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      LONDON – MARCH, 1832

      There were three things Cecil Mackworth, Viscount Thurleigh, loved more than anything else in the world—his membership at White’s and the society it brought him, an exceptionally tailored suit, and a sweet, firm arse, particularly when it was accompanied by a fetching young man with a certain sparkle in his eyes.

      Cecil practically hummed with delight to have found all three of those things at once on a cold and rainy afternoon in the early spring. His suit was of the finest quality that Mr. Wilkes, his tailor, had ever produced, the conversation he’d just come from with his father and brother, Miles, and half a dozen other peers of the realm had been rousing and enlivening, and the come-hither look that Christopher, one of White’s footmen, had given him that had led Cecil to discreetly follow the alluring young man out of the room and around the corner to a small, unused parlor had his blood flowing.

      “I knew you were in the game,” he murmured to Christopher as he backed the man into one of the room’s shady corners. “I’ve seen it in your eyes these many weeks now.”

      “Yes, my lord,” Christopher replied breathlessly.

      The poor man was tense, but Cecil understood why better than most. Christopher’s position at White’s would likely be in jeopardy if his superiors detected so much as a hint of musk on him. So Cecil promised himself he would be careful.

      He unbuttoned the fetching man’s livery jacket, then slid his hands over Christopher’s torso, all while inching closer to his mouth and gazing into the young man’s wide eyes. There was so much untapped desire there, and Cecil reveled at the idea that he might be the first to unleash it.

      He pressed closer to the man still, rounding his hands down to fill his palms with Christopher’s arse, and inclining his hips so that the two of them could feel the hardness of their cocks through each other’s trousers. And Christopher was every bit as aroused as Cecil was. That much was undeniable.

      Cecil would remember that later, when everything that came next flew into his memories to haunt him.

      He slanted his mouth over Christopher’s gently panting one and drank in the sweet uncertainty of the footman’s lips. Christopher groaned and closed his eyes as Cecil explored his timid mouth with his tongue. He could feel the young man melting into his touch and his kiss, could feel how tempted the footman was, so he pressed on.

      While still kissing Christopher, Cecil brought his hands around front to undo the fastenings of both his trousers and Christopher’s. Once he had his loose and sagging around his hips, he caught one of Christopher’s hands and brought it to his pulsing cock. Christopher moaned into his mouth, and all it took was a few, guided strokes with his hand over the young man’s to teach him how to touch.

      Christopher continued the action very much of his own accord, exploring Cecil’s prick eagerly and making Cecil groan with expectation in return. At the rate the young man was going, Cecil would spend in no time. But perhaps that was what was needed for this first encounter of what he hoped was many.

      He dug Christopher’s stiff cock out of his livery trousers and fondled it with practiced skill that had the young man whimpering into his mouth as their kissing continued. The wetness forming over Christopher’s tip and the young man’s inability to catch his breath was all the proof Cecil needed that he wanted what Cecil had to give. And yes, perhaps Cecil was a shameless rake for seducing a White’s footmen in the middle of the afternoon, but it was clear that they both wanted it, and it had been a while since—

      “What the devil is going on in here?” Cecil’s father’s voice boomed into the room, hitting Cecil like a wall of icy water had smashed into him.

      As he yanked back and whipped to face the doorway, Lord Galveston—his father’s closest friend and one of the senior members of White’s—growled in disgust and said, “You see? I told you. And he did not even need much coercion to be led into this disgusting display of perversion.”

      For all of three seconds, Cecil was certain his father and Lord Galveston were speaking about Christopher. Until one of the two other men with them, Lord Plassey, pulled himself up into a stiff posture and said, “Thank you, Christopher. Your part in this has been noted and your duty discharged. I am only sorry that you had to put your person into such peril, but your sacrifice will be rewarded.”

      “Yes, my lord,” Christopher mumbled, lowering his head. He tucked his still noticeably hard cock back into his trousers, send Cecil a guilty look, then rushed forward.

      By the time Christopher made it to the other men, his guilt had turned into a perfect imitation of revulsion. He glared at Cecil and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand before turning to smile obsequiously at the gentlemen before dashing from the room.

      The only thing worse than the betrayal Cecil felt was the deep embarrassment at his own, aroused state. He rushed to tuck himself away and to fasten his trousers so that he did not make an obscene picture as he faced his father. God! His father!

      “This is not what it seems,” he said. Lied, really. It was precisely what the glowering, sneering men in front of him likely thought it was.

      Lord Galveston snorted. “Seducing maids I could understand. I might even approve of it, depending on how comely the chits are,” he said. “But I draw the line at this sort of depravity, sir.”

      Cecil had to swallow the bitter lump in his throat and stop himself from pointing out the horrible hypocrisy of what had just been said. He knew full well what seducing maids meant to the collection of men in front of him. At least Christopher had been willing.

      Christopher had been pawn in what Cecil could now clearly see was a calculated plan to catch him quite literally with his trousers down.

      “My own son,” Cecil’s father said, moving forward slowly, as if Cecil were a rabid animal that might bite. “My heir. I have long suspected you were a perversion, but seeing proof of it with my own eyes?” He turned his head away and made a scoffing sound.

      “I was under the impression that the footman was an equal party,” Cecil said, frustrated with the inadequacy of his lame words and the sensation that he could not win the battle he’d been ambushed with.

      “Willingness has nothing to do with it,” the other gentleman, Mr. Oswald, the chairman of White’s himself, said, stepping past the others. “What we have witnessed this afternoon is an abomination.”

      Again, Cecil wanted so desperately to argue that practically every member of the club had been guilty of some sort of abomination at some point. More wickedness and debauchery had happened behind the closed doors of White’s than most of London knew about. That was part of the appeal of the club.

      But Cecil sensed he was too deep in the mud to find his way out with words alone.

      “Gentlemen, you have my sincere promise that I will not be caught engaging in such behavior within these walls again,” he said, clasping his hands behind him and working to appear as regal as possible.

      “You most certainly will not,” Oswald said. He sniffed, squared his shoulders imperiously, then said, “My lord, I regret to inform you that your membership at White’s has been terminated.”

      Like the first moments of a deep cut, it took the space of several heartbeats for the pain to register. When it did, it came over Cecil like a slow tide surging in to drown all who were caught in its way.

      “I beg your pardon?” he asked, voice strangled.

      Before anyone could answer his question, his brother, Morris, appeared in the parlor doorway with Cecil’s hat, coat, and gloves.

      “Has it been done?” Morris asked, a look of too much glee in his eyes.

      “Just now,” Oswald said without turning to look at Morris. His eyes were fixed on Cecil with piercing intensity as he said, “You will remove yourself from these premises immediately, my lord. You will not darken our doorstep or foist your villainy off on any other unsuspecting, innocent lads who work within these walls again. If you are found attempting to gain admittance again or even speaking about the club, measures will be taken to ensure your silence.”

      Cecil’s mouth dropped open, but no words came out. He did not know what to say. He did not doubt for a moment that the gentlemen before him had the ability to keep him firmly on the outside of the society that originated within White’s walls and extended throughout London. Banishment from the club meant exile from all of London society. He’d seen it happen with men who had fallen from grace, through one means or another, several times now.

      Some of those men had ended up dead by their own hands, so great was the pain of being cut off from company.

      “You will leave at once,” Oswald said, raising his voice.

      Once the pronouncement was made, he and the other gentlemen turned and abruptly left the room, as though Cecil had ceased to exist.

      That left only his father and brother in the room with him, and they were quick to make their feelings on what had just happened known.

      “Never have I been so disgustingly disappointed by the behavior of a kinsmen of mine,” his father said, marching forward. He grabbed Cecil’s coat from Morris and flung it at Cecil.

      Cecil only just managed to catch it. “I’ve done nothing wrong, Father,” Cecil insisted with a frown. “At least, I’ve done nothing that the majority of other noblemen in England haven’t done. Whether I seduce a male or a female is of no consequence to anyone, particularly given that my partners have always been willing.”

      “Partners?” Morris choked. “You mean, you’ve done this more than once?”

      Bless him, but Morris was barely eighteen, and he had so little experience of the world that it was laughable. Cecil merely sent him a flat stare and shook his head.

      Their father grabbed Cecil’s hat and gloves from Morris and threw them on the floor at Cecil’s feet. “You will not come home,” he said, as if he were the king making pronouncements. “It would wound your mother deeply to know her son was an aberration and a perversion of all that is good and holy. If I could strip you of your inheritance, I would. But I’ve no wish to see you, in private or in company, ever again. I will have your belongings packed and sent to whatever address you give me for your new lodgings.”

      “Father, do you not think that is a bit extreme?” Cecil asked as he bent to pick up his hat and gloves.

      He was not worried about finding another residence. Indeed, he’d contemplated setting up a small flat for himself somewhere fashionable specifically so that he could entertain overnight callers. He had more than enough money of his own to do such a thing, and as long as word of his ejection from White’s did not reach the finer hotels of London, he had no worries about finding an immediate place to lay his head.

      “What I find extreme is the level of depravity I have witnessed this afternoon,” his father said.

      That, too, was a bit rich, coming from a member of the aristocracy. Cecil was well aware he was not the first titled gentleman to take male lovers, or even to indulge in giving or taking pleasure with a member of the same sex, regardless of whether that was their permanent inclination or not. Why, the dormitories of Oxford and Cambridge, Eton and Harrow too, were notorious for debauchery of the sort Cecil liked. That was where he had learned his preferences.

      “I have done nothing—”

      “We are finished with this conversation,” his father roared over him. “You will take yourself from this place and from my sight immediately, or I will have someone called to remove you forcibly.”

      Cecil scowled as he donned his coat. It would be an even greater embarrassment to be escorted from the building. If he left quietly, at least his shame would be kept to a minimum.

      So he left, saying nothing else to his father or Morris, but sending them a disappointed look as he went. Not that his disappointment would mean anything to them.

      But a surprise was waiting for him in the hallways that led from the parlor to the front door. Nearly every member of the club, every titled gentleman or wealthy luminary of London society, had lined the halls to see him off. As Cecil walked past them, they each turned their back to him, sending the signal that he was dead to them.

      By the time Cecil stepped out into the dreary, drizzly afternoon and fastened his hat to his head, his heart felt crushed and his eyes stung with humiliation and defeat. It was utterly unfair for those men to turn their backs on them. He knew full well that some of them were as guilty of pederasty as he had been.

      “Hypocrites,” he muttered as he pulled his gloves on and walked swiftly away, down St. James’s Street. “Hypocrites, the lot of them.”

      He was determined to curse all of their names and to shake the dust of the place off his feet. But by the time he walked on towards his family’s home in Berkeley Square—then remembered he was no longer welcome there and turned his steps toward the pub he frequented off Oxford Street—he was already mourning the loss of the society he so loved.

      The Hanged Man was more crowded than usual for the hour of the day, but Cecil attributed that to the rain. One look around at the motley mix of prosperous middle-class men and lesser peers who liked to have the illusion that they were rubbing shoulders with a lesser sort of men made Cecil feel that perhaps he would not be entirely alone in the world after all. He might have been rejected from the innermost of inner circles, but men of his inclinations had a way of gravitating toward each other regardless of society.

      Indeed, he nearly wept in relief as he spotted an old friend—if friend was truly the word for it—in the person of Lord Wilmore seated at one of Cecil’s favorite tables near the window.

      He headed straight for George, smiling as he helped himself to the empty chair across the table.

      “Good God, George,” he said, removing his hat and gloves, then shrugging out of his coat, indicating that he was there to stay a while. “You’ve no idea of the day I’ve had.”

      As he always did, George beamed at the sight of him. “Cecil, my boy. It is always good to see you.” His jovial smile dropped a moment later. “What has happened?”

      Cecil appreciated George’s insightfulness more than he could say. The old buggerer had a sixth sense for when his playthings were upset, and even though he tended to be the very devil himself when he had his paramours under him, he was as kind and caring as any vicar when his friends truly needed it.

      Cecil waited to tell his story until the barmaid came over to ask what he wanted. She was rosy and sweet—the entire pub had a cozy, familiar feel to it that was only enhanced by the faint scent of bodies and beer—and as soon as Cecil asked for whatever beer George was drinking, she brought that, along with a plate of what looked like freshly baked pork pies.

      His membership in White’s might have been revoked, but The Hanged Man was as welcoming as could be.

      Cecil took a long draught of beer and bit into a pie before telling George, “I’ve been ejected from White’s for buggery.”

      George’s eyes went wide. Then he burst into loud laughter.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, my boy,” he said, leaning back and shaking his head as he continued to laugh. “But if that is not the most astoundingly hypocritical thing I’ve heard all week, I do not know what is.”

      Cecil frowned and took another gulp of beer. The bitter brew matched the bitterness growing in his heart.

      “It is not funny,” he said, frowning at his friend. “White’s was my society. I have no idea what I will do without it. And on top of that, my father has tossed me out of his home. I am forbidden to return there, and I must now find my own way in the world.”

      George’s expression grew more sympathetic, but he still shrugged and said, “Were you not considering moving to a home of your own regardless?”

      Cecil winced and sighed as he put his pint on the table. “I was. But I did not wish for it to happen in such a manner.”

      George made a scoffing noise. “You will do much better on your own, my boy.”

      Cecil’s face twitched at both the easiness of George’s tone and the way he called him boy. Coming from any other man, the word would be diminishing, but George had a way of making it sound like an invitation to a secret club.

      And since ejection from a beloved club still burned hot in his breast, any acceptance from another club was like a balm to his soul.

      “How did it happen?” George asked more seriously, leaning back with his pint as though eager for the story.

      Cecil sighed and said, “Apparently, someone at the club, whether my father or Lord Galveston, has been trying to catch me in the act for some time. They set a footman up to lure me in, then pounced on us just as things had become interesting.”

      “And the footman?” George asked.

      Cecil hummed and managed to smile. “A delectable young thing by the name of Christopher. He has a smile as sweet as honey and an arse that I’ve been yearning for these—” He gave up his description with another sigh. “Under any other circumstances, I am certain the lad would have been more than willing. His position at the club was at stake, though, so he let himself be used by other men in an entirely different way.”

      “That is a shame,” George said with a humorless laugh.

      He took another drink, then shook his head and went on.

      “Let this be a lesson to you, my boy,” he said. “Life is difficult enough for those of us that God formed differently. Consider this a lesson in trust and discernment.”

      “I am afraid that is precisely what I have learned from this,” Cecil said, as melancholy as ever. “I shall never trust anyone again.”

      George laughed. “Then you have missed the point entirely. You must trust. We cannot exist as a brotherhood of man if we cannot trust one another. But who we trust and how we discern how to give that trust is what matters.”

      George glanced around the bar, then nodded at a table of what appeared to be middle-class gentleman at the back. “Do you think you could trust them?” he asked.

      Cecil narrowed his eyes to study the men. “I do not know them. They appear to be merchants or tradesmen at any rate.”

      George huffed a laugh. “I would trust any one of those men with my life. They are all as bent as you and I, but they each hold valued places in their own society. And they are generous benefactors to those in need, particularly other men like ourselves.”

      “But they aren’t titled,” Cecil said.

      George sent him a flat look that inspired even more guilt in Cecil than those backs turned at White’s.

      “A man’s birth means absolutely nothing in the formation of his character,” he said. “Neither is a man’s worth dependent on his wallet. If you pin all of your hopes for acceptance and society on the members of your own class, then you will suffer a fate worse than anything those fools at White’s will consign you to.”

      “But the society of my class is the only one I have known,” Cecil argued. “I was raised with them, I attended university with them, and up until an hour ago, I have built my entire world around them.”

      “Then build a new world,” George said with a shrug.

      Cecil felt as though his heart was balanced on a wire and as if the conversation with George was suddenly the most important of his life. “How?” he asked, leaning forward.

      George smiled at him. “If you would but open your eyes, you would see a thousand souls just like yours, yearning for the same sort of fellowship that drives you, my boy,” he said. “Men like us are cast out of more than just White’s on a daily basis. You have the protection of a title on your side. You are a viscount, and when your wretched father expires, you will be an earl.”

      He nodded to the table of middle-class men. “They have no such protections, and yet those four men that you see before you have risked their lives and their freedom to bring food to the hungry, to give shelter to the homeless, to find employment for men who have been dismissed for their inclinations. Heatherton there has even brought over a dozen men out of whoredom and given them positions in his various factories across England, providing them with new lives and a chance to start over in the process.”

      Cecil frowned. “What does that have to do with my own situation? I do not own factories, nor would I even know how to start combing through the wretches on the street to know which are like me and in need of homes.”

      George made an impatient sound and shook his head. “None of those men were born with a sense of who we are or how to find us. They established themselves in their business, then simply kept their eyes open to the suffering and need of those around them. They concern themselves with more than their own class and their own enjoyment.”

      Cecil sat back, feeling the chastisement that George must have meant with those words.

      “So are you saying that I should turn over a new leaf and become a champion of the downtrodden, now that I have been trod down myself?” he asked.

      “I am merely saying that if it is society you crave, you should create your own from the sort of men who you truly wish to call your friends,” George said. “And I am saying that you should not limit yourself to the class in which you were born to create that society.”

      Cecil frowned, thinking it over. Was he particularly attached to the aristocracy? Was he high and mighty enough to scorn anyone who had not been born into an ancient family or who had a country estate? Or did he fancy himself as someone who could take men as they were?

      Well, he’d certainly taken quite a few men in his day. And if he was honest, a good half of his former lovers had been footmen or tradesmen that he’d found at pubs like The Hanged Man. Furthermore, those lovers had been sweeter and kinder, and better in bed, than most of the affairs he’d had with fellow students at Oxford. They hadn’t tried to deny who they were or what they’d had together.

      And Cecil was convinced that if Christopher’s back had not been up against the proverbial wall, as well as the actual one, the two of them could have formed a real attachment.

      “What should I do?” he asked George, feeling more serious about his dedication to helping his fellow man.

      George smiled with pride. “Now that you know the sting of discovery and rejection, work to comfort and console those other men who know it as well. Be the friend that men of our sort need in their darkest hours. And for God’s sake, do not let class or wealth limit you from helping those who truly need your help.”

      Cecil let out a breath and stared at the table as he thought about it. Would Christopher lose his position at White’s for his indiscretion? Had others lost their positions for similar offenses? Was there a way that he could be the savior of men who were cast off simply for who they loved?

      Contemplating that new role ignited something warm and pulsing in his gut. He could do it. He could give men like him and George—and Christopher, whether he acknowledged it or not—a safe harbor in the storms of life. It might take some work to figure out precisely how, but Cecil could definitely see himself as a champion of the weak.

      “I think I will take up your charge,” he told George after several long moments of contemplative silence. “Granted, I do not know what precisely that means as of yet.”

      “You have all the time in the world to learn, my boy,” George said.

      Cecil nodded. “Then I will learn. If you will help me.”

      George smiled wickedly at him. “I will always help you, dear thing.” He took a swig of his drink, then set the empty cup on the table. “If you’d like, we could retire to my townhouse and I could help you gain clarity and insight, preferably multiple times before the night is done.”

      Cecil grinned at him in return and finished his own beer. “Well, I am currently without a place to lay my head for the night.”

      “You can lay it in my lap,” George said, arching one eyebrow. “With that sweet mouth of yours open.”

      Cecil laughed, his trousers tightening as his cock rejoiced at being offered the chance to play that day after all.

      “I am at your disposal, sir,” he said, sending George a cheeky wink.

      “Too right, you are.” George winked back.

      The two of them got up and gathered their things to go. Cecil felt the weight of fear falling off his shoulders. He would land on his feet after all, and with George’s help, he would make certain that others landed safely as well.
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      SWANMORE GLEN – SEPTEMBER, 1835

      George was gone, but as Cecil alighted from his carriage and glanced up at the beautiful house at the center of Swanmore Glen, he felt the old rascal’s presence everywhere. George was in the verdant greenery of the estate’s grounds and the richness of the first hints of autumnal colors. He was in the beauty and grandeur of the architectural details of the house. And more than anything, as Cecil turned to instruct his driver as to where to take his trunk and caught sight of two men he vaguely knew from university kissing openly by the corner of a hedge maze, he felt George in the company he was about to keep.

      “I am certain the new Lord Wilmore’s staff will be prepared to help you carry my things to wherever they need to go,” Cecil told his groom, patting the man on the back. “And if you need help with the carriage, I’ve no doubt Swanmore’s stable staff will be only too happy to assist you.”

      “Yes, my lord,” Pierre said with an adoring smile, then turned to meet the footman who came down from the house to help.

      Cecil smiled in satisfaction, then headed on to the house himself. He’d found Pierre during the time he’d spend in exile in France shortly after his expulsion from White’s. The young man had just been dismissed from the hotel where Cecil had stayed in Paris on the grounds of flirting a bit too obviously with the guests—in other words, him—so he’d taken George’s words to heart and hired him as a sort of servant of all types for the rest of his journey. At the end of that journey, Pierre had returned to England with him and taken up the position of groom and footman in the new life Cecil had built for himself.

      He hadn’t wanted to go to the continent three years ago, to be sure. After an amazing night with George, he’d wanted to go to work immediately, establish himself in a Mayfair townhouse and search for ways he could help men like them. But word of his expulsion from White’s and the reasons for it had gotten out, and even so much as walking down the street became a painful experience of backs turned and sneers barely concealed.

      So Paris it was, then Spain, then Italy, until the storm his father had stirred up blew itself out and his indiscretions were forgotten.

      Of course, he had largely been forgotten in his former circles as well. Perhaps it was the slight tan he’d acquired under the Mediterranean sun, or the way he’d shaved his beard, as was the fashion on the continent, and in England with men like him. Or it could have simply been that the men of his former acquaintance deliberately failed to recognize him when they spotted him attending the theater, or walking through the square across from his new townhouse.

      Cecil Mackworth, Lord Thurleigh, had effectively ceased to be a person of any importance among the ton in London.

      That did not mean he went entirely unrecognized as he crossed the drive of Swanmore Glen and mounted the stairs into the front hall.

      “Thurleigh, is that you?” a handsome man of about his years greeted him as he came down the stairs from a higher floor.

      “Shore,” Thurleigh greeted the man with a smile. “It is, as you can see, me.” He spread his arms as if to show himself off.

      Shore, being the mischievous devil he was, took that as an invitation to greet Cecil with an embrace. One which turned more than a little groping before the man stepped back and winked at him.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” Cecil said as he handed his hat and gloves off to Swanmore’s butler. He glanced around. “I would have thought a country house like this would be too grand for the likes of you now.”

      Shore laughed loudly. “Nothing is too good for me now, thanks to you. I’m still not convinced I thanked you enough for the introduction to George that you gave me.”

      Cecil grinned heatedly at the man. “Oh, you thanked me expertly,” he said, enjoying the ribald sense of fun between them.

      Garret Shore had been an enterprising but frustrated businessman when Cecil had met him, after being expelled from White’s, but before being forced to tour the continent. The man had more ideas and business savvy than anyone Cecil had ever met, but he’d been born the son of a country cobbler, and London had not been kind to him.

      That all changed when Cecil had put George’s charge to help men like them into action by introducing Shore to George. It had been the right introduction at the right time, and with George’s help, Shore had finally found backers to help him launch a shoemaking factory. He’d thanked Cecil for the introduction with one of the most talented mouths Cecil had ever had the pleasure of meeting.

      At some point while Cecil was on the continent, Shore had made a resounding success of his factory, expanded it to three more, and was now as wealthy as any titled gentleman.

      “I was sad to hear about George’s passing,” Cecil went on, drifting into one of the parlors after the butler had taken his coat. Shore pointed him over to where a table of refreshments had been set up for what Cecil could now see was a large amount of guests. “He was one of a kind, George, and he will be missed.”

      “That he will,” Shore said with a sigh. Their moment of mourning was short, though. Shore was smiling again in no time as he went on with, “I know you’ve just arrived, but you should see the company we will all be keeping for this house party.” He leaned closer to Cecil and murmured, “I have not seen a stable of stallions so fine since I went shopping for breeding stock in Tattersall’s Repository.”

      Cecil snorted at the analogy. “I trust you found what you were looking for then?” he asked with a cheeky sideways look.

      “And then some,” Shore replied, vague but as clear as a bell at the same time. “I doubt any one of us will need to spend so much as a single night alone while we are here, if we don’t want to.”

      Cecil smiled at that, but was overtaken by a sudden wave of sentimentality. “It’s been ages since I could conduct myself freely and discuss this sort of thing openly,” he sighed.

      Shore turned a shade serious as well and hummed. “Parties like this are rare events indeed. Why, if not for the presence of Lord Wilmore’s aunt and sister, and the staff, of course, I wouldn’t be surprised if the entire party passed in nakedness and debauchery, like that fetes of Ancient Rome.”

      Cecil laughed out loud. “George would love that we celebrated his life in such a manner.”

      Mention of George dampened the mood again. “Do you have any idea why he called us here?” he asked. “That is to say, we are all of a very specific type, and while the summons said it has something to do with his will, I cannot help but think there is more to it.”

      “It was George,” Cecil said with a lopsided smile. “There is always something more to it.”

      “I suppose we’ll find out in good time,” Shore said, thumping his arm. “Care for some tea?”

      Cecil let his friend pour him a cup of tea, and he enjoyed a delicious cake to go with it. On the surface, the house party was as staid and ordinary as any of the others he’d been to before being ousted from the ton. The guests were all male, but there was an equal amount of flirting taking place, compared to other house parties, and all of the guests seemed to be in good spirits for a party marking someone’s death.

      Except, perhaps, the red-haired gentleman who stood in the doorway of the conservatory, glaring at someone out in the hallway.

      Cecil paid the man no mind and set about reacquainting himself with some of his old friends, as well as introducing himself to men he did not know, but would very much have liked to know.

      George had certainly collected a great many friends over the years. Cecil flitted between groups, introducing himself where he was not known and reacquainting himself with old fellows from his university days whom he had not seen for a decade. He listened to each man as greetings were exchanged, on the alert for ways he could help his fellows.

      For the one thing that had not left Cecil in the years since that conversation with George was the way George had encouraged him to help his brothers when and where he could. He’d helped Shore and he’d done what he could for Pierre, but there was always more he could do.

      But as he listened to his fellow party guests, Cecil became more restless rather than less. He could sense that George had called all of them there for a reason, and part of him was certain that his reason was so that he could carry out George’s long-ago advice. But except for a conversation with his old friend Wentworth, now the Duke of Burville, about how fetching Burville’s valet, Jack, was and how Burville should get on with things where the man was concerned, Cecil was disappointed that no one seemed to need his assistance at all.

      His disappointment vanished in an instant once they were all gathered in the conservatory and a brusque young man with spectacles marched into the room, a small stack of what looked like papers and envelopes in his hands.

      “Gentlemen, my lords,” the man said without preamble. “I am Mr. Austin Haythorne, the late Marquess of Wilmore’s solicitor, and I thank you for coming here today. If you would be so kind as to gather round, we can proceed with the fulfillment of the late marquess’s last wishes.”

      Cecil’s pulse sped up at once, and he found himself moving toward the man like a moth to a flame. Mr. Austin Haythorne embodied every attribute that Cecil adored. He was a hair on the shorter side and fastidiously groomed. His spectacles framed large, hazel eyes, and the business of the moment—or perhaps the fact that he was the center of attention—had the man’s sweet face flushed pink. Cecil suspected that Haythorne was somewhat older than he appeared, but it was that almost cherubic appearance that had his trousers tightening and his heart pounding with hope that the man was not merely a solicitor, but that he was one of them.

      “My lords and gentlemen,” the cherub said, adjusting his spectacles, “I will not occupy too much of your time with formalities. Each of your presences has been requested at this particular gathering by the late Lord Wilmore himself. On behalf of the new Lord Wilmore and the old, I thank you for taking the time to be here.”

      Hawthorne glanced around at everyone. Cecil caught himself standing taller and even preening a bit when the man’s eyes fell on him. He smiled, and for a moment Haythorne paused to stare at him before shaking his head and going on.

      “You are the select few whom the late Lord Wilmore remembered with particular fondness,” he said. “As you may know, the late Lord Wilmore was aware of his impending demise. As such, knowing he would soon breathe his last on this earth, he set to work putting in place certain provisions for the men he felt particularly responsible for, or for whom he had a unique attachment.”

      “I’ll say it was unique,” Shore said with a smirk.

      Cecil grinned across the room at him and laughed, but his attention was still focused on Haythorne. He wondered what it would take to get the man in his bed.

      Haythorne cleared his throat and went on.

      “The late Lord Wilmore understood that each of you had particular needs or interests.” He began circulating among the gentlemen, handing out pieces of parchment from the pile he held as he did. As each man accepted the page he was handed, they looked over them with frowns and confusion. “You have each been given precisely what the late Lord Wilmore believes you most needed.”

      Haythorne reached Cecil and handed over an envelope addressed to him. Cecil wondered how the beautiful man knew who everyone in the room was. He wondered what Haythorne already knew about him. And he made certain their fingers touched as he took his letter.

      The moment that could have been was interrupted as one of the others said, “But this isn’t a deed of ownership or a statement of account at all.” The fellow held up his parchment. “This sounds more like instructions.”

      “Or like a game or jest of some sort,” another, darker man added.

      Haythorne moved on to hand Burville a parchment, and since it would have looked a bit mooney of him to continue to follow the man around the room with his eyes, he opened his letter and took out its contents to read.

      “We all know that Uncle George was a bit of a trickster,” the new Lord Wilmore said across the room. “I am certain this is merely his way of having a last bit of fun with us all.”

      That much was evident.

      Cecil opened his letter and read. His heart immediately squeezed in his chest as he heard the words written there in George’s voice.

      “Dearest Cecil,” the letter said. “You’ve no idea how much I regret not being given the opportunity to see you again. Your father was beyond cruel to send you to the continent so soon after casting you out, and illness was even more cruel for taking me before I could step in to guide you the way I’d truly hoped to. Of all my friends and former lovers, you are the one I feel had the most kindred spirit.”

      Cecil caught his breath, nearly reduced to tears by the tenderness and honor of George’s words.

      “I should very much have liked to guide you further along the path of generosity that I can see you have already begun to travel,” the letter continued. “I hope that you will see the gathering that I have instructed my nephew to hold to distribute my final bequests as the brotherhood and the opportunity that I hope it can be. Look around you, dear Cecil. These men are your society. They are the bequest that I have left for
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