were spattered with mud from his morning ride over Hampstead Heath, and his father’s nose wrinkled at the sight.

      “Sometimes it is very difficult to believe that you are all of eight-and-twenty, Theobald,” Sir Peter said tightly. “You still conduct yourself like a schoolboy. How on earth did you manage to get so filthy?”

      “I’ve been riding,” Theo said cheerfully.

      “And you could not clean yourself up before attending me in my study?” His father’s tone was frosty.

      “Miller said you wanted to see me right away, but if you want me to change first—” Theo made a move to rise, but Sir Peter waved him back down.

      “You may as well sit, now that you’re here,” he said irritably.

      Theo subsided with a shrug and watched as his father reached for the half-filled decanter that always sat on his desk.

      Sir Peter glanced up at him. “Brandy?” 

      “No, thank you.”

      “You don’t mind if I do.” It was not a question. 

      Sir Peter Caldwell had reportedly been a handsome fellow in his youth but these days, he was the picture of aristocratic excess. His florid complexion and ever-increasing corpulence were testament to his love of rich food, wines and spirits, while his expensively tailored clothes spoke of his weakness for new fashions. Today he sported a mustard-yellow waistcoat and dark-blue coat that he had likely only managed to get into with the assistance of a tightly-laced corset and considerable exertion on the part of his valet. His shirt points were so high they were liable to have one of his eyes out, and his cravat was tied in an impossibly complicated and bulky knot under his heavy jowls. His thick hair—his greatest vanity, even now that the original rich chestnut colour had faded to grey—had been teased into the sort of riotous disorder that was entirely inappropriate for a man of his years. 

      Theo watched, expressionless, as Sir Peter threw back one generous measure of brandy, poured himself another, then sat back, one meaty, bejewelled hand resting on the swell of his stomach while the other cradled his deep-bowled brandy snifter. “So,” he said, “you’re back. Where have you been these last few weeks?”

      “Connelly invited me down to Devon,” Theo said, “I returned by way of Somerset. The southwest is glorious country at this time of year.” He smiled. “I don't think I spent a single day indoors.”

      “Yes, you do seem to have caught the sun rather,” Sir Peter said disapprovingly. “Honestly, Theobald, anyone seeing you now would think you’re a farmer with that complexion and those awful clothes. I wish you’d take a little more pride in your appearance.”

      Theo just grinned.

      “In any case,” Sir Peter went on, “I’m glad you're finally back in London. It’s about time you showed your face in society again.”

      “Sorry to disappoint,” Theo replied, “but I don’t plan to stay for long. I’m only back in town briefly, to attend a wedding.”

      “You,” his father said, eyebrows hitching up in disbelief. “Attending a wedding?”

      Theo grimaced. “Yes. I owe Piers Fletcher a favour. His cousin Oliver is getting married next week, and apparently, the guest list is looking a little… thin.”

      Sir Peter looked amused at that. “Ah, yes,” he said. “Young Fletcher’s engaged to the Hewitt girl, isn’t he? I believe she’s a factory heiress?”

      “Something like that,” Theo agreed, shrugging.

      “We received an invitation a few weeks ago,” Sir Peter said. Smiling, he added, “Of course, we declined. The girl’s father is in trade, for God’s sake. Bad enough that one has to see such a person at ton events.” He shuddered theatrically.

      Theo rolled his eyes. His father, though only a baronet himself, was as high in the instep as a royal duke. There was nothing he liked more than looking down his nose at someone he considered his inferior. And from what Piers had told Theo, he wasn’t the only one. The whole of the ton was taking great pleasure in turning its collective nose up at the wedding of Miss Cecily Hewitt and Mr. Oliver Fletcher.

      “And how is your friend Piers?” Sir Peter asked then. “I thought you said he was planning on joining the army?”

      Piers and Theo had boarded together at St. Dominic’s College from the age of ten, becoming firm friends after discovering a shared interest in impromptu fire-raising.

      “He was,” Theo said, “but unfortunately, he can’t afford to buy his colours.”

      Piers had been orphaned when he was very young and sent to live at the estate of his uncle, Sir Joseph Fletcher. His younger cousin Oliver—or Fletch, as he’d been known at St. Dominic’s—was the bridegroom at the forthcoming wedding. His bride, the daughter of a wealthy cit, would be bringing a generous and much-needed dowry to the family.

      “What’s he going to do then?” Sir Peter asked, frowning. “Follow in his cousin’s footsteps and find himself an heiress?”

      Theo shrugged. “He’d probably like to, but unlike Fletch, Piers doesn’t have a title to sell. I believe that's the going rate for an heiress.” Not to mention that, unlike his younger cousin, poor Piers wasn’t exactly the handsomest fellow.

      “True, the lack of a title might be something of a problem for him.” Sir Peter sighed. “But he’ll have to do something. A man can’t live on air, and the Fletchers are currently about chin high in the River Tick.”

      “He has employment now,” Theo replied. “A post at some ministry or other. One of his uncles on his mother’s side arranged it.”

      Sir Peter’s face twisted with disgust. “How perfectly dreary.”

      Theo’s father considered any form of work lowering for a member of the aristocracy. Hell, he’d think the position of Prime Minister beneath him. Not that Theo could talk. He didn’t much like the thought of sitting in some cramped little office either. In fact, it made him want to turn and run as fast as he could in the opposite direction.

      “So,” Sir Peter said, interrupting his train of thought, “if you’re not staying in London for the season after the wedding, what are you doing?”

      “I’m going back to Blackfriars.”

      “Blackfriars?” his father said, frowning. “It’s not that long since you were there. Why do you want to go back so soon?”

      Theo shrugged. “It’s not Timbuktu, Father. It’s only a week’s ride away.”

      Theo had returned to England from the Continent six months earlier to discover he'd unexpectedly inherited an estate in Wales from a bachelor uncle on his mother's side. Theo had only met Stephen Lockhart once or twice as a child, and had been astonished by the bequest. On his first visit, two months after his return to England, he'd discovered the estate comprised a decent-sized house surrounded by land which was presently divided between two tenant farmers. Compared to his father’s landholdings it was exceedingly modest, but for now it provided Theo with a small income from the rents, and when he sold it—which he hoped to do quite soon—he planned on using the money to return to his travels. 

      “But why go back at all? I mean—Wales?” His father shook his head, all peevish bewilderment. Sir Peter considered anywhere outside of London—or, at a pinch, Bath—to be deadly dull, leaving the running of his own estates entirely to his man of business. His contribution was to spend the income generated as quickly as possible, and to mortgage off parcels of the land whenever his annual income ran out. All of which meant that, when Theo’s older brother, Robin, came into the title, he would mostly inherit a considerable burden of debt.

      So, yes, Theo was quite grateful for Blackfriars, as small as it was. And if his first visit there, a few months earlier, had not exactly been a staggering success, he was determined that this one would be more productive.

      At least this time he had a clear idea of what he wanted to achieve.

      “I rather like Wales,” Theo said, in answer to his father's question. Then, purely out of devilment, he added, “I’ll probably spend more time there in the future.” The lie was worth it for the appalled look on his father’s face. Theo pressed his lips together to hide his amusement.

      “For God’s sake, Theobald! Your income from that place must be minuscule! Not nearly enough to begin to pay your own way as a gentleman, never mind take your place in society.”

      “It's enough for me to live as I want to,” Theo said lightly, thinking of the very welcome bank draft for a half year’s rents he’d returned to England to find waiting for him. “Anyway, you know I’ve no interest in taking my place in society.”

      Sir Peter snorted. “Is that so? And what will you do instead? Dress like some rustic? Visit the local inn in the evenings to drink ale with your inferiors? How on earth will you spend your days? And what young lady will take you as a husband with so little on offer? One of the milk maids? The sort of lady you should be setting your sights on will expect a house in town, not to mention servants and a carriage.”

      Theo only laughed. “As I’ve already told you many times, I have no intention of getting married.”

      “Nonsense,” his father retorted. “The trouble with you is that you believe that when you marry, all the free and easy pleasures you’ve enjoyed will be over forever.” He raised his brows at Theo, adding, “Not so. Once you find a bride, take a few years to set up your nursery, and then you can return to your old habits, if you like.”

      “As you did?” Theo put in, not much appreciating the implication of that—which was silly, because his mother wouldn’t give a hoot. She barely spoke to his father. They orbited one another like distant planets.

      Sir Peter ignored his interjection. “You should take a leaf out of young Fletcher’s book. Find yourself a rich heiress.”

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m not in possession of a title—or likely to ever inherit one.”

      “So? You’re the second son of a baronet with a lineage stretching back to William the Conqueror,” Sir Peter said, lifting his chin. “You should be able to secure a lady with a substantial dowry. Enough to set you up in comfort for life. It may not be ideal—obviously, your mother and I would far prefer that you marry a lady of quality—but sometimes one must be practical. And after all, introducing a little plain stock into a more refined bloodline often does much good—certainly for my hounds. I don’t see why people should be any different.”

      “I’m sure no heiresses would be interested in me,” Theo said firmly. “They will be searching for far richer prizes.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Sir Peter said. "With all these wealthy Cits clamouring for an entry into polite society, there must be a few young ladies of means seeking out well-born husbands this season. Imagine if you could land one like the Hewitt girl!”

      Christ, he made the poor girl sound like a prize salmon.

      “Don’t look so horrified,,” Sir Peter said, misreading his expression. “The girl may be common as brass, but apparently, she’s quite prettily behaved. Her father reportedly paid Lady Blackford a fortune to sponsor the chit. She spent a good few months learning how to behave and being kitted out by the best modistes before being introduced to society. I gather the rest of the family were kept out of the way, so as not to ruin her chances. The father practically reeks of the shop floor, and I’ve heard the stepmother can barely speak, but the girl herself isn’t horribly vulgar.” He shrugged. “If you could find one like that, with all her own teeth and young enough to breed a handful of times, you might count yourself very fortunate.”

      Theo grimaced. “Yes, well, I have no wish to beget brats, thank you. You have Robin for that, and he seems to be doing a bang-up job of it.”

      Theo’s brother, Robin, had married his exceedingly dull wife, Diana, five years previously, and they already had three boisterous male infants.

      “You have an heir and three spares, not counting me,” Theo continued. “You don’t need me to add anyone else to the line of succession—it's overcrowded as it is.” And with that, he stood up, signalling his intention to leave.

      “It’s not about heirs, Theobald,” his father said, reaching for the brandy decanter again. “Even if you do not want children, any lady whose hand you seek will do so. Children are an inescapable reality of married life, my boy.”

      “In that case it’s just as well that I have no wish to marry.”

      Sir Peter sighed. “You are being quite selfish, you know,” he said. “We could do with an heiress in the family.” Pouring himself another brandy, he added wearily, “If you’re going to see your mother, make sure you change your clothes first. She won’t be happy if you drag mud into her sitting room. She’s just had it decorated again.”

      Theo took his father’s advice. After bathing and dressing in clean clothes, he made his way to his mother’s sitting room. The last time he’d visited, it had all been black and gold, with Egyptian-inspired furnishings and wall hangings. Now all of that had been ripped out and replaced with a headache-inducing mix of duck-egg blue and saffron. 

      Lady Prudence herself, in a highly ruffled morning gown and intricate cap of lace and ribbons, was half-reclining on a duck-egg blue chaise longue. 

      “Good day, Mama,” Theo greeted her, dutifully kissing the hand she extended to him. “You are looking very elegant.”

      Lady Prudence preened complacently. She was used to compliments, having been a considerable beauty in her youth. To this day, she retained several of the admirers who had vied for her hand after her coming out. Major Harrison-Smyth, who loyally accompanied her to all the social events his father refused to attend, still appeared to be living in hope that Theo’s father would eventually do the decent thing and expire.

      “Thank you, darling,” she said sweetly. “I wish I could say the same for you, but you aren’t looking the least bit elegant. You're as handsome as ever, of course, but I do wish you’d make a little more effort with your tailoring. Not that the ladies will care when they see your other attributes.” She reached for the servants’ bell and gave it a tug. “Anyway, what are you doing back in town?”

      Theo chuckled. His mother had her faults, but she could be very amusing. “Believe it or not, I’m in town to attend a wedding. Do you know Oliver Fletcher? His father is Sir Joseph Fletcher. I was friends with his cousin Piers at school.” 

      “Oh yes indeed!” his mother said, her expression sharpening with amused interest. “I’ve heard he’s caught himself a plump little pigeon—or, more likely, was caught by one. Where’s the wedding taking place?”

      “St. George’s,” Theo said. “There’s to be a wedding breakfast after—oh, and a grand dinner at the bride’s father’s house the evening before. Father said you were invited, but he declined.”

      “Yes,” Lady Prudence said, pouting prettily, “I’m wildly curious to know what it will be like, but everyone seems to have declined, so what's one to do?”

      The footman arrived then, and Lady Prudence gave him orders to fetch a tea tray, with “some of those darling little cakes Mrs. Pike knows I like.”

      As soon as the door closed again, she turned back to Theo.

      “So, why are you going to the wedding?” she asked, arching a brow. “You always refuse to come along to entertainments when I ask you.”

       “Yes, well, society entertainments are deadly dull.”

      “And weddings are the dullest entertainments of all,” Lady Prudence pointed out drily. “So I ask again: why are you going?”

      Theo smiled ruefully. “Piers begged me—and I owe him a favour. You can blame yourself and Father and anyone else who refused the invitation. Apparently, the bride’s father isn’t at all happy about the guest numbers, so Piers and Fletch have been desperately trying to drum up everyone they know to accept.”

      Lady Prudence gave a tinkling laugh, looking positively tickled. “Oh, dear. No, I don’t suppose the father of the bride will like that at all. I did hear that he’s the worst sort of parvenu.” She sighed. “Though he is as rich as Croesus. It’s a shame you didn’t meet the girl before the Fletcher boy. She’d have taken one look at you and fallen head over heels.”

      Theo laughed and shook his head. “I think her family's more interested in the title Fletch will inherit than his comeliness.”

      “Hmmm, probably,” Lady Prudence said, sounding put out. Then she grinned wickedly. “Tell me. How is Sir Joseph coping with all of this? He must be panicking that the bride will pull out at the last minute, and they can’t have that. They need the money quite desperately, I hear.” 

      Theo could only marvel at her glee, considering how close she and his father seemed to be to a similar fate. Not that you’d guess, looking at the brand-new upholstery and silk wall hangings in this room. 

      “Piers didn’t say,” he said vaguely.

      His mother rolled her eyes. “Gosh, you men are hopeless at gossip, you really are.” After a moment, she added, “Will Lord Sherrington be rallying round too?”

      “George Asquith, you mean?”

      “Really, Theo,” his mother remonstrated. “He’s the heir to the Duke of Avesbury. You should refer to him by his courtesy title.”

      Theo just rolled his eyes. He had little patience for rank, especially when it came to someone who’d been two years below him at school.

      “I expect he’ll be there,” Theo said. "He and Fletch practically lived in each other’s pockets at school.”

      George hadn’t been one for hanging around with the other boys. He’d spent all his time with Fletch, or alone, reading. For a while, Theo had tried to encourage him to join in more with team games with the other boys and pointed out to him when he was coming across as fussy, or less than masculine. Looking back, he realised his tactless advice had probably been unhelpful, and that his sometimes joking suggestions as to how George might alter his speech and manners had likely come across as criticism. At the time, though, he’d thought he was passing on vital pearls of wisdom. 

      Strange to feel regret about that still, after all these years.

      “Well,” Lady Prudence said. “If Sherrington attends, I expect it will turn out all right. The bride’s father will probably have an apoplexy from the sheer joy of having a duke-in-waiting in attendance, and half the mamas in London will drag their daughters to the wedding simply for the chance to throw them at him—if I had a daughter, I’d certainly do so.” She gave a tinkling laugh. "The ladies are so very curious about him, you know. He’s barely been seen in society since he came of age. From what I hear, he holes himself up in that huge great house in Wiltshire, reading dusty, old Greek books and tromping around the fields in his muddy boots all day long.” She sniffed then, disapproving of this greatly. Theo’s mother was firmly of the view that eligible gentlemen had a positive duty to make themselves available to well-born young ladies in search of a husband. And they didn’t come any more eligible than George Asquith. 

      “Well, in that case I hope he does turn up,” Theo said lightly. “I might be able to slink off home early if all eyes are on him.” 

      Lady Prudence promptly rapped his knuckles with her closed fan. 

      “Ouch!”

      “You are not even to think of doing such a thing! I might not be going to this wedding myself, but I want to hear all about it. Especially how that dreadfully vulgar cit toadies up to Sherrington.” 

      But Theo wasn’t paying attention to his mother anymore. He was remembering the young George Asquith, a long-ago, sun-hazy memory. George had been playing a rare game of cricket on the school field one perfect May afternoon in Theo’s last year at school. Theo and Piers had been idly watching the younger boys’ game, lounging in the grass while they stealthily shared a flask of gin. Fletch had just been bowled out, and George had been browbeaten into going in to bat after him. 

      The day had been so warm that even George, shy and fastidious as he was, had stripped off his coat, revealing a lean frame that, while still lissom in the way of boys, hinted at the adult he was growing into. Theo vividly remembered how his dark hair had flopped over his forehead as he gripped the bat, waiting for the bowler to let the ball fly. George had never shown any particular skill at cricket before, but on that particular day, when the ball came sailing towards him, he’d hit it for six. 

      Even now, years later, Theo could still see the astonished sweetness of George’s smile after his bat cracked against the leather ball and sent it sailing off into the distance, carried away by the raucous cheers of his team mates. How he’d immediately glanced over at Fletch, his eyes bright with happiness. Theo remembered, too, the tight, unexpected pang of envy their shared look had provoked in his gut. And the strange, frightening realisation that he’d wanted George to look at him that way.

      Theo had known he liked boys before that day, but he hadn’t thought so very much of it. That was just how it was at school where there were only boys. Everyone knew that. There was a great deal of fumbling in corners and under blankets, but it didn’t mean anything. It was understood that things would change when they were men. 

      But that day… that day Theo had been unable to tear his eyes away from George’s slim, graceful body as he completed run after run, his stomach clenching with such intense want that he’d realised, appalled, that the desires that had been plaguing him these last few years were not, as he had hoped, going to be temporary. Not for him. 

      And not for George either, judging by the way he looked at Fletch. 

      Theo wondered how George felt about Fletch getting married and whether he would be coming to the wedding. Piers hadn’t seemed to know when Theo had asked him outright. He’d mumbled something about Fletch and George not being such close friends these days, and Theo hadn’t asked again.

      "Are you listening to me?”

      Theo blinked. "Sorry,” he said to his mother. “I was daydreaming.” Quickly, he changed the subject. “By the way, what’s this story I’ve been hearing about some lady being caught in a compromising position at a ball with the hostess’s footman?”

      He knew his mother would know the gossip, and sure enough, her face lit up with glee. “Oh heavens, that was such a scandal! The lady was Mrs. Philomena Lennox—not that anyone respectable would consider her a lady—and it was at a ball hosted by…” 

      Theo leaned back in his chair, only half-listening to his mother’s scandalous story as they waited for the tea tray to arrive.
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          GEORGE

        

      

    

    
      Avesbury House, Wiltshire

      George loved his home.

      Avesbury House, the ducal seat, was a sprawling hodgepodge of a place. The original house had been gradually added to over the centuries by successive dukes, and now it contained, amongst other things, a Medieval chapel, a suite of Tudor rooms with heraldic panelling, a Jacobean long gallery, and several mismatched turrets. And that was only the house. In the grounds, there was an Elizabethan walled garden, a huge kitchen garden and orchard, an Italian sculpture garden, and beyond that, a wild wood, where George and his siblings had played when they were children.

      George’s favourite spot on the whole estate was in the middle of this wood where a peaceful little pond hid, veiled by the drooping branches of a very old weeping willow. When he didn’t have estate business to deal with, George would often come here, to sit on the bank, a book in his lap. The stout trunk of the willow tree provided a comfortable backrest and its trailing foliage offered a measure of privacy.

      There was something endlessly restful about sitting there, turning the pages of his book, half-listening to the lazy drone of insects and the occasional plop of a fat frog dropping into the water.

      When he was a boy, George spent countless hours here with his favourite books. Aesop’s Fables, with its marvellously detailed wood engravings, and The Adventures of Ulysses, his mother’s last gift to him. As the years passed, he brought other books. Herodotus and Homer and Plato. And later, more prosaic volumes, about agriculture and estate management.

      Today, though, he had brought no book—only a letter, which he’d been keeping in his pocket since its arrival several weeks earlier. It was rather the worse for wear, from all the times he’d read it, the seams of each fold in the paper worn, the last fragments of sealing wax crumbled away.

      Taking it out again now, he opened it up, smoothing the slightly crumpled surface over his knee, and began to read.

      Dear Sherry,

      It feels like forever since I saw you last.

      Can you believe it’s been almost a year? I hoped you might have visited London before now, but I understand your reluctance to return to town. I’m sorry I’ve not managed to visit you in Wiltshire this year.

      The last time I wrote to you, I mentioned that I’d fixed my interest on a particular young lady. Well, I proposed to her, and she accepted me. So, you can congratulate me. I’m an engaged man.

      The young lady is Miss Cecily Hewitt. Her father owns a number of factories in the North. He has offered a generous dowry arrangement.

      Father is relieved that we’ll be able to save Dinsford Park, but every time the name ‘Hewitt’ is mentioned, his eye begins to twitch. As for Mother, she’s trying to ignore what’s happening, but it’s not very easy since Mr. Hewitt calls upon us daily to discuss wedding arrangements. He has a rather familiar manner—friendly, he would say—and when he turns his charms on Mother, she looks quite pained. It might be amusing if it wasn’t so damned awkward.

      Thankfully, I won’t have to bear this for much longer since we’re to be married on the 21st of June, here in town. On the evening before the wedding, Cecily’s family is hosting a dinner, with dancing to follow.

      I am hoping you will come, to both the dinner and the wedding. You’ll be the guest of honour—Cecily’s father is very eager to meet you. 

      Send me a note to let me know if you will come. I realise it will not be comfortable for you (for either of us), but I hope above all things that you can see your way to attending. It has been too long.

      I have missed your company.

      Your dearest friend, always, 

      Fletch

      George continued to stare at the letter after he finished reading, his gaze lingering on the familiar flourishes in Ollie’s loopy handwriting. Every time he read it, his stomach sank, and he wasn’t even sure he knew why. It was a tangle of things. Nostalgia for their boyhood closeness, sadness over painful memories of the past. Perhaps, if he was honest, some resentment too. He had not seen Ollie in a year, and in the year before that, only twice. Yet over that time, he’d received countless letters like this one, full of carefully framed sentiments. Professions of warm friendship, of missing George, but nothing ever really said outright. Just hints of wordless yearning, easily denied.

      He was becoming quite sick of how Ollie’s letters made him feel.

      Despite that, he’d carried this one around with him for weeks. It wasn’t out of indecision—he’d sent a reply the day after he received it, offering his congratulations and confirming he would attend both the wedding and the dinner. He wasn't sure why he hadn’t put Ollie’s letter away after that. Why he’d read it over and over, even though it made him feel twisted up and more angry than sad.

      George sighed. It wasn’t just Ollie’s letter making him feel this way. This whole last year had been unsettling. Not seeing Ollie was just one part of it. There was the business with his father too.

      In all the years since George’s mother's death, when he was nine years old, his father had never remarried, or shown any interest in another woman. And then, last year, quite out of the blue, he’d told George that he had a romantic companion who would be coming to live at Avesbury House.

      A man.

      Christopher Redford.

      Kit.

      George had realised, with something like dismay, that his father believed—truly believed—this news would make George happy.

      After all, his father had recently learned from George’s brother, Freddy, that George himself preferred men, and he’d wanted to reassure George. To say, Look how happy I am—how happy you can be too.

      George could remember just how his father had looked as he’d shared the news. Smiling softly, his gaze warm.

      “I’m sure you will understand my feelings better than anyone.”

      But George hadn’t understood. Not at all. He’d never experienced anything like what his father and Kit shared. All he had were memories of a few stolen kisses with his best friend and the harrowing events that had followed. A decade of guilt and longing and endless denial.

      As desperately as George’s father wanted him to be happy, George could not will himself so. And learning that he need not take a wife for the sake of continuing the family line if he did not want to was not the liberating news that his father evidently imagined it would be. In fact, since that conversation George had felt almost bereft. His plan to make that sacrifice had given his life a twisted sort of purpose. Without it, what else did he have? He didn’t have a romantic companion. Ollie’s letter was an undeniable reminder of that.

      Slowly, George folded up the letter. Tomorrow, he would leave for London. Tomorrow evening, he would meet Ollie’s betrothed. In a matter of days, the wedding would be over, and he would return here, to his quiet, unsociable life.

      Swallowing hard, he crumpled the stiff paper in his hands, balling it up before tossing it into the pond.

      For a while, it floated there, but gradually, as water seeped inside, it grew wetter and heavier, until it finally disappeared beneath the surface, and was gone.

      Above the pond, two dragonflies danced in the dappled sunlight.
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        * * *

      

      When he returned to the house, George was in need of a distraction, so he headed for the library. As he was walking past the open door of the neighbouring sitting room, someone called his name, halting him in his tracks.

      “Good afternoon, George. Would you care to join us for tea?”

      George turned to look into the room. It was Kit who had called his name, and sitting beside him, a delicate bone china cup and saucer in her hands, was Kit's friend, Clara Atkins.

      Mrs. Atkins had come to live in the village with her husband and their young son, Peter, several months before Kit himself had moved to Avesbury House. George had assumed they’d met here, but later he’d learned that Kit and Mrs. Atkins had been close friends for many years and that Kit was godfather to Peter. Indeed, Kit had provided the capital to set up the school the Atkinses had established in the village.

      George offered Mrs. Atkins a small bow. “Good afternoon, ma’am. I do hope you’re well?”

      “Good afternoon, my lord,” she returned, inclining her head. “Yes, I’m very well, thank you. A beautiful day, is it not?”

      “Quite lovely,” George agreed, his smile polite.

      “Do join us,” Kit said warmly, drawing George's attention back to him. “Cook sent us a mountain of cakes to eat, and we’re quite defeated, aren't we, Peter?”

      It was only then that George spotted the small boy sitting cross-legged on the floor, playing with a handful of tin soldiers.

      The boy looked up at this, seeming insulted. “I’m not defeated!” he protested. “I’m just having a rest.”

      “Hmm.” Kit raised his brows, but he was smiling. “But even if your mother allowed you to have another three slices of cake⁠—”

      “Which she would not,” Mrs. Atkins interrupted in a firm voice.

      “—there would still be plenty left over to share,” Kit continued.

      Peter sighed at this. “Yes,” he said sadly. “That’s true.”

      Kit returned his gaze to George who was still hovering in the doorway. “So,” he said. “Will you join us? Roberts just brought us a fresh pot of tea.”

      George didn’t really want to make polite conversation right now, but he’d been trying to make more of an effort with Kit, since it so obviously made his father happy. He knew he’d been a little standoffish with Kit when Kit had first arrived at Avesbury House—not because he disliked the man but because he was standoffish with everyone. He’d never been the sort of fellow who was easy with new people.

      Now, though, he forced himself to smile. “All right. Thank you.”

      Kit looked briefly surprised, before smiling widely. “I’ll pour you some tea.”

      While Kit busied himself pouring George’s tea, then filling a plate for him, George settled into one of the armchairs and began talking to Mrs. Atkins about how things were going with the school. She seemed content to chatter away while he ate and drank.

      After a while, Peter got up from the floor and approached Kit, whispering something in his ear. A moment later, Kit was getting out of his chair and joining him on the floor while the boy emptied a box of dominoes onto the rug.

      “Peter,” Mrs. Atkins said, a warning note in her voice. “Don’t have Uncle Kit playing dominoes all afternoon.”

      “We’ll just play best of eleven,” Peter said, not looking up from his job of turning all the dominoes over so the spots were hidden.

      “Best of five,” Kit said, with a chuckle.

      “Seven, Uncle Kit?” Peter countered hopefully.

      “All right,” Kit replied indulgently, his expression fond.

      Mrs. Atkins sighed. Then she returned her attention to George, who was setting down his empty plate. “I hear you have a rather marvellous library.”

      “Oh, yes, we’re very lucky,” he replied. “Would you like to see it? It’s just next door.”

      Her pretty face lit up. “That would be wonderful.”

      They left Kit and the boy engaged in what sounded like an exceedingly competitive game and went next door. George pointed out the different categories of books and explained how they were shelved. When she gave a shout of glee at discovering several of Sir Walter Scott’s novels, he insisted she borrow The Bride of Lammermoor, the only one she had not yet read. Then he pressed her to take The Tales of Mother Goose by Charles Perrault too, to read with Peter.

      “I loved this when I was his age,” he said, handing it to her. “I used to read it with my mother.”

      Her pretty gaze softened. “You’re very kind,” she said, cradling the books reverently. “I’ll return them next time I visit Kit.”

      “No need to rush,” George assured her, smiling. “If Peter’s anything like I was, he won’t be satisfied with reading it just once.”

      Later, after Mrs. Atkins and Peter had left, Kit said, “It was very kind of you to lend Clara the books. Particularly the Mother Goose one—I know it must be very dear to you.”

      George felt embarrassed by the praise. He did have a distant fondness for the book, but it was the memory, really, that he cherished. Knowing that Clara and Peter would share what he and his mother had shared was far more pleasing to him than hoarding the book in his library. “It’s nothing,” he said lightly. “We’re fortunate to have so many books. You must let Mrs. Atkins browse and borrow some whenever she is here.”

      Kit’s warm, approving gaze made George feel oddly shy. Clearing his throat, he got to his feet. “Well,” he said. “I think I’ll go and find a book for myself now.”

      “Before you go,” Kit said, “there was something I wanted to mention to you.”

      George stilled. “Oh yes?”

      “Yes,” Kit replied. He hesitated, then said, almost diffidently, “You’re off to London tomorrow, aren’t you? For your friend’s wedding.”

      “Yes.”

      Kit bit his lip. He looked undecided, as though unsure how to proceed. At length, he said, “I gather it’s been some time since you were in town?”

      “Over two years,” George admitted, adding with a rueful smile, “I’m not terribly interested in society events. I prefer life in the country.”

      “I can understand that,” Kit said. “I have no particular desire to return either. The thought of all that noise and stench isn’t very appealing. Still, it will be nice to see your old friends, I expect?”

      George didn’t know what to say. His friendship with Ollie had been so close, that there hadn’t been much room for anyone else. When the silence stretched, Kit cleared his throat and said, “Or perhaps you could make some new friends when you’re there. You know, likeminded fellows. In fact, that was… well, it was what I wanted to mention to you.”

      George stared at him, confused. “Likeminded fellows?” he repeated slowly. It was only as the words left his mouth that it occurred to him what Kit probably meant. Men who preferred men. Like him. Like Kit. “Oh,” he said faintly, his face heating. “I see.”

      There was an uncomfortable silence. It probably only lasted a few moments, but it felt like forever, and all the time, George could feel his face getting steadily hotter.

      Kit’s gaze was unbearably sympathetic. Tentatively, he said, “I think it might do you good to meet a few gentlemen like yourself. Other than Oliver Fletcher I mean.”

      “I wouldn’t say that Ollie and I are likeminded,” George said, acutely aware of how offended Ollie would be by such an implication.

      “No?” Kit looked doubtful. “Well, let’s not worry about that—he’s getting married after all. My real question is, would you like to meet some other fellows? Because I happen to know of a club you could visit in town where all the gentleman are… likeminded. It’s very discreet too.” After a brief pause, he added nonchalantly, “I could furnish you with an introduction, if you wanted.”

      George hesitated, intrigued despite himself. “Could you?”

      “Yes. I know the owner.” Kit darted a mischievous look at George then. “Actually, I used to be the owner. I sold up before I came to live here. It’s hellishly difficult to get in, but I do enjoy certain benefits as the founder. If I send you with an introduction, Jake will see you right.”

      “Jake?”

      “Jake Sharp,” Kit said. “The new owner.” After another long, uncomfortable pause, he added hesitantly, “It’s somewhere you could meet some other men like yourself and just, well, see what they get up to.” He smiled at what was probably an expression of utter mortification on George's face, adding, “You wouldn't have to do anything. Lots of men go just to watch.”

      George stared at Kit, trying to scramble together some kind of reply, but he didn’t know what to say.

      “Tell you what,” Kit said gently in the face of George’s obvious indecision. “I’ll arrange the introduction. You can decide whether you want to go there or not once you get to town. What do you think?”

      He thought it sounded absolutely terrifying, but somehow he heard himself say faintly, “All right.”

      Even though he couldn’t imagine ever being able to summon up the nerve to go.
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      Curzon Street, London

      George checked his reflection in the looking glass. His black-and-white evening clothes were severely elegant, and his snowy cravat was secured with a sapphire pin, the jewel so dark it was almost black. Though his stomach was churning, the man in the looking glass appeared collected, his expression cool, perhaps even a little superior.

      It was time to leave for the formal dinner Mr. Hewitt was hosting in honour of his daughter’s wedding the next day. It would be the first time George had seen Ollie in over a year, and he hated how nervous he felt. It wasn’t the anticipatory nervousness of seeing someone dear to him after a long time apart, with every expectation of joy. No, it was a sour, jagged nervousness, born of knowing he would be spending the whole evening guarding his expression and watching his tongue and worrying about what he might give away with every gesture and word and look.

      As George turned away from the glass to extinguish the lamp on the dressing room table, his eye caught on the calling card sitting on his correspondence tray. He picked it up, tracing the sharp edges of it with his fingertips. The front of the card bore the name C. M. Redford Esquire, and on the rear was a six-digit number. 

      This unprepossessing item was his introduction to Redford’s. Kit had sent a letter to the new owner in advance, providing the same number the card bore. The card was thus his key. He probably wouldn’t bother using it, but even so, he found himself slipping it into the inside pocket of his coat before he left the bedchamber.

      Like a talisman.
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        * * *

      

      By the time his carriage drew to a halt outside the substantial Marylebone townhouse of Mr. Joshua Hewitt, the bride-to-be’s father, his stomach was writhing and his breath was high and tight in his chest. 

      For a moment, he was tempted to rap the roof of the carriage and tell the coachman to take him straight back to Curzon Street. But it was too late for that. The horses had stilled in their traces, and George could hear the groom climbing down. Moments later, the carriage door opened, letting in a wash of cool, evening air.

      George climbed out and approached the impressive entrance of the substantial house. A footman in scarlet-and-gold livery greeted him with expressionless servility, opening the huge front door and ushering George into a high-ceilinged hallway. George handed his greatcoat and hat to a second waiting footman, while a third led him down a long, marble-tiled corridor towards the open double doors of a sizeable drawing room, from which the sounds of lively conversation and laughter drifted. 

      His heart began to slug with unhappy anxiety, but he kept his expression rigidly polite as he entered the room to find a score of guests gathered already. The ladies were sitting in small groups around the edges, the tall feathers in their hair bobbing as they chattered, while the gentlemen congregated in the middle of the room. 

      George’s gaze quickly found Ollie. He was standing with two older gentlemen George did not recognise, his bright, reddish-gold hair unmistakable. As George’s name was announced, Ollie’s head jerked in his direction, and their gazes caught.

      George’s stomach gave an unpleasant lurch.

      Control yourself, he thought, trying to school his features and paste on what he hoped was an acceptable social smile as Ollie raised his hand in greeting, then leaned towards his companions, his apologetic expression signalling he was making his excuses.

      George's attention was so fixed on Ollie that he startled a little when a voice to his left said, “Lord Sherrington, I presume? Welcome to my home.”

      George turned to find a genial-looking, older man standing beside him. His grey eyes were bright with intelligence, and the smooth dome of his head gleamed in the candlelight.

      “Since I am your host this evening, I hope you will permit me to introduce myself?” the man said, his smile ingratiating yet assured. “Joshua Hewitt, at your service.” He performed a too-deep bow, then added, “It is a great pleasure to make your acquaintance, my lord.” 

      George forced a polite smile. Mr. Hewitt’s fawning confidence would be regarded by many of the ton as deserving of a thorough put-down, but George had been brought up to be polite to everyone, and it was not in his nature to abuse his rank. So, he returned the man’s bow with a rather less dramatic one of his own and said pleasantly, if a little awkwardly, “The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Hewitt. Thank you for the kind invitation.”

      “Sherry!”

      This far more familiar voice had George turning to find Ollie bearing down upon him. When Ollie reached George’s side, he clapped him on the shoulder. “My word, Sherry, it’s been far too long! It’s dashed good to see you.” 

      “It’s good to see you too, Fletch,” George said, more quietly. He’d never been able to convincingly feign that bluff sort of masculinity. He usually tried to be as unobtrusive as possible, in hopes of escaping any notice. Unfortunately, being the heir to a dukedom made that rather difficult.

      Ollie’s gaze flickered between George and Mr. Hewitt. Gesturing at the older man, he said, "Sherry, may I introduce Mr. Hewitt, my fiancée’s fath⁠—”

      “No need, young man,” Mr. Hewitt interrupted in a tone that was both cheerful and, somehow, dismissive. “I introduced myself to Lord Sherrington already. Don’t believe in waiting around for someone else to make things happen. Grab the bull by the horns, that’s what I say.”

      Ollie gave a tight smile. “Quite so,” he said. And though he spoke politely enough, George could sense his resentment.

      “Well,” Hewitt said with cheerful obliviousness, “I see I have some new guests to greet, so I’ll leave you young fellows to catch up with each other’s news.” Leaning towards George, he added in a confidential tone, “I told Mulberry to place you beside me at dinner.” He winked. “I have one or two things I’m hoping to speak to you about, my lord.” And without waiting for a reply, he ambled off again, seeming very pleased with himself. 

      “Good God,” Ollie muttered, as soon as Hewitt was out of earshot. Glancing at George, he said grimly, “Sorry about that. He’ll probably embarrass you horribly over dinner, asking for all sorts of favours. The man has no idea how to conduct himself—every conversation is a damned haggle over terms.” His lip curled with distaste.

      “What sort of favours?” George asked, curious.

      “God only knows.” Ollie gave a humourless laugh. “It could be anything. He’s very ambitious, especially for his children. Richard, for example, is to become a Member of Parliament. He’ll no doubt bend your ear about that. It’s his favourite subject at the moment.”

      “His son has political ambitions?” 

      “Hardly,” Ollie scoffed. “The boy’s only four years old. All he’s interested in is tin soldiers and pudding, but his life’s being planned out well in advance.” 

      “I see,” George replied, blinking at this news. “Well, I daresay I can put up with listening to Mr. Hewitt’s ambitions for the duration of one dinner.” It would hardly be the first time. George was used to people toadying up to him to gain his favour—and at keeping them at a polite distance as they did so. It would be tiresome to be subjected to it throughout tonight's dinner, but he could deal with Hewitt. 

      Ollie glanced at him, one eyebrow hitching up. “I see you’re still too courteous for your own good,” he said. His tone was light, and it wasn’t anything he hadn’t said before, but George felt a stab of annoyance at his words.

      Could Ollie not even have waited five minutes before criticising him?

      As soon as the thought came, he felt a faint stab of guilt. Mildly he said, “You know me. I try to be polite to everyone.” 

      Ollie gave an exasperated little sigh. “Yes, yes, I know. Your mother brought you up to be a paragon of virtue. Is this the part where you tell me the story about your nurse?”

      George blinked at him, feeling stupidly wounded. He was probably being over-sensitive, but his memories of his mother were precious to him, and the story Ollie had mentioned so glibly was something George thought of often. He’d been six or seven at the time, and his mother had overheard him being rude to his nurse. She’d chided him in her firm but gentle way, telling him that it was inexcusable to be rude to servants and a mark of poor character. It had been the smallest of domestic episodes, but in his mind, it had grown into something almost mythical, an example of what he had childishly thought of as his mother’s shining goodness.

      Suddenly, he found himself wishing he’d never shared that memory with Ollie.

      Perhaps Ollie saw something of his thoughts. All at once, his expression changed, his brows drawing together. “Come now, George,” he said, his tone cajoling. “Don’t huff. You know I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” Nudging George with his elbow, he added, “You oughtn’t to be so sensitive. I was only funning.”

      George resisted the urge to apologise. “I’m fine,” he lied. “Anyway, aren’t you going to introduce me to your bride-to-be?”

      Ollie gave a half-smile. “I suppose I ought. Come on.” He set off across the drawing room, leaving George to follow in his wake, coming to a halt on the other side of the drawing room, in front of two ladies who were sitting together. One of them was a notable beauty, with rich golden hair and strikingly dark blue eyes, though her pink gown was rather bright and fussy. The other lady was younger and no match for her companion in beauty. She was dressed more tastefully, though, in a shimmering silver-and-white evening gown, and her grey eyes were intelligent. This, George deduced, was Miss Cecily Hewitt.

      Ollie addressed the beauty first. "Mrs. Hewitt,” he said smoothly, gesturing at George. “May I introduce my friend, Lord Sherrington, heir to the Duke of Avesbury?” 

      George bent over Mrs. Hewitt’s hand. She must be Miss Hewitt’s stepmother, since this woman could not be above thirty.

      “Good evening, ma’am,” he murmured as he straightened. "It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      Mrs. Hewitt flushed nearly as pink as her dress and mumbled something that George couldn’t quite make out. Despite her beauty, she appeared very shy.

      “And this is Miss Cecily Hewitt,” Ollie continued, gesturing at the younger woman. “My betrothed.”

      “Miss Hewitt,” George murmured, bowing in her direction. “It is an honour.”

      Miss Hewitt’s smile was demure. “The honour is all mine, my lord.”

      George inclined his head, then turned back to Mrs. Hewitt. “You have a lovely home, ma’am.”

      She managed a wavery smile at the compliment and a nod but made no comment in return. 

      Miss Hewitt appeared embarrassed by her stepmother’s silence. Brightly, she said, “I’m so glad you came this evening, my lord. Fletcher speaks of you all the time!”

      “Not all the time, my dear!” Ollie said repressively, his colour heightening. It did not suit him to blush, the pink clashing rather badly with his reddish-gold hair.

      The girl flushed and bit her lip. “I only meant that I know you are great friends,” she said, her gaze begging Ollie’s approval.

      In that moment, George felt a strange sort of comradeship with her. He was trying to think of something to say to lighten the moment when Ollie suddenly glared, his attention captured by something behind George. “What on earth is he doing here?”

      George glanced over his shoulder, and when he saw who stood in the doorway, his heart began to slug in his chest. 

      Theo Caldwell. 

      The last time George had seen him was the day Theo had discovered George and Ollie kissing behind the stables at Dinsford Park. Theo’s obvious shock at the sight of them had been bad enough, but neither George nor Ollie had imagined he would actually tell anyone what he'd seen. Yet he’d done just that. When Ollie’s father had returned to the estate from town a few days later, he’d ambushed them in exactly the same place, apoplectic with rage. George had been sent home, and Ollie had received a vicious thrashing.

      After that, everything had been different. Ollie himself most of all.

      And now Theo had the gall to turn up at Ollie's wedding celebration? As though he wasn't the reason Ollie had been beaten so badly he’d been confined to his bed for days after?

      George tried not to look at Theo Caldwell, but the man drew his gaze like a magnet. It had been a decade, but he didn’t look so very different from their school days. Older, yes. He was a man full grown now. But he still had that wide, infectious smile, and that mischievous glint in his eye.

      The worse of it was, Theo had always been one of the nicer older boys at school. He’d teased George and was always telling him to be more manly and less fussy, but he wasn’t nasty about it. Just exasperated. For a few years, George had been secretly quite infatuated with Theo. Which was probably why his betrayal had been so painful.

      “Who is that?” Miss Hewitt asked Ollie. 

      “Theobald Caldwell,” Ollie said through gritted teeth. “Younger son of Sir Peter Caldwell. He’s my cousin Piers’s friend from school.”

      “Your cousin who grew up with you?”

      “Yes—Piers and Caldwell are two years older than Sherry and I,” Ollie said. “We were all four of us at St. Dominic’s.”

      Miss Hewitt sighed. “You’re very fortunate. I used long for a brother or sister to play with when I was small.” She glanced at her stepmother, adding with a slightly forced smile, “Of course, I have the little ones now.” Mrs. Hewitt smiled politely.

      “Piers was awfully good fun when we were boys,” Ollie said, a corner of his mouth hitching up, almost reluctantly. “Wasn’t he, Sherry?”

      George nodded. “Yes, summers at Dinsford Park were always tremendous.”

      Glancing at Miss Hewitt, Ollie said, “Over the summers, Piers and I were allowed to have a school friend each to visit for a few weeks. Piers would always have Caldwell, and I’d have Sherry.”

      “That sounds nice,” Miss Hewitt said, a little wistfully.

      “Oh, yes,” Ollie said. “Endless japes, wasn’t it, Sherry?”

      It really had been.

      Not that George said as much. He just smiled and murmured, “Oh, yes, endless.”

      Those early summers had been particularly memorable, when Piers and Theo used to spend the long days with him and Ollie. Back then, George had cherished almost any attention he got from the older boy he secretly hero-worshipped. But once Piers and Theo reached the grand old age of sixteen, they’d decided that Ollie and George were too young to be allowed to hang on their coattails. They’d begun sneaking off to drink cider and flirt with the village girls, sending George and Ollie away whenever they tried to follow.

      And then Ollie had begun to look at George differently, and everything had changed.

      Just then, George noticed a familiar figure—Piers Fletcher—striding across the drawing room towards Theo.

      “Caldwell!” he called, having evidently just caught sight of his old friend. “Good to see you, man!” George watched the two men greet one another, but, as always, it was Theo rather than Piers to whom George's gaze was drawn. Piers was a perfectly pleasant-looking gentleman, but Theo was handsome, tall and broad with thick chestnut hair and a wide, glinting smile like a gentleman pirate. Watching him now, George felt all of fifteen years old again.

      How mortifying.

      Theo and Piers spoke for a few moments, then, much to George’s dismay, Piers gestured in George and Ollie’s direction, and Theo turned towards them. 

      Alarmingly, his gaze went straight to George, and for a long, airless moment, their gazes tangled before Theo inclined his head briefly in acknowledgement. George swallowed, hard. His heart was racing, and his stomach twisted with an unfamiliar excitement he had not felt for a long, long time.

      Several beats passed before he realised, quite suddenly, that he'd forgotten to keep his expression under control. Panic gripped him at the realisation, and he looked sharply away, schooling his features into impassivity as he wondered whether any of his thoughts had shown on his face. Christ, he hoped not. He mustn't let himself lapse like that. He was not a giddy schoolboy any more, overwhelmed by his forbidden attraction to an older, and decidedly uninterested, boy. 

      He must make sure that when he spoke to Caldwell—as he must surely do at some point this evening—there was no trace of that overeager boy.

      Only the composed, polite gentleman he had striven to become.
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