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To my 11th grade English teacher, Mrs. Meer,
who will not be surprised by the contents of this book.
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Chapter 1


County Fife, Scotland 
November 4, 1818
“When shall we three meet again,” Alfie muttered to himself as the carriage trundled down a rough dirt road that had long since turned to mud. “In thunder, lightning, or in rain?”
He pressed his face to the window, trying desperately to see anything beyond the raindrops racing each other down the glass. The rain, which had begun as only a gentle patter against the roof of the carriage, now drove down in sheets, the wind lashing it ferociously against the glass. He thought they’d passed through an ornate gate moments ago, but try as he might, he could see no further than the lead horse.
He spared a thought for the poor driver with only the protection of his oilskins against the weather, and made a note to ensure the man was compensated generously when they reached the manor, as well as provided a hot meal and a place to spend the night. As it was, they would barely reach Balcarres House before nightfall, the charcoal skies already darkening at the edges to the true black of a Scottish night.
The carriage lurched as a wheel caught in a rut. Alfie’s head knocked painfully against the glass and he pulled back, swearing colourfully.
“Mrm?” mumbled his fellow passenger.
“Yes, I’m fine,” Alfie replied with a scowl, rubbing his head. He knocked one Hessian-clad foot lightly against the ankle of the man opposite him. “You’d best wake up though; we’ll be there in a few minutes.”
On the other bench, Dominick sighed, then stretched his arms as far as the tight confines of the carriage and his fashionably tailored jacket would allow. His fingertips brushed the carriage doors on both sides. 
Alfie’s mouth went dry. All these months later, he was still just as overwhelmed by Dominick as he had been the night of that illicit boxing match, and his feelings did not seem to be dulling with exposure. If anything, he fell more in love with him every day.
Dominick opened his eyes, his enormous yawn collapsing into a wicked smile as if he could read Alfie’s thoughts. He probably could, curse him. Alfie kicked his ankle again, harder this time.
“None of that. I need to make a good impression on the staff and I can’t do that with you leering at me like an ape.”
“Leering? You’re the one’s been watching me sleep for the last hour, and don’t deny it.”
Dominick kicked back, careful to only make contact with Alfie’s undamaged leg, a gesture for which Alfie refused to feel fond. He felt a blush rising on his cheeks and attempted to will it down. It wouldn’t do to meet his new servants while looking like an infatuated schoolboy. 
His hands shook faintly with both fear and excitement. He pressed them between his knees. In a few minutes, he wouldn’t be able to just be Alfie, London orphan and street rat, but would have to be The Right Honorable Lord Pennington the Earl of Crawford. He’d been able to keep up the pretense while living in the townhouse in London, but every bump in the road now drew him that much closer to the family seat, where he would be expected to take up the role of country lord as one born to it. Which he very much was not.
In the five years since he’d inherited the title, Alfie hadn’t had the courage to visit. It was one thing to pass as just another overly titled and entitled member of the aristocratic set in London, where any slip-ups could be put down to eccentricity, but the idea of taking up residence in the family seat seemed too much like being an actual lord.
But London held too many ghosts for him now, although in the gloom it was hard to believe that Balcarres would be any better. 
The carriage swayed as Dominick switched from the bench opposite to sit next to him. His muscular bulk caused the cushion to dip and Alfie to slide into his side.
“You can do this,” Dominick said, putting an arm over Alfie’s tense shoulders. 
Alfie leaned into him, enjoying a faint whiff of his cologne. Spanish Leather.
“And if you don’t like it,” Dominick continued, “We’ll go to one of your other properties. Or to one of the ones so nobly gifted me by a handsome and generous benefactor.”
Alfie sighed, “I told you, you don’t owe me anything—”
“Of course not,” Dominick sniffed, arranging Alfie more securely against his side. “I was the one who took the blame that time you put the matron’s petticoat on that stray dog and let it loose in the girls’ dormitory. As far as I’m concerned, you still haven’t paid that off.”
Alfie couldn’t help the laugh that escaped him. “And who dared me to do it in the first place?”
“Some scoundrel, I’m sure. An absolutely wicked beast.”
“Unrepentant too.”
“Naturally.”
Silence descended on the carriage for a few more minutes. Dominick was warm against him, and Alfie relaxed as he drew both heat and strength from his lover. It might be a while before they had the opportunity to sit like this again, so he was resolved to enjoy it while it lasted.
The moment he had the thought, Dominick jerked away with a curse and cupped his hands against the window on Alfie’s other side, peering out into the storm.
“Christ, is that it?” 
Alfie struggled to see over him, but even through the darkness and rain, the house was unmistakable. Built halfway up a long sloping hill, the roofline was clearly outlined against the sky, its pointed turrets and countless chimneys silhouetted in the last breath of twilight. The dark grey of the stone walls and slate roof separated themselves only slowly out of the dark, seeming solid one minute, the next as ethereal as the mist rising up along the drive and spilling over the horses’ hooves.
A shudder ran down Alfie’s spine as a sense of foreboding washed over him. The windows in the house were all brightly lit, but their promised warmth felt like a trap, like the lights of a will o’wisp luring unsuspecting travellers to their doom.
Squinting further into the dark, he realised he’d been mistaken. Only the nearest half of the house was illuminated. The rest hunched in the darkness behind it, lost in the falling night. 
Dominick, still leaning across Alfie’s lap, looked up at him. “I suppose it’s too late to turn back.”
“I’m sure it’s much more welcoming by day?”
Dominick looked doubtful.
“Regardless,” Alfie pressed on. “We’re here now and we’ve come all this way. We might as well give the whole country living a fair go. And if we don’t like it…”
“If we don’t like it, we can go back to dirty, smelly, rotten old London like other civilised folk.” Dominick smiled and sat up, smoothing down his jacket lapels. “Either way, I’m with you.”
Alfie took his hand and gave it a quick squeeze, one last show of affection as they pulled up in front of the house.
“Unless the ghosts are particularly ghastly,” Dominick muttered. “Then you’re on your own.”
Before Alfie had a chance to respond, the carriage door was yanked open. A young man with a narrow nose and high cheekbones thrust his head into the carriage. The hood of his cloak covered his hair, but even the brief exposure to the elements had turned his skin fish-belly pale.
“Beggin’ your pardon, milord. S-sir.” He stuttered when he saw Dominick. Alfie felt a moment of dismay. He had written to the property overseer of his upcoming arrival and to make the house ready for himself and his guest. Surely the staff had been informed? 
He bit back a sigh. It had been a long journey. Between the damp and the long periods of enforced stillness, the bullet wound in his leg had begun to ache. All he wanted was a hot bath and to go to bed, but if a second bedroom hadn’t been made ready, propriety would keep him from even those simple pleasures until Dominick’s quarters could be properly laid out. Of course he’d much rather share both his bath and his bed with Dominick, but it wasn’t as if he could tell the staff that. 
The young man regrouped his wits and continued. “Should I fetch coats and the like? Or you could run for it. It’s only a few feet.”
Alfie was shocked at the young man’s informal manner. It was one thing for Mrs. Hirkins to speak to him that way, quite another for some gawking footman. Apparently things really were done differently in the country! He looked over at Dominick to share his amazement, but either he hadn’t noticed, or he completely misunderstood Alfie’s look, because he only grinned. “I think we can make it. After you, milord.”
Alfie huffed and surveyed the distance as the young man stepped aside. It was only a few feet, but those feet comprised of either the thick mud of the drive or the slick wet stone of the entry steps. Either would be difficult enough to manage were he in perfect health.
He gripped his sword cane tightly. Before being shot by the mad Doctor Barlowe, the cane had been merely an accessory, at most a precaution against thugs and pickpockets, but now it was a necessity. He could usually go short distances on his own, but his leg had yet to regain its previous strength and after being folded for so long into the cramped confines of the carriage, he wasn’t sure it would fully bear his weight, especially over such treacherous ground. It would hardly do for his first act as lord of the manor to be falling face-first into the mud, or cracking his skull open on a paver. 
Out of sight of the footman, Dominick touched his back lightly. “I’ll be right behind you,” he whispered.
Alfie took a deep breath and propelled himself out of the carriage. The wind immediately tried to tear his jacket from his shoulders while the rain assaulted him in tiny droplets like frozen nails, seeping through his outer layers and down his collar. He stumbled, but caught himself with a lurch, biting back curses through the last uncertain steps. His first act as lord of the manor would be to have a damned porte-cochère built!
Finally through the door, he stepped aside to clear the way for Dominick and did his best to tug his jacket and waistcoat into some semblance of decorum. At a slight cough he looked up. 
Good Lord.
The foyer opened onto a massive hall that stretched deep within the house, lit with chandeliers, candelabras, and two roaring fireplaces. On the walls hung faded tapestries and collections of weaponry from across the centuries—modern rifles crossed above heavy maces and fanned by swords in arrays as forbidding as they were decorative. There were even full suits of armor in every corner, each set of gauntleted hands resting on a shield painted with a different crest. With only his cane to hand, Alfie felt like a woefully underprepared attacker about to be overwhelmed by the castle forces. 
Between him and the fires’ warmth stood a line of patiently waiting servants. 
Overwhelming forces indeed. He heard Dominick stumble in behind him, a welcome, if insufficient, reinforcement for the battle ahead.
A man on the left end of the line stepped forward with a subtle clearing of his throat. He had the look of a bottle stood on its end. The formal black stockings and knee breeches he wore made his legs appear too weak to support his stout torso and square shoulders. Despite the unbalanced nature of his appearance, his bearing was that of a man not yet past his prime, though his saturnine features gave him a much older air.
“My lord, allow me to be the first to welcome you to Balcarres House. I am your butler, Mr. Gibson. Would you prefer to inspect the staff now or shall I show you and your guest to your rooms?”
Alfie would much prefer to curl up under a warm, dry quilt and sleep for a week, but as the servants were already assembled, it was churlish to make them all go through this again later. Besides, it was only right that he get to know those who would be living with and working for him as soon as possible.
He stood straighter and tried to project as much nobility as possible, even as water dripped off his hair. Another reason to get the introductions done now, before his hair oil washed away completely and his drenched locks resumed their natural shape. The staff would already be wary of an earl as young as himself; a headful of wayward curls would hardly inspire their confidence. 
“A pleasure, Mr. Gibson. I would be much obliged if you would introduce me to the staff now. I’m sure an inspection won’t be required. If they have your approval then doubtless they will have mine.”
The exaggerated formality of Mr. Gibson’s speech seemed to have brought out the same in him, and for a moment Alfie worried he might have laid it on a bit thick, but Mr. Gibson visibly preened. There was a rustle further down the line of servants, but by the time Alfie noticed, Mr. Gibson had already begun the roll. 
“That was Jarrett the footman who greeted your carriage, sir. Most of the staff here have been with the house for years, but he is our most recent addition, hired in preparation of your arrival. He’ll be leading the driver around to the stables and bringing your luggage in shortly. May I enquire as to whether your driver will be staying with us?”
“No, he and the carriage will be returning to Edinburgh tomorrow. If you would-”
“I’ll see that Graham—that’s the stablemaster, sir—finds him adequate accommodation for the evening. Graham is assisted by young Davey, the stable lad. I felt it better that they remain at their posts at present, but will of course arrange for them to be formally presented at a later time. Undoubtedly you will wish to return the Crawford stables to their former glory, and will seek to hire additional hands.”
“Undoubtedly,” muttered Dominick. Alfie resisted the impulse to elbow him in the side. He desperately wanted to mention that he’d spent the last several years with only a single housekeeper-cook, just to see Mr. Gibson’s reaction. But Mrs. Hirkins would leave her cozy retirement and travel all the way to Scotland to take him by the ear if he intentionally shocked or mistreated his servants. Although in fairness, she would probably want to take the haughty Mr. Gibson down a peg or two herself. 
Mr. Gibson gestured to the man on his left. “This is Mr. Howe. He will be your valet, sir. I’m afraid we do not have a full complement of staff at present, so Mr. Howe will have to assist both you and your guest. If he requires additional assistance, Jarrett will be able to assist in the more rudimentary tasks.”
“I’m sure you’re more than up to the challenge, Mr. Howe,” said Alfie before Dominick could tell Mr. Gibson exactly how capable he was of handling his own rudimentary tasks, thank you very much. “I do apologise in advance for the current state of our apparel. I fear that long travel is just as hard on the wear as it is on the wearer!”
Mr. Howe bowed and a slight smile crooked the corner of his mouth. He was roughly of an age with Mr. Gibson, although his hair had already begun to thin at the top. He wore his servant's uniform in some indefinable way that seemed much neater; although looking between the two men Alfie wouldn’t be able to point out any actual differences in their dress. He was a full head taller than Mr. Gibson as well, and skinny as a reed. If this were one of the tales of horror Dominick had told him as a child, he suspected Mr. Howe would have sunken eyes and a voice like the creaking of a castle gate, but instead his eyes sparkled with mirth at Alfie’s jest, and when he spoke his voice was a pleasing tenor.
“No need to apologise for a bit of Scottish soil, my lord. We are rather proud of it after all.”
Mr. Gibson continued, “The housekeeper, Mrs. Finley.”
The woman in question gave a small curtsey and bobbed her head. In her early sixties if she was a day, and with a face as plump and cheerful as a Christmas goose. Dominick would have her thoroughly charmed in no time, and would undoubtedly be the one with the plumpest of pillows and warmest of hot bricks on cold nights. For these reasons alone, Alfie would have to ensure that he made his way into Dominick’s bed.
Beside Mrs. Finley was the cook, Mrs. Buie—a hatchet-faced woman with eyes to match. Her curtsey was respectful enough, but Alfie couldn’t shake the feeling she had already taken his measure and found him wanting.
On Mrs. Buie’s other side stood a rather excitable but pretty young woman, a maid by the name of Janie. Her bright red curls put even Alfie’s wayward locks to shame. They seemed ready to burst forth from her cap in the excitement of meeting an actual member of the nobility, if her stammered greeting was anything to go by. 
“And finally we have the second maid, Mrs. Buie’s daughter, Moira.” 
Moira, a mousy little thing, barely came up to Alfie’s lapels. The young woman had light brown hair and a rather plain complexion. Although she kept her eyes firmly on her shoes, he could still see the similar features shared by her and the fierce cook. Perhaps a touch of flattery could reassure the former and soften the latter. Dominick wasn’t the only charming one after all.
“Mother and daughter?” he exclaimed. “Mr. Gibson, I beg to differ, these ladies are sisters surely!”
Someone gasped and a silence fell over the hall, as dark and oppressive as the night outside.
“My sister is gone, sir.” 
Moira spoke the words softly, but they seemed to echo throughout the cavernous space. 
Mr. Gibson cleared his throat. “Aye, I’m afraid the other Miss Buie left rather suddenly not long before we received word of your impending arrival, sir, leaving us even more shorthanded. As such, I’m afraid we’ve not had time to thoroughly prepare the entire house for your use, but I assure you that we have quite comfortable rooms made up. I could show you to them now, unless there is anything else you wished to say while we are all gathered.”
The man seemed to be awaiting some sort of speech, an addressing of the troops, but Alfie was still flustered from his unintentional blunder regarding the missing Miss Buie. Dominick gently nudged him.
“Oh, yes, of course. This is Mr. Dominick Trent, my cousin. He shall also be residing at Balcarres for the duration of my stay. I’m afraid neither Mr. Trent nor myself have spent much time in the country, but I’m sure we’ll all be able to muddle along. I am already quite impressed by what I’ve seen. Mr. Gibson, Mrs. Finley, I commend you both in particular for getting the house in such fine shape on such short notice.” 
It was an embellished truth, but truth nonetheless. For all the house resembled the abode of the villain in a gothic novel, he recognised the amount of hard work that must have gone into making the manor ready for his arrival. Especially after his father’s decades of neglect.
“Thank you, sir,” said Mr. Gibson, chest puffed out like a black and white songbird. “If you will both follow me, I can lead you to your rooms. Would you care for a brandy or port before you turn in?”
Alfie shuddered. He doubted he would ever be able to drink port again after Doctor Barlowe’s poison. If Dominick hadn’t been there…
“Tea for me,” said Dominick. “Or a cup of chocolate if it’s not too much trouble. Something to warm the inside as well as the out.”
“Tea, only,” grit out Mrs. Buie. Whether this was true or whether the cook just wanted to avoid the hassle of making chocolate so late in the evening, Alfie could only speculate.
Beside her, Mrs. Finley beamed. “The lasses and I will bring that and some hot water for the wash basins along in just a wink, Mr. Trent.”
The women all bobbed a final curtsey and headed off, presumably towards the kitchen. Alfie pretended not to notice the final long look Mrs. Buie gave him.
Mr. Gibson picked up an ornate gas lamp and gestured along the hall. “The stairwell is just this way, please.”
Alfie shared a quick look with Dominick and gripped his cane more firmly. Into the villain's lair they went.




Chapter 2


Alfie was thoroughly lost in his own home.  
Mr. Gibson led them up one hallway and down another, across the landing for a third stairwell, or was it a fourth? The lamp he carried was unnecessary, their path having been well lit before their arrival, but the corridors on either side were dark. Each time Mr. Gibson passed one, it would be briefly illuminated for a few seconds before plunging back into darkness. The shadows slid and shifted as the light moved. At first Alfie tried to peer down each as they passed, hoping to orient himself. But the idea of seeing a ghostly face lit for just a moment or catching a door being closed by unseen hands came into his head entirely without permission and could not be dispelled. Perhaps it was best to just watch where they were going, and ignore anything he thought he saw out of the corner of his eye.
“As I mentioned, my lord,” said Mr. Gibson, “We unfortunately have not been able to prepare the entire manor in time for your arrival. As such, I felt it prudent to focus on the main areas of the home, so that you may be comfortable while we finish.”
Good Lord, if they had only walked through the “main areas” so far, Alfie had no idea how he would ever find his way around the whole thing! 
“Unfortunately,” Mr. Gibson continued, “The suite in which the Earl of Crawford normally resides is somewhat secluded from the rest of the house, and there was not enough time to make that particular wing up to Your Lordship’s standards. I therefore took it upon myself to have one of the larger family rooms made ready. It is in the same corridor as the room in which I had thought Mr. Trent might be most comfortable. I hope this is acceptable?”
Alfie looked over his shoulder and caught Dominick’s eye. Well, that would certainly make visiting each other’s quarters easier once they had figured out the servants’ schedules. Not only that, but Dominick would be close by for companionship. 
And protection, in case this place is as haunted as it feels.
He tried to ignore the thought, but the idea of being in an isolated wing of the house all on his own sent chills down his spine. He shuddered. 
Dominick, clearly misinterpreting the motion, raised an eyebrow at him unsubtly and grinned.
Alfie ignored him, “I’m sure the rooms will prove most adequate. Do you know why the lord’s suite is so removed? That seems uncommon.”
“I’m afraid I don’t, sir. But I believe Mr. Charleton plans on visiting tomorrow, if that is convenient. His family has been managing the property for generations; I’m sure if anyone had any insight on the matter, it would be him.”
Finally, they turned one last corner and came to a short corridor. The doors of both rooms on the right side of the hall were open. Apparently his room and Dominick’s were not just near, but adjacent. 
“Mr. Trent, this first one is yours, and the second is for you, my lord.” 
There would be plenty of time to explore Dominick’s room later, Alfie reasoned, so he followed Mr. Gibson to his own. The first thing he noticed was the fire burning in the massive stone hearth, casting the worst of the chill to the far corners of the room. The room was large, and the heavy furniture that filled it carved of a wood so dark it was nearly black, but a number of surprisingly bright landscapes hung on the stone walls, lifting some of the gloom.
As Mr. Gibson took his leave with a short bow, Alfie spent a few minutes exploring and was delighted to see that the wall opposite the fireplace held a large bookcase, although it was mostly bare. Two large windows dominated the wall either side of the bed, their diamond panes of glass catching the lamplight and reflecting it merrily. The bed, built of the same dark wood as the rest of the room, had its curtains drawn back to reveal a cascading pile of pillows on top of a thick, heavy-looking quilt. Alfie eyed it the way a wanderer lost in the desert might eye a pitcher of ice water and an eight-course meal.
A knock broke him from his reverie. Moments later, young Jarrett backed through the open doorway carrying one end of Alfie’s trunk, Mr. Howe following with the other. Instinctually Alfie stepped forward to help, but hesitated. It was not the done thing for a man of his position to help carry heavy, wet trunks, but it still felt wrong to just watch idly. Fortunately, a crash from the hallway decided the matter for him. 
He followed the sound and nearly ran into Dominick as he left his own room to investigate. Just down the hall, Mr. Gibson was working himself into a fine lather yelling at the two maids. Janie knelt on the floor gathering up pieces of broken crockery with shaking hands, while Moira stood silently by as Mr. Gibson’s tirade increased in pitch and anger. At their approach, she lifted her eyes to Alfie’s and the coolness of her stare caught him off guard. It didn’t seem chilled by malice or dislike, but rather an emptiness. Like her spirit had somehow retreated, leaving only a hollow shell behind to bear Mr. Gibson’s wrath.
“What is the meaning of this?” Alfie yelled loudly enough to be heard over the shouting. 
Janie immediately burst into tears. “I’m s-sorry, sir! I-I didn’t mean to! But you can’t stay here!”
In the face of her sudden tears, Alfie found himself at a loss for words, but fortunately Dominick wasn’t. He knelt by Janie and took the broken pieces from her hands before she could cut herself. “Surely you’re not trying to get rid of Lord Crawford already, are you? I promise his bark is much worse than his bite.”
“But that’s just it, sir! He can’t stay in that room! It isn’t safe!”
“Stuff and nonsense,” huffed Mr. Gibson. “I will not stand for this sort of behavior! If I—”
“Go on, Janie,” Dominick interrupted without so much as a glance at Mr. Gibson. “Why do you think the room is unsafe?”
“I know it is, sir! That's the Wicked Master’s room!”
Even Dominick seemed to have no idea what to do with this outburst. “The… Wicked Master?”
She turned beseechingly to Alfie. “He’s real, sir! I’ve heard his footsteps myself, and there’s many who’ve seen him roaming the halls late at night, as evil in death as he was in life. They say those that see him suffer terrible misfortune, if he doesn’t kill them himself!”
She nodded tearfully to the doorway of Alfie’s room where Jarrett and Mr. Howe stood watching the proceedings. “That was his room, and I wouldn’t set foot in there after dark for all the royal jewels themselves. Please, sir, I didn’t know we was making it up for you! You can’t stay there, you’ll be in danger!”
“That is enough!” roared Mr. Gibson. “I will not have you filling Lord Crawford’s ears with such haver. If you have nothing better to do than break dishes and spread old wives’ tales, then go!”
Janie was on her feet and rushed off without a second glance. Mr. Gibson pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his red face. “My most sincere apologies, sir. I assure you that Janie will be punished appropriately for the broken tea set and the disturbance.”
“No, no,” said Alfie quickly. “Really, she meant no harm. It’s been a long day for us all I think, and I would hate for her to be punished for a case of nerves. I’m sure Mr. Trent won’t mind sharing his teapot with me. Mr. Howe, I’ll be ready to turn in as soon as you’re able to find a nightshirt. The rest can wait until tomorrow.”
[image: image-placeholder]“From ghoulies and ghosties and long-legged beasties and things that go bump in the night, good Lord deliver us!”
“You’re not nearly as funny as you think you are.” Alfie poured Dominick a second cup of tea and added two spoonfuls of sugar. 
“I disagree.”
“Then you’re not as clever as you think you are either.”
“Ah, well that I agree with,” said Dominick, stretching his stockinged feet before the fire. “If I was clever, I would have suggested that you couldn’t possibly stay in a haunted room, and should share with me for the foreseeable future.”
Alfie couldn’t help but smile. “An admirable solution. But alas, I shall just have to brave the horrors of an empty bedchamber. The shock of not being awoken by your snoring or a mouthful of hair will probably be enough to do me in.”
Dominick ran a hand over his hair, now cropped à la Brutus. The style suited him disgustingly well and made him look just as devilishly handsome as Alfie feared it might. “You’ll miss me.”
“Of course I will,” Alfie replied, handing Dominick his tea. “But I’m not so far away. We’ll figure something out.”
Dominick hummed in agreement and they passed a few minutes in companionable silence. 
“What do you think of the place?” asked Alfie.
“Well. It’s not London.”
Alfie snorted, “I’m sure it looks much better in the daylight.”
“I’ll take that bet. In fairness, it’s not a filthy, rat-infested hovel in Spitalfields, but I suppose I can get used to it. All the fine furniture and servants and such.” He grinned brightly, but sobered enough to ask, “What do you think though? It’s your family home… or close enough.”
“I’m not sure yet. I think it’ll take some getting used to.”
“Mm, you’re right. Having to get up to pull the bell for a servant is such a trial.”
Alfie rolled his eyes fondly. “If you’re going to be ridiculous then I’m for bed.”
Dominick waggled his eyebrows, “Sleep tight, don’t let the Wicked Master bite!”
The sound of his laughter ended only when Alfie closed the door behind him in disgust.
[image: image-placeholder]It was easy to take the whole story of the Wicked Master as a joke when sitting with Dominick by the fire, but alone in the dark of his room later that night, the presence of some ghastly thing hiding in the darkness seemed almost inevitable. Every sound turned into something sinister. The creaking of the floorboards as the house settled became a phantom roaming the halls for victims. Tree branches brushing against windows were the sounds of something sinister scraping and clawing inside the walls, desperate to find a way out. 
He shivered and pulled the blankets higher around his head. Surely everything would look much better in the daylight.




Chapter 3


The next day dawned, although Dominick wasn’t sure that was what to call it when the sky only changed from a dark grey to a slightly lighter shade. However, with the lighter grey came the arrival of Mr. Howe to help him dress for breakfast. 
“Would you prefer the buff or the fawn trousers today, sir? Either will suit the blue coat.”
Mr. Howe had out two pairs of trousers draped over a lanky arm for Dominick’s inspection. As far as he could tell, they were both just brown. 
“Fawn?”
“Excellent choice.” Mr. Howe whipped away one of the pairs and laid the other on the bed.
Dominick couldn’t help but hesitate, plucking at the hem of his nightshirt as Mr. Howe laid out his wardrobe for the day. Alfie had warned him that all wealthy men had valets, and after he tricked Dominick into accepting half of his fortune in exchange for a sixpence, Dominick was a wealthy man indeed. It was just another one of the strange annoyances he would have to get used to if he was really going to pass as Alfie’s cousin. 
Still, it was one thing to know he was meant to let another man button his breeches, but it was another to actually stand there and let it happen. He worried his cock might get confused and make associations, but Mr. Howe was strictly professional, both uninterested and uninteresting. 
He still felt odd about it by the time he set out for breakfast. He ran a hand over his chin. The part about not having to shave himself was all right, and Mr. Howe had more skill with a blade than most throatslitters he knew, but he still didn’t see the need for the rest of it. Alfie had been dressing on his own in London, hadn’t he? Perhaps Mr. Howe could be convinced to let Dominick fend for himself. After all, a draughty old pile on the edge of Scotland wasn’t exactly Mayfair. 
Lost in a daydream about the fancy nobs he’d seen at Alfie’s club trying to do for themselves and ending up strangled by their own stockings, he turned first down one hall and then another. He frowned, footsteps slowing. He could have sworn this was the way they’d come last night, but surely he would remember such an ugly statue? Or perhaps they had gone to the left… But no, that didn’t look right either.
He heard a rustle behind him and nearly jumped out of his skin. 
“Oh dear me, Mr. Trent, I didn’t mean to startle you!” The housekeeper, Mrs. Finley, pressed a hand to her ample chest in surprise.
“It’s fine, Mrs. Finley. I’m afraid I was just lost in thought. Well, lost in this house is more like. How do you ever find your way around?”
“Oh, you get used to it, sir.” She smiled. “I reckon I could find my way around it in the dark by now. I take it it’s breakfast you’re looking for?”
“It is indeed. And if you could lead me out of the wilds I’d be in your debt.”
She laughed and turned back the way she’d come, leaving Dominick no choice but to follow after her like a duckling. Several turns—and not a few more ugly statues later—found him in the doorway of a lavish dining room. 
He’d thought that Alfie’s townhouse was the fanciest home in the world, but even its rich curtains and fancy chairs looked like Dominick’s squalid lodgings compared to this. The room was as imposing as the hall they’d entered through last night, but where the hall reminded him of the castle of a storybook knight, this was more like the realm of a fairy king. The walls were painted a pale green, but layered over and over in white-painted carvings that formed neat frames and arches on every wall. Some of the carvings seemed to have escaped the others and twisted like falling leaves frozen in time. Carved faces peered at him from the mantelpiece and spied down from the ceiling, and stone lions sat sentry just inside the door. Drunkards and beggars by doorways he was used to, but not lions.
The only wall not covered in carvings was made entirely of windows that stretched from floor to ceiling. He’d never seen so much glass in his life; it must have cost a fortune. More astounding, the windows looked like they opened like doors onto a wide stone terrace overlooking a beautiful set of gardens. Even with the plants bare and trimmed back for winter, Dominick could tell they were impressive. In the spring he was sure they would be stunning.
Along the wall opposite the glass stretched a sideboard loaded with all manner of platters covered by gleaming silver lids. In the center of the room ran a vast table, not only long, but so wide a man on one side would be hard pressed to pass a knife to his friend across the way. Dominick thought of the dining halls at the workhouse. There, a table this size would’ve sat twenty or more urchins like him. At this one sat only Alfie.
He was at the head of the table with a book open next to him, and Dominick was struck by how at home he looked, surrounded by other beautiful and valuable things. Alfie looked like he belonged. And Dominick himself, he realised with a pang, never would. 
He didn’t have time to dwell on the thought before Alfie looked up and flashed him a brilliant smile.
“Dominick! Good morning, did you sleep well? Get some breakfast. The eggs should still be warm and I highly recommend the sausage.”
Dominick dutifully scooped up some of both. The little jam tarts enticed him, but plain toast would better suit his mood. He sat down cautiously in the chair to Alfie’s right, not entirely certain its delicate legs would support him.
Feeling much more settled after filling his belly, he dusted the last few crumbs from his lips and asked, “So. What does a country gent do to fill the hours, then?”
“I can’t speak for all country gents, but this one was thinking we could explore the library until Mr. Charleton arrives to call.” Alfie tapped the cover of his book. “The selection in my room was somewhat wanting, but where there’s one book there's bound to be more. Then perhaps after luncheon we could investigate the grounds and see what we’ve gotten ourselves into?”
[image: image-placeholder]The library was no less impressive than the dining room. It was smaller, fortunately, but all four walls were filled with books. There were even bookshelves built in between the windows that overlooked the same gardens he’d seen at breakfast. Alfie gasped as they walked in and Dominick smiled indulgently, happier with Alfie’s joy than he was with the library itself. 
He could read well enough, but rarely had the chance to do so while scrabbling to make a living on the uncaring streets of Spitalfields. Once, an artistic type had paid for the pleasure of Dominick’s company for a full night, and Dominick had amused himself while the man slept—drunk on expensive French wines and Dominick’s cheap body in equal measure. The books the man had weren’t like the few novels he’d come across before. Most weren’t in English, but those he could read had been filled with queer notions and stories that made no sense. Aside from the pay, the night had been a disappointment on every front. As far as he was concerned, if a story needed to be written down to be remembered, it wasn’t that good in the first place. 
But apparently Alfie’s fascination with the stories Dominick told him under the blankets at night when they were children had turned into a love of written-down ones as well. 
“Dominick look, there’s a complete set of Austen! Oh, and Byron! Well, perhaps you shouldn’t read those. I don’t want you getting ideas. And look at these older ones! Who knows what sort of treasures may lie buried.”
Alfie was going from shelf to shelf, running his fingers reverently along the spines, occasionally crooking his head to the side to read a title, then hopping along to the next. The effect was something like an overly endearing owl. 
Dominick knelt down by the fire and picked up the tinderbox. It would be faster to light it himself than to ring for one of the servants, and give him something to do while Alfie was in raptures.
Once a nice blaze was going, he settled down in one of the armchairs facing the fire to rest his eyes. Despite the long journey yesterday, he hadn’t slept well. His bed was like lying on a cloud, and so cozy he’d expected to fall asleep the moment his head hit the pillow, but every time he started to nod off he’d heard odd noises, sometimes like footsteps, other times like something heavy being shifted. 
How quickly he’d gone soft. This time a year ago, he was going without more often than not, falling asleep on his cot with nothing to keep him warm except a blanket so worn as to be near invisible. Back then, if all he’d heard in the night was a few footsteps and things being moved about, he’d have counted himself lucky, but could have slept just as soundly through screaming matches and street fights. 
Dominick dozed to the much more reassuring sounds of Alfie’s footsteps as he pattered around the library, adding books to a growing pile in his arms. Some time later he was awoken by a gentle knock at the door. 
“Sorry to disturb you, my lord,” said Mr. Gibson with a bow towards Alfie. “But Mr. Gilleasbuig Charleton is here to see you.”
“What kind of parent saddles a child with that?” Dominick muttered.
Alfie ignored him, “Thank you, Mr. Gibson. So far, I only know him through our correspondence regarding the property. It will be good to put a face to a name.”
“Yes, sir. I’ve put him in the blue parlour.”
“I would’ve preferred the yellow,” whispered Dominick.
“Hush,” scolded Alfie as he set his pile of books on a small table beside Dominick’s chair. “After you, Mr. Gibson.”
As they followed the butler through yet another series of maze-like passages, Dominick amused himself by imagining what sort of man this “Gilleasbuig” would turn out to be. With a name like that, he was certainly old and stuffy. Probably too high in the instep like Mr. Gibson. And a property manager to boot, he’d be sneering up through gold-rimmed spectacles from his wizened frame while clutching his precious ledgers in gnarled hands. Stooped and shrivelled from too much time behind a desk recording land titles or rent payments or whatever it was property managers did.
They reached the blue parlour, which was just as embellished and overwhelming as the dining room had been, albeit in a different colour. 
Mr. Gibson bowed when they entered. “My lord, Mr. Trent, this is Mr. Gilleasbuig Charleton. Mr. Charleton, The Right Honorable Lord Alfred Pennington, Earl of Crawford, and his cousin, Mr. Dominick Trent.”
Dominick had been right about the spectacles at least, but horribly wrong about the rest.
Gilleasbuig Charleton was perhaps in his early twenties, with an energetic bounce in his step he strode over with an outstretched hand and a boyish grin that set off his looks. Not that they needed the help. His sable hair was pulled back in a tail and hazel eyes flecked with amber glowed warmly behind his spectacles. He was of average height, but
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