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      Jade Bulgarelli kept his chin high, his pace firm and his expression blank as he marched out of his uncle's mansion. Uncle Badr, properly Lord Badr Castle, remained the biggest fool that Jade had ever had the misfortune to deal with. He would be glad to see the back of Uncle Badr.

      Not that this very public parting of ways had any chance of severing the relationship between them. Uncle Badr's ferocious desire of respectability colored his every interaction to the point that he'd adopted and then rejected a dozen different heirs in an effort to find someone other than Jade to give his position, money and lands to. The latest, Phoenix Tanzer, was nursing a decidedly broken jaw under the auspices of the local constabulary after he'd attempted to force young Chas Abaddon into marrying him.

      That…

      His studied indifference to the shame of being thrown out nearly cracked as Jade considered Chas standing next to his mother's very discreet carriage outside the front door. While Chas had the face of a baby, the mannerisms of a cloistered nun and the voice of an angel, he had been both the instrument of Phoenix's fall and of Jade's public falling out with Uncle Badr.

      "Are you all right?" Chas asked the instant Jade set foot on the front stairs. "Goodness, I've been so worried about you! Mother said that you're welcome to stay with us for as long as you need. It's the least we can do after you rescued me from Phoenix."

      Chas' deep brown eyes looked sincerely distressed as clasped his hands in front of his cravat as if he was praying. Between those limpid eyes, the mop of artful brown curls and his delightfully cinnamon-cream skin that showed every single blush Chas was innocent temptation personified. The blushes were especially hard to resist.

      Like the one that crept across Chas' cheeks while Jade stared at him.

      "Thank you," Jade said once he realized that staring at Chas wasn't enough for any sort of a conversation, much less one playing out in front of Uncle Badr's servants, the random populace passing by and Lady Abaddon's quite amused carriage driver. "I'm fine. I do appreciate this but you hardly need to--"

      "Nonsense," Chas declared before Jade could say another word. "Mother won't hear of you being turned out into the street for doing something so noble. The shame of it! Father would simply expire with horror if he knew that there was any chance of your being turned away."

      He seized Jade's elbow, dragging him towards the carriage which stood with the door open and Jade's luggage, a single trunk full of clothes and three full of books, already loaded on top. Despite being half a foot taller than Chas, Jade found himself propelled straight into the carriage as if he was light as a feather.

      Chas followed him into the carriage, shut the door and within moments they were rolling. Jade blinked. Where Uncle Badr's horsemen just that bad or were Lady Abaddon's that good? He couldn't tell.

      "That went well," Chas said. "I think we set exactly the right tone though the staring did go on a bit longer than it should have. No matter. I'm sure people will find all sorts of lovely explanations for why you'd stare at someone like me."

      He laughed, low and wicked as he stretched on the seat opposite Jade. The movement was as sinuous as any dancer back in the Orient where Jade had been born. As slender as Chas was, he'd make a superlative dancer. The curls would only intrigue people though he would be limited in some of the more dramatic hair flips that Jade had learned while young.

      "Why would anyone not stare at you?" Jade asked.

      "Well, really, I'm hardly something to appeal to the eye," Chas said. His eyes went wide. That bow-shaped mouth opened temptingly. The innocence of that look was so very deceptive because the next moment Chas snorted. "I'm short, too slender for any sort of fashion and have an appalling baby face, Jade."

      Jade shook his head, then grabbed the strap as they rushed around a corner far too quickly. "Your driver is sober, isn't he?"

      "Oh, I seriously doubt that," Chas said with such a lack of concern that Jade found himself appalled despite Chas' casual wave and gentle smile. "Kelley is terribly good at driving but he's rarely ever sober. Usually only for Spring Fast. Terrible time to be around him. He's so cranky every year. I suggested that he give up sex for Fast but he refused outright."

      "That's… understandable," Jade said even though his stomach lurched alarmingly as they went around another corner too quickly.

      Chas' eyes lit up with laughter. "Mother said that I was a little fool for even suggesting it. I've asked her again and again if Kelley was my sire but she refuses to tell me who did the deed. Father says that it's none of my business one way or the other. He also went off on a long off-color rant about how vital sex was to a person's health but I shan't repeat that. Father was fairly deep into his cups at the time."

      The carriage, blessedly slowing as they reached a busy bit of the city, lurched in a pothole that jarred Chas badly enough that he grabbed for his strap rather than continuing to boggle Jade's mind. Yes, certainly, Jade was aware that the Abaddon reputation for honesty, kindness, truth and honor were manufactured out of whole cloth. He could hardly miss it after getting a lapful of Chas sobbing and carrying on about Phoenix's attempts to rape him at Uncle Badr's last ball.

      And yes, Lady Abaddon had been quite gleeful about explaining her efforts to clean up her family's reputation through a series of carefully calculated threats, extensive blackmail and sizeable payouts to the correct people. Far be it for Jade to disparage her work when his uncle refused to do the same. Of course, Uncle Badr refused to spend a penny unless he'd get three out of the bargain so it wasn't too surprising that his results were less than effective.

      Jade licked his lips. Then bit his tongue against the urge to tell Chas that he could be dropped off anywhere. He still wasn't at all sure about Lady Abaddon's decision that a brief flirtation between himself and Chas would be the perfect cure for Jade's lack of respectability. It seemed logical when Chas and Lady Abaddon discussed it at the ball, the two of them laughing over Uncle Badr's gullibility, but now?

      Now it felt like madness.

      No matter how gullible Uncle Badr was, or how society enjoyed gossiping about each other, Jade didn't think he could follow through on this plan. There was nothing casual about his attraction to Chas.

      Chas laughed as the carriage picked up speed again, sliding on the leather seat until he reached the end of his grip on the strap. Another turn had him sliding back towards the door with a delighted grin that made Jade's trousers go tight.

      "We're getting close to home," Chas declared.

      "How can you tell with the curtains shut?" Jade asked. Even bracing is feet and his free hand didn't help keep him in place on his seat.

      "Goodness, as if I haven't felt the road a thousand times," Chas said. He snorted at Jade's noise of dismay. "Truly. Kelley always speeds up as we get home. He likes to give the horses a bit of a run every time he takes them out and our home is so far from the fashionable part of town that the streets clear up. It's lovely fun. Brace yourself, we've three fast turns again."

      'Fast turn' was damning with faint praise. Kelley whipped the horses into a run and took the first turn so quickly that Jade felt the carriage tip up on two wheels as it careened around the corner. The second was faster, if longer and less square, and again they teetered on the edge of disaster. The third turn was hard enough that Chas lost his grip on the strap.

      He shot towards the other wall, laughing.

      Instinct won over common sense. Jade reached out as Chas shot by and grabbed his jacket front. A quick tug had Chas tumbling into Jade's lap with a surprised gasp that did nothing for Jade's too-tight trousers. Chas grinned a moment later, flinging his arms around Jade's neck as the carriage slowed and stopped, horses stamping and blowing loudly.

      "I'll have to tell Kelley to always drive us fast if that's your response," Chas said.

      His nose wrinkled as he giggled at Jade's groan. Before Jade could reply that no, most certainly not, Kelley was not going to drive that quickly with him in the carriage ever again, Chas pressed a kiss to Jade's lips.

      Where his face was innocent as a baby's, Chas' kisses were the stuff of dreams. Decidedly sexual dreams. No innocent peck, Chas kissed Jade as if he intended to strip them both naked right there in the carriage. His fingers ran through Jade's plain, straight hair, trailed along Jade's narrow jaw. Chas hummed against Jade's lips before pulling back. His eyes sparkled with mischief.

      "Better," Chas said. "Our first kiss was much less satisfying than that one."

      Then he was off Jade's lap and down the carriage stairs with a breezy word of thanks to Kelley who grinned at Jade knowingly once Jade managed to turn his way. Kelley laughed. Yes, there was the waft of booze that one expected from a drunk, carried to Jade on Kelley's breath. Jade sighed.

      "Is he always like that?" Jade asked before easing his way out of the carriage and down onto solid ground. Blessed solid ground, finally.

      "The kid?" Kelley asked. He laughed and whacked a ham-sized hand against Jade's spine. "Oh yeah, he's always been a bit of a tease. Gets it from that mother of his, I think. She's a lovely piece, let me say."

      "No, let us not say," Jade replied firmly enough that it should've shut Kelley up entirely. "I most certainly do not need to know that."

      Kelley just laughed. "Eh, you'll get used to it, boyo. Head on inside. I'll get the boys to bring your things in to you in a moment. They're too heavy for an old man like me to lift."

      Given that three of the four trunks held nothing but books, that was… eminently reasonable, for all that Jade wanted to supervise his belongings from carriage to their new home. Jade looked up at the trunks, all of them spelled to resist moisture, mold and thievery. They would be fine. It could flood and his precious books wouldn't be harmed at all.

      Jade nodded, lips pursed. "That's. Acceptable. I suppose."

      "Go on, boyo," Kelley said a good bit more kindly. "Get in there. Chas is a good one. He'll take care of you well and frankly, it'd do him some good to have someone to settle him down. We all fuss over him a bit too much but he needs it. I think you might be just the one to help him find his way."

      His hand was heavy and oddly comforting on Jade's shoulder. A gentle push started Jade's feet even though his brain was highly reluctant to leave his books behind. The clothes were no issue. It was the books that mattered.

      "Welcome to Abaddon Manor, Master Bulgarelli, " a portly servant with a bald head and an ankle-length skirt that was buoyed out by at least six petticoats declared once Jade approached the front steps. "I am Blair Agli, the Head Housekeeper. I'll show you to your suite. Lady Abaddon has requested that Chas speak with her immediately upon arrival. Supper is in one hour. I expect you'd like to get cleaned up beforehand. We all know what Kelley's driving is like when Master Chas is in the carriage."

      Jade tried to find something better to say before sighing. "I think I'm glad that it is just Chas. That was rather horrifying."

      "It always is," Blair said in a long-suffering tone that suggested that he? She? Jade wasn't sure. They. They'd been through far too many of Kelley's driving escapades in their life.

      Where Uncle Badr's mansion had every wall and surface painted in light creams, whites and blues, Abaddon Manor was mostly paneled in natural wood that had been polished to a high gleam. The fairy lights placed strategically along the hallway and up the stairs gave plenty of light. Jade could see everything he passed, from the lusciously thick wool carpet under his feet that was decorated with cherubs and pudgy farm animals to the many oil paintings of farms, ocean scenes and gardens on the walls.

      Castle Mansion was cold, impersonal, mathematically precise in every detail both because of Uncle Badr's insistence on propriety and Ms. Klimy's ruthlessness in maintaining everything. Abaddon Manor had a sort of casualness and comfort that Jade hadn't seen since he left home. His rooms on the third floor in the west wing, a full suite with a private bath, sitting room and an enormous bedroom with a bed fit for six to share, relaxed something inside Jade that he hadn't realized was tense.

      "Do make yourself comfortable, Master Bulgarelli," Blair said. "I'll see your things are brought up right away."

      "Thank you," Jade said. He bit his lip and then nodded to Blair. "Please, call me Jade."

      Blair's smile wrinkled their face up delightfully. "Certainly, Master Jade. Welcome to the Manor."
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