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Once more, for Ellie and Alexandra, for making the very first set of stories such fun, and for everyone who wanted more!

Content warning: contains discussion of loss of parents and also briefly of self-harm—it’s a misunderstanding, in that the character in question hasn’t in fact done what the other two think he has, but they are worried and they do talk about it.
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May 1816

Ashley Linden, Duke of Auburndale, had too much to do. Ordinarily Ash did not mind being busy, but the specific obligations in question were demanding, and complicated, and tangled into difficult emotions. He missed simplicity. Particularly today, this week, these moments.

He touched the architectural plans strewn across his desk, in the town house’s sunlit airy study. He traced the proposed new wing and renovations for the country house, thinking about books, manuscripts, scrolls. Greek and Latin. That translation work on the new edition of Martial’s epigrams. His own upcoming public lecture for the Royal Antiquarian Society. No. Focus. “We do need the temperature to be as controlled as possible. Not too warm, and certainly not damp.”

“We can do that.” Colin Bradford sounded confident; he might be young, but he’d trained under the famous country-house designer James Wyatt, and he had boundless enthusiasm as well as thorough commitment to up-to-the-minute conveniences like fully plumbed bathrooms and systems for circulating heated or cooled air. Ash, being firmly in agreement that properly flushing toilets were worth the expense, had liked Colin from the first proposal.

That did not mean the aforementioned expense was insignificant. He sighed. “How much?”

Colin told him. Ash winced.

That was part, though not all, of the overwhelming onslaught. He had never expected the title nor the responsibilities; he’d been almost perfectly happy teaching Greek and Latin rhetoric and poetry to undergraduates at Oxford, living on a staircase full of history and anchors, losing himself in metaphor and allusion and ancient worlds and words, a quiet bursting joy of comprehension like the roll and swell of a wine-dark sea. He had not expected his aunt and uncle to pass away—young, and suddenly—and though he’d known in a distant sort of way that he was the heir, he’d assumed it was temporary, as surely Uncle Francis and Aunt Celia would have children and the title would descend that direction. He had never planned for himself to be the next duke.

Almost perfectly happy, he’d been. Of course he’d also been in love with Blake Thornton, his best friend: watching hopelessly and from a wild longing distance, while Blake ran off to Italy and Egypt and Canada and the Amazon, having adventures, exploring, writing books that made him a celebrated star in the firmament of Society. Ash—awkward, thin, overly passionate about books, often ill—had known that Blake was too vibrant, too daring, too elemental, to want him in turn.

He’d been wrong about that. And then it had turned out that Blake’s large adventurer’s heart had room for so much, and Ash himself could want so much too, more than he’d ever known, which was why the third support of their glorious triad, the deliciously handsome and commanding Doctor Cameron Fraser, was presently reading a medical journal upstairs in the bedroom, because Ash had said this meeting wouldn’t take long.

Sometimes he barely believed it: himself, still persistently clumsy and thin and knowledgeable about the present state of classical scholarship but not at all about mountain-climbing or saving dangerously-near-death clients, in a partnership with Blake and Cam.

Sometimes he did not believe it. That was part of the tender bewildered ache behind his heart: the knife-point that occasionally twisted and sharpened with longing even when he was looking across a room at both the men he loved.

He considered the estate accounts instead. They gazed up limpidly. Colin, being a tactful young architect and no doubt also aware of the ducal title on the other side of the desk, stayed quiet and let Ash think.

He was not the best with finances—not incompetent at mathematics, but the subject had never interested him, and his previous Oxford fellow’s stipend had not had much room for extravagances—and Blake had, unasked, taken over the accounts one day. Of course he had, Ash thought with fondness, with that twisting small nameless pain. One more thing Blake and Cam did, that he himself could not.

The numbers in front of him, in Blake’s neat hand, suggested that, yes, the Auburndale estate could afford the proposed improvements, but it’d be a narrow margin. The wool market was good, and so had the harvests been; but Uncle Francis had laid out significant sums before his death, upon expenses ranging from the new carriage to landscape improvements at the country house to the latest fashionable furniture for this town house. Francis and Celia Linden had expected to enjoy those improvements for years to come. Instead, thanks to that vicious violent illness battering through their home, they had had no time at all.

Ashley, eighteen months ago, had been in the midst of a tutoring session with the more promising undergraduates. The note had arrived in a flurry of everyone’s curiosity, black-edged, astonishing.

He did try to be good at his position. He’d always tried to be good at all his responsibilities.

Fortunately he’d never cared about having the most up-to-the-minute clothing, or expensive stables and horse-racing, or keeping a mistress. The first two meant that he did not have to spend the money; the third also meant that, but that was less about the expense and more about love, and being beloved.

The breezy sunlight of the May afternoon drifted like lace over his desk, weightless. Like a lack of promises, a fleeting bolt out into open blue skies and fair weather, a book by a lake while time slipped away.

He said, to Colin, “Very well, I’ll approve it, but please don’t go over that budget without consulting me; I do want this, though.” He did. So much.

A great library, a treasure-trove. An antiquarian’s haven, a place Ash hoped other scholars would come to spend time. A home for Blake’s collection of artifacts and journals, and Cam’s extensive and painstaking medical research. A community, if he could hope for that: he might’ve been pushed out of the halls of Oxford and into the peerage, but he was still himself, and he wanted that world of erudite discussion and poetry and argument over whether a Latin verb might be best translated as show or reveal, given the nuance.

Colin glowed with eagerness, having acquired a duke as a client, and promised to begin work straight away. Ash smiled back, and nodded along with every enthusiastic proposal.

* * * *
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After, wandering up to the pretty cream-and-blue-papered bedroom, Ash opened the door himself—footmen sometimes lurked around, but he was not used to that, and had told them so—and stopped, struck by vibrant beauty.

Those solid shoulders, that silver-flecked red hair. The casually powerful pose, as Cameron Fraser occupied a chair and a whole room just by existing in it. In control, with that physician’s authority and simply because he was Cam and he knew how to give orders.

The whole composition was a poem. The deep strong hues of him, the shape, against the delicate patterns of the papered walls, the graceful lines of the furniture. A study in contrasts. A couplet. Ash lingered in place, thinking about rhymes and rightness.

Cam had looked up when the door had opened, and now put the medical journal aside on a spindly-legged writing-desk. Dressed for the evening’s literary reception, in mostly sober colors but with an unobtrusively emerald waistcoat a few shades darker than his eyes, he looked like the mature and Town-polished version of every dashing Scottish Highlander a younger Ash might’ve had daydreams about. “Everything go well, then?” The Edinburgh warmth bronzed that voice with stories, with history, with fortress-towers and wild banks of heather.

“Well enough,” Ash agreed, coming over, wanting to be kissed, inordinately pleased when Cam got up to draw him in close and kiss him. Sweetness and command: yes, yes. He licked his lips, after. “I mostly just agreed to everything.”

“Did you have Blake—”

“—send over the most up to date wool figures? Yes.” He curled up into the other blue-and-cream-striped chair, and accepted tea when handed it. The question stung like the heat against his hands, but only mildly so. “We can afford it.”

“You know I’ll help,” Cam said, “and Blake, too—we are, in any case, as patrons for your library—”

“I know. But you both already have done that, and Blake is still paying for his father’s attempts to ruin the Wildborough estate, and you left your old practice and your clients and came down here to start over, and of course you’ve already got new clients, myself and the Duke of Straithern and all of David’s friends, but I do know that costs you something. Starting over.” He had not meant to say it so bluntly. New lives, changes, had been on his mind. He had a sip of tea, steadying.

Cam’s eyes narrowed. “Everything we have is yours, too, lad. The same way you offer it all for us.”

“You, of yourself, create a Rome for me,” Ash quoted lightly back at him. “So rare, so sweet, your flavor—apologies, I’ve had Martial’s poetry on my mind all day. Accurate as that line is, for you. Should I get dressed?”

“Yes, unless you’re going to our Blake’s event in a shirt with ink on the cuff. Don’t tell me Young Baynes let you have a meeting with your architect like that.”

Young Baynes was at the moment Ash’s valet-in-training. As the butler’s son, and previously a footman, he was new to the valet position; but that was all right, because Ash was new to having a valet in any case. He protested, “No, that was while I was waiting for the architect; I had an idea about rhyme schemes. Will we be late, if I change?”

“No, we’ve a few minutes to spare.” Cam had carried on scrutinizing him, with a physician’s insight. “Headache?”

“No, not as such.” He did on occasion get them—the lightning-spike blinding-light kind—but this wasn’t that. “Just an extensive dosage of architectural diagrams.” That was not a lie. They did not lie to each other.

He couldn’t say what he was thinking, though. It wasn’t even a fully formed thought: only one more twisting shark’s-fin under the water. He adored Cam: such responsibility, such mature confidence, such a big once-wounded heart, now opened up again after terrible sorrow. That’d taken so much strength; Ash was privately unsure he’d be as strong, if he ever lost the loving pillars of his life.

He also knew that, of the balancing legs of their committed small tripod, he knew Cam the least: only a couple of months, most of which had been fraught with emotion, illness and recovery and a moving in together and a falling head over heels.

He did not doubt his own feelings. He would choose this, if he could, forever. But he understood that Blake and Cam had been lovers first, while Ash had been only Blake’s friend, for years, and never let into the darkly shimmering net of pleasure and dominance and submission.

He supposed that Cam likely felt something similar, regarding Ash and Blake’s years of friendship and shared memories—but it was not the same. It could not be. Not when they both tended to treat him as if he needed reminders about warm coats or assistance with estate management or functioning properly outside the cloistered halls and staircases of academia.

He was technically the youngest, though he and Blake were both twenty-eight, the same age—almost precisely, within a week—and yes, Cam was nine years older; and yes, Blake had traveled the world and written wildly popular memoirs about those travels, while Ash had stayed in Oxford and read the ancient Greeks and Romans with sheer hungry bibliophilic delight. He understood that too.

He had been thinking a fair amount about death, lately. Not about himself—though sometimes the incapacitating headaches felt like such—but about his loves, and his family. They’d nearly lost Blake to a tropical fever, two months ago. His aunt and uncle, also illness. His parents, when he’d been only seventeen, in that boating accident.

The anniversary of that occasion swirled blackly on the horizon, in three days’ time: the date precisely a week before he’d have to give the Antiquarian Society lecture. He did not think Blake remembered the exact day of the loss, though Blake did pay attention to the season and the general timing; Cam would not know, because Ash hadn’t said. The topic had not arisen.

But that storm-cruel day had happened eleven years ago, and today he was the Duke of Auburndale, and he had two accomplished and brilliant lovers whom he could not let down. They already considered him the least capable; he would do nothing to make himself more of a burden.

He put the tea down, half-finished. “I’ll find a shirt, then, shall I?”

“Wait,” said Cam, getting up. “You look tired.”

Oh. Drat. Ash made himself laugh, lightweight and luminous; he got up as well, rumpling his hair, not missing the way Cam’s eyes tracked the motion, long fingers through pale blond. Both Cam and Blake had said it before: like starlight, elfin, pretty. If they wanted to think so about him, he did not mind, though he did not think starlit elves would trip over their own boots or put an elbow on a still-wet translation.
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