
  
    [image: What a Duke Desires]
  


  
    
      What a Duke Desires

      
        THE BROTHERHOOD: ORIGINS

      

    

    
      
        MERRY FARMER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WHAT A DUKE DESIRES

      

      

      
        
        Copyright ©2022 by Merry Farmer

      

      

      This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your digital retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      Cover design by Erin Dameron-Hill (who is completely fabulous)

      ASIN: B0BHL4XMP4

      Paperback: 9798366054614

      
        
        Click here for a complete list of other works by Merry Farmer.

      

      

      

      
        
        If you’d like to be the first to learn about when the next books in the series come out and more, please sign up for my newsletter here: http://eepurl.com/RQ-KX

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Something to Consider Before Reading…

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Something to Consider Before Reading…

          

        

      

    

    
      A lot of assumptions have been made about what life as a gay man in the Regency and Victorian Eras must have been like. Most of these assumptions have been made by examining the laws alone, or by interpretations of primary source documents made by historians in the 20th century that were colored by their own bias. The study of Gay History is an extraordinarily new discipline in Academia that has only just been opening up in the last decade or so. Unsurprisingly, a wealth of primary-source material supports a different view of history than the cold letter of the law—the view that plenty of men conducted life-long same-sex relationships without trouble or interference, even though they had to live quietly for the most part. Historians such as Peter Ackroyd, Matt Cook, Graham Robb, and George Chauncey have begun to paint a picture of gay life before the modern era that is very different from the assumptions academics and lay people made in the homophobic 20th century.

      

      All of that is important to this book—and all of my other M/M Historical Romances—in that the stories I choose to tell and the lives that the men in my books live might not be what you expect to read about in a historical novel. Indeed, you might find yourself tempted to say, “Well, that’s not historically accurate!” On the one hand, I reject that perception of historical accuracy. Like I said above, Historians have approached LGBTQ History with a deeply biased viewpoint for the last hundred years or more, so what has been viewed as “accurate” is, in fact, a product of the era in which the research was conducted and the conclusions reached. New research has uncovered so much about the daily lives of gay men throughout history that is challenging the perceived status quo. And there is so much more research to be done. Not just to challenge current assumptions, but to uncover viewpoints we might not even have considered before. As George Chauncey so eloquently puts it in his seminal work Gay New York, “Just because no one has gone looking for something doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”

      

      On the other hand, it would be silly to assume that gay men in the 19th century lived completely free and open lives with full acceptance. But you know what? For the sake of this series and the rest of my books, let’s take a page out of Daniel Levy’s book and imagine an ideal world where homophobia doesn’t exist. I am a big fan of Schitt’s Creek, and I think Daniel Levy created something magical by portraying a world without homophobia. I have been so touched by his reasons behind writing his show that way and the reception it has received that I’ve endeavored to do the same thing with The Brotherhood: Origins series. My aim in writing these books this way is simply to tell love stories—romantic, passionate love stories—without the distraction of prejudice and hate. I don’t want my characters to be seen as victims, I want them to be seen as men with lives and hearts and ambitions and hopes. If that means tweaking “historical accuracy” a bit, I’m fine with that, and I hope you are too!
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      LONDON – MAY, 1832

      It was political chaos of the highest order, and Wentworth Rawley, Duke of Burville, was right at the heart of it.

      “It’s a disgrace, I tell you,” Wentworth overheard Lord Camden grumble to Lord Kimbolton as the assembly in the House of Lords broke up. “Mark my words, this egregious act will bring terror down on us all.”

      “Our heads will roll, just like those poor bastard Frenchmen during the Terror,” Lord Kimbolton hissed, glancing around as though revolutionaries were waiting with the guillotine primed and ready outside of the Lords’ chamber.

      “Our heads would have rolled had we not passed the bill,” Wentworth commented, against his better judgement, as the men moved closer to him.

      Camden and Kimbolton stopped to glare at him. Their looks of absolute derision were not unfamiliar to Wentworth—looks like that had been as common as pennies since he had become the fifth Duke of Burville the year before. He was a passionate Whig and had always been in favor of reform, unlike his father, a determined Tory. His inheritance of the title had meant one more vote for Lord Grey’s efforts to pass the reform bill and one less for the Tories.

      Wentworth had also been subjected to loathing looks and lips curled in disgust ever since he had been caught sucking Lord Wilmore’s cock in a room that was supposed to be discreet at Lady Cowper’s ball last June, but that was a different matter entirely.

      Or so Wentworth thought.

      “I suppose you are gloating over this travesty, Your Grace,” Camden said, sounding as though he might choke on the honorific, as if Wentworth didn’t deserve the loftiness of his title. “Your sort thrives on thumbing your noses at decent people.”

      Wentworth frowned and grasped his hands behind his back in an effort to conceal his agitation at Lord Camden’s harsh words and harsher treatment. “Surely, you must admit that the previous system had grown inadequate for the needs of our growing country, my lords. At the very least, the franchise should have been extended years ago, and the rotten boroughs should have been eradicated or folded into a more representative system long before now.”

      Camden and Kimbolton looked as though Wentworth had suggested the nobility, or even the monarchy, should be completely extinguished—which many members of the public had been calling for as Parliament continued to drag its feet with reform for the past two years.

      “The aristocracy is the cornerstone of the kingdom, Your Grace,” Kimbolton snapped, as though Wentworth were an unruly child who needed to be schooled in the ways of the world. “This despicable act which has been foisted upon us all, and which you have glibly supported, though it will damage your own prestige, I am certain—”

      “As if it could be damaged any further after what has been brought to light,” Camden muttered, looking vaguely sick.

      “And it could lead to the destruction of us all,” Kimbolton finished with a huff.

      Wentworth had grown accustomed to being sneered at for his sins—though the exclusion he faced in some circles because of it still chafed—but he could not countenance backward thinking when he was face to face with it.

      “Passage of the Representation of the People Act was necessary, not only to stop the majority of the population of England from doing as their brethren on the continent are doing and calling for the abolition of the monarchy, but because the world we live in has changed, and we must change with it.”

      “Nonsense,” Camden sniffed. “God created a natural order to man. Those of us in this chamber were meant to rule and guide, not to bow and scrape to common laborers and street-sweepers.”

      “They will vote us out of our hereditary right soon enough, mark my words,” Kimbolton said, sounding rather like a fainting dowager who had spotted a young woman, freshly debuted, whose decolletage was too much on view.

      Wentworth frowned harder and pressed his lips together for a moment before answering with, “The franchise has been extended to freeholders and those with a steady yearly income, not street-sweepers or common laborers.”

      “Any extension is bad enough,” Camden said.

      Wentworth opened his mouth to argue further for the extension of the franchise, but Kimbolton cut him off.

      “You have done your damage, Your Grace, so you can be proud,” he snapped. “Next, I’m certain, you will be arguing in favor of striking down our anti-buggery laws so that your sort might flaunt their depravities in the streets.” He turned to Camden and snorted, as though the two of them shared a joke—as if Wentworth were nothing more than a joke.

      Camden laughed in return. “You should be grateful that your title protects you from prosecution, Your Grace,” he said, once more making the honorific sound like an insult. “I, for one, would be more than happy to vote in favor of the harshest of penalties, should the case come before Lords.”

      “As would I,” Kimbolton agreed.

      Wentworth debated arguing that there was no proof of his transgressions. The trouble was, there had been ample proof. He was a known sodomite, and true to Camden’s word, the only thing protecting him from prosecution was his status as a duke. Noblemen were never prosecuted for things that caused working-class men to hang.

      There was worse to come on top of that, though.

      “You were disreputable and distasteful before, Your Grace,” Kimbolton said, sweeping him with a disgusted look. “Now you will be outright untouchable.”

      “My wife would never lower herself to invite you to any of her gatherings again,” Camden added. “And I dare say her friends will shun you as well.”

      “I predict that all of London, all of England, will exclude you from their presence,” Kimbolton went on. “I would not be surprised if you never saw another invitation to a ball or soiree again, for all you are a duke.”

      “You, sir, are finished,” Camden agreed with a nod.

      That was the end. Camden and Kimbolton turned and marched away, leaving Wentworth to feel a sense of dread pressing down on him that eclipsed even what he’d felt the night of his discovery with Lord Wilmore. He took the threat of ostracization seriously. Lady Camden and Lady Kimbolton most certainly had it within their power to shut Wentworth out from society, and without society, what was there?

      “That was painful to watch.”

      Wentworth startled at the sound of the all-too familiar voice, then turned to find none other than Lord Wilmore himself striding easily down the aisle toward him. Wentworth couldn’t help himself. George was still one of the handsomest and most alluring men he’d ever met, despite his advanced years. It had been something of a dream come true when the fascinating and scintillating older man had taken a shine to him years before. Wentworth had been young and still unsure of himself where matters of sensuality were concerned, but George had taken him under his wing and taught him, well, everything.

      That night at Lady Cowper’s ball was far from a singular event. Wentworth had found himself on his knees for the gorgeous, silver-haired marquess on many occasions, staring up into those impish, blue eyes with hope and adoration…while choking on the man’s prick.

      “I merely voted with my conscience,” Wentworth said. He had to clear his throat when his voice came out in a croak.

      Heat infused him. It didn’t matter that he’d broken things off with George within days of their discovery together—and there had been no hard feelings from George, who understood the pressures Wentworth had faced over the incident—the fire of lust and the memory of the way it had felt to let go of propriety and indulge his darker side was still there, simmering under the surface. He didn’t want George specifically, but he desperately wanted to be encompassed in the flame of desire again.

      George smiled at him as he came to stand near Wentworth—but not too near, not anymore. There was as much sadness in his eyes as there was pride in Wentworth for standing his ground.

      “You were right to say that the world has changed and we must change with it,” George said. “And there will be more change to come, I’d wager. The world turns, whether it offends the Tories or not. They can no more stop it than they can prevent the sun from rising.” He paused, then said precisely what Wentworth hoped he would. “I’m proud of you, boy.”

      A shiver shot down Wentworth’s back. He was five-and-twenty, so being called “boy” should embarrass him. Instead, it reminded him of the things he and George had shared, and how desperately he had needed that particular sort of guidance at the time.

      But all that was over, and Wentworth had the feeling other things were over now as well.

      “I cannot take the threat of exclusion that was made against me just now lightly,” he said, blowing out a breath and rubbing a hand over the back of his neck.

      George shrugged. “You will be fine, Your Grace.”

      Wentworth snapped his gaze up to George. Not once, in all their dalliance, had George ever called him by his title. Coming so hard on the heels of being called “boy”, it was as disconcerting as it was flattering.

      “I’m afraid I am not like you, sir,” he said quietly, falling back on the protocol that had been established between the two of them during their association. “I care what people think of me. I care about society and…and having a sense of…of brotherhood. And now I fear all of that will be withheld from me.”

      Again, George shrugged. “Who gives a rat’s prick what their society thinks of you?” he said all too casually. “If they shun you, create your own society.”

      “I would not know where to begin that endeavor,” Wentworth sighed.

      He might have been a duke and a wealthy man, but when it came to interacting with others, he preferred to let others take the lead. Which was another reason his fellow peers held him in contempt. If he had been a commanding, warrior-like man, he was certain they would have overlooked his sexual proclivities, as they did with any number of peers who carried on behind closed doors.

      But Wentworth was a thinker, not a fighter. He would have been more at home with the likes of the industrialists who created the innovations that had changed the world. He would rather spend his time in useful pursuits than in bullying the vast majority of the population into obeying his will, like Camden and Kimbolton seemed to think it was a duke’s duty to do.

      He had been born into the wrong class, and everyone around him knew it.

      George pulled him out of his distressing thoughts by clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Go home, Wenty,” he said with a kind smile. “Have yourself a hearty meal. Find a handsome lad to take to your bed and enjoy him to the fullest.” Wentworth sucked in a breath of fear and glanced anxiously around to make certain no one had overheard them. “Have a good night’s sleep. In the morning, this will all have blown over and things will be back to their usual rhythm.”

      “I suppose,” Wentworth said, shuffling uneasily.

      “Go on now, boy,” George told him with a wink, nudging him toward the chambers’ door.

      Wentworth relaxed by a hair and returned his old friend’s smile before taking a step in the direction George had pushed him.

      “All will be well,” George reassured him as Wentworth walked away. “And I will be watching your progress and championing you from afar.”

      Wentworth desperately hoped so.

      But things weren’t all well. He stepped out into the hall, only to have the peers waiting there, discussing the day’s events, turn their backs on him. They weren’t well when even members of his own political party stepped aside to let him pass without drawing him into conversation, or seeming to care that he had risked everything by voting in favor of reform.

      They weren’t well when he made it out to the street and had to push his way through men who should have stepped aside at his status so that he could reach his carriage. He was a duke, for heaven’s sake, not a groom. He deserved respect.

      He should have stepped up and demanded that respect, but something within him hesitated, afraid to reach for it. The dread he’d felt the night of his discovery at Lady Cowper’s ball had never really left him, and he was loath to draw any further attention to himself lest somehow the invisible shield that protected the wealthy and titled from prosecution and damnation dissolve and leave him vulnerable.

      It was worse than just that, though. He made it to his carriage, but noted well the barely-concealed rage in the eyes of his driver. And all along the short way home to Mayfair, he was certain Harrold hit every rut in the pavement he could so that Wentworth was jostled to within an inch of his life.

      They made it home in one piece, but there was still worse to come.

      “Your Grace, I must speak with you,” Benning, his butler, announced as he met Wentworth in the front hall, before Wentworth had barely had time to do more than remove his hat.

      “Is something amiss, Benning?” Wentworth asked with as kind a demeanor as he could manage. He knew full well everything was amiss. If Benning’s stiff posture and solemn expression weren’t enough of a clue, the fact that Mrs. Hayworth, his housekeeper, stood right behind Benning, already wearing her coat and hat and carrying a valise, and that nearly all of the servants he employed stood in an anxious line behind her, would have been proof enough of that.

      “Your Grace,” Benning said, as though delivering a speech he had prepared. “Mrs. Hayworth and the rest of the staff—well, most of the rest of the staff—have endured far too much in this last year. We were employed by your father—a fine man and a true duke—and our loyalty was and always has been to him. The incident of last spring was bad enough, but, with all due respect, Your Grace, your current political actions are the very last straw.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Wentworth blinked rapidly at the declaration he faced. It was well known that servants were often even more conservative than their masters, but he never would have dreamed his own staff would take such a firm stance on a simple reform bill.

      Then again, that bill had already led to riots in the street, a change in Prime Minister, and mayhem of an order that hadn’t been seen in England in years.

      “We are sorry it has come to this, Your Grace,” Benning went on, “but on behalf of myself, Mrs. Hayworth, and the rest of the staff, we resign, effective immediately.”

      “We will just be on our way,” Mrs. Hayworth said, fury making her voice shake. She gripped her valise tightly and marched right past Wentworth and out the front door.

      The rest of the servants followed her, Benning bringing up the rear. Even Galveston, Wentworth’s valet, left. Galveston didn’t so much as look at Wentworth as he stepped out into the street.

      “Best of luck finding a new staff, Your Grace,” Benning said as he left the house, slamming the door behind him. Wentworth was under no illusion about whether Benning meant those words kindly or whether they were a final stab to his pride.

      The house felt somehow bigger and emptier without even servants to care for it. Wentworth stood stock still in the hallway for a moment. He still held his hat and gloves in his hands, and he hadn’t begun to remove his coat.

      He glanced around at the walls he had known since he was a small boy. His father’s portrait and that of several of his esteemed ancestors, former Dukes and Duchesses of Burville, looked down at him as if shaking their heads over Wentworth’s foolishness. Not even his own painted ancestors approved of what he had done, or, he wagered, who he was.

      He was completely alone in the world. He had stood up for what he believed, and he had paid the price for it. The satisfaction of voting his conscience was nowhere near enough to compensate for the utter loneliness that threatened to consume him. As likely as not, the men he’d fought so hard for in his pursuit of reform would still see him as the enemy, as a duke who didn’t care for them, or for anyone else.

      But he did care. He cared so much that it threatened to unman him with tears. He was a man and a duke, dammit, but loneliness was a whip that smarted and left its mark on even the most stalwart of souls. His eyes stung, his throat squeezed, and a sense of complete hopelessness pressed down on him, threatening to swallow him with despair. He didn’t know what he would do about—

      “Your Grace?”

      Wentworth gasped and turned sharply to the end of the hall. The kitchen maid and one of the junior footmen, peeked out from around the corner that led to the stairs to the servants’ hall.

      Wentworth had never been so happy to see anyone in his life. He was not alone after all.

      Hurriedly, he removed his coat and laid it over a chair near the door, along with his hat and gloves, then strode down the hall, hope beating furiously in his heart.

      “Jack Cotton, isn’t it?” he asked the footman. “And Dolly Smith?”

      The footman and the maid smiled uncertainly as Wentworth reached them.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” young Jack said, nodding respectfully, and with a hint of…something as he glanced up at Wentworth.

      Wentworth broke into a smile at the handsome young man. But a moment later, he checked himself and schooled his expression.

      “Are you still here because you were not swift enough to leave with the others?” he asked. “I will not stand in your way if you wish to go as well. And I will provide you with references, which I will do for the others as well, if they care to receive them.” He made that decision in the moment. His servants might have abandoned him, but they still deserved references for the years they’d been in his family’s employ.

      “I ain’t leavin’, Your Grace,” Dolly said with a nervous curtsy. “Not when you been so good to me.”

      “I have no intention of going either,” Jack said, nodding and squaring his shoulders in a show of pride and strength…that Wentworth wished he had himself. “This is a fine house, Your Grace, and it is an honor to serve you.”

      Wentworth’s heart filled with gratitude to the point where he was near tears for an entirely different reason. “It’s just you two, then?” he asked.

      Jack and Dolly glanced to each other, then nodded.

      “Mr. Benning tried to get us to leave,” Jack said. “He told everyone they should leave or they’d never find a suitable position in London again.”

      A faint pulse of anger went through Wentworth, but he let it go without nurturing it. For all he knew, any servant who took a position in his house truly would be blackening their names with the same brush that had been used to paint him.

      But at least he wasn’t alone.

      “Well, then,” he sighed, glancing between Jack and Dolly. “I suppose we must make do.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Jack said with a fetching smile.

      Wentworth did a double-take. Jack truly was handsome. If he recalled correctly, the man was near twenty, he’d joined the household after Christmas, and he was a foundling who had been raised and trained for service in an orphanage near Slough. He was beautifully built, with strong arms and a pleasing face. His eyes were a warm shade of hazel, and his mouth was expressive. Wentworth had noticed him in a particular way on more than one occasion, but he’d never allowed his imagination to go where it had been inclined to go where the young man was concerned.

      George had said he should find someone to warm his bed to take his mind off things….

      But no, Wentworth didn’t have the first idea whether Jack Cotton was even inclined that way, and the thought of losing one of the last people to remain loyal to him through that sort of misunderstanding was horrific.

      He swore to himself then and there that he would never do anything to make Jack or Dolly leave him, no matter how hard he had to bite his tongue or keep his desires in check.

      He cleared his throat and assumed what he hoped was a posture of authority. “Very well, then,” he said. “Mr. Cotton, you are now my butler and valet. Miss Smith, you are housekeeper and cook.”

      “Lordy!” Dolly exclaimed, her eyes going wide. “And me only nineteen!”

      Wentworth tried not to laugh, but he couldn’t help it. “Yes, I know,” he said, shaking his head. “It is a sorry state of affairs. But together, the three of us will survive. Tomorrow, we shall begin the search for a new staff, and we will return Burville House to its usual state. But for now….” He relaxed his posture a bit and smiled meekly at Dolly. “Is there anything to eat downstairs? Anything at all? I am famished after an exceedingly difficult day and want nothing more than to eat, then sleep and bid adieu to this day.”

      “There’s stew and bread downstairs,” Dolly said, blinking. “It were supposed to be servants’ fare.”

      “I’m certain it will be good enough for me for now,” Wentworth said.

      “You could…you could eat downstairs with us,” Jack said, staring intently at Wentworth, his cheeks pink with a fetching blush. “If you don’t want to be alone, that is, Your Grace. We would be glad of your company, as it’s been an…unusual day for us all.”

      Wentworth could have kissed the man right then and there…for a variety of reasons. Jack Cotton might have been as far from his equal as it was possible to get, but the kindness that the man showed him and the earnestness of his offer won Wentworth over in every way.

      “I would be grateful,” he admitted, smiling at Jack. “You have no idea how grateful. I…I do not wish to be alone.”

      He met Jack’s eyes, and if he wasn’t mistaken, a spark of understanding passed between them. It was foolish of him to be so open to a man so far beneath him, but he needed it. He needed that openness, that camaraderie.

      He needed Jack.
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      HAMPSHIRE – SEPTEMBER, 1835

      It was difficult to believe that George was dead. Word had reached Wentworth of his old friend and mentor’s demise just a fortnight ago, and it had wounded him as if he and George had still been involved in that particular way. For three long, trying years, ever since that horrible day in the House of Lords, George had continued to look out for Wentworth from afar, as he’d promised to.

      Well, Wentworth couldn’t be entirely certain about that, but he had a feeling deep inside whenever a situation that should have turned sour ended up with a tinge of sweetness instead—when he was shunted aside over and over by his fellow peers, but still managed to have his voice heard in Parliament, when he had his membership at White’s revoked and was denied entrance at Boodle’s and Brooks’s both, even though Brooks’s was a Whig club, but was offered a chair on the board of a philanthropical organization instead, and when he and Jack had exhausted their options for hiring new servants through all of the reputable agencies, but ended up with highly-trained and discreet men and women showing up on the doorstep of Burville House, inquiring after positions—George had been behind it.

      George was gone now, and though Wentworth could hardly believe it, he owed the level of confidence he had now to his old friend and lover.

      All the same, he had been surprised when the invitation to George’s country estate in Hampshire, Swanmore Glen, had arrived, stating that Wentworth had been named in George’s will and that his presence was required at a particular gathering for the revelation of the will’s contents.

      “Is it usual to have house parties like this for the reading of wills?” Jack asked as the carriage he and Wentworth had taken from London jostled up the long front drive to the house at Swanmore Glen.

      “Not at all,” Wentworth said with a small frown.

      His frown was not for the way Jack addressed him informally. They had long since given up the use of proper titles and forms of address with each other. After all they had been through together in the last three years, Wentworth couldn’t even imagine there being the usual sort of formality between them that existed with most noblemen and their valets.

      “George was eccentric in life,” he went on. “I suppose we all should have known he would be eccentric in death as well.”

      “If you say so,” Jack said, then leaned closer to the window to look out at the sprawling estate.

      Wentworth glanced out the window after him for a moment, admiring the verdant, harvest greenery and the well-kept lands of Swanmore Glen, but they were not the natural beauty that held his attention.

      Quickly, his gaze slipped back to admire the line of Jack’s neck as he leaned toward the carriage’s window. Jack had filled out and grown into his body in the last three years, which had transformed him from a lithe youth to a man of exceptional physique. He wore his livery well. The way his coat hugged his arms and gathered snugly around his torso hinted at Jack’s powerful muscles. His breeches did little to hide the firm outline of his thigh, or the impressive bulge under the falls. The exposed flesh above Jack’s collar was pink and warm with life, and not for the first time, Wentworth was seized by the desire to rest his lips against Jack’s pulse and to breathe in his fresh, clean scent.

      “Have you been to Swanmore Glen before?” Jack asked, turning away from the window.

      Wentworth jumped slightly, heating as if he’d been caught in Lady Cowper’s parlor all over again.

      “Once,” he said, his voice coming out in such a croak that he needed to clear his throat before going on with, “Lord Wilmore invited me for a fortnight just after I’d finished at Oxford.”

      He heated even more at his memories of that fortnight. George had taught him quite a bit about the pleasures of the flesh. Wentworth had done things that he never would have dreamed of before—some of which he’d liked and some he hadn’t. It had all been new and exciting, though, and had helped him to form an idea of who he was and what he desired in his own mind.

      Jack smiled cautiously at Wentworth’s words. “I can imagine you had a magnificent time,” he said.

      A shiver passed through Wentworth. He couldn’t tell from Jack’s sly look alone whether his valet and friend guessed at what the fortnight with George had entailed. Truth be told, after three years with Jack’s nearly constant company, Wentworth still couldn’t tell whether Jack knew all there was to know about him…or if he shared those inclinations.

      No, that was not true. Everyone in Wentworth’s household knew of his reputation as a sodomite. It had been impossible to avoid the accusations that had flown around London in the last few years. Jack was clever and world-wise. He would have both heard the rumors and pieced them together with the fact that not once in the three years of their acquaintance had Wentworth so much as spoken about a woman.

      But as much of an open book as Wentworth was, Jack had remained a beautiful mystery that Wentworth was too afraid to delve into, lest he end up offending his friend and driving him away. Wentworth had remained true to the promise he’d made himself that fateful day and swallowed every urge to speak out to Jack. He could accept exclusion by all of society, but he felt he would wither and die, should Jack decide to turn his back on him.

      “I like the look of the place,” Jack said in a comfortable voice. He turned back to the window and smiled as they drove off the main drive and onto the path that would take them up to the house’s front door. “It has a jolly sort of countenance about it, as if a great deal of fun is to be had here.” He turned back to Wentworth, his smile still in place. “I can see you frolicking here with your friend, Lord Wilmore.”

      Wentworth’s heart slammed against his ribs. Jack’s smile had him feeling restless and overheated. He would have liked to frolic with Jack in about a dozen ways, each of them wickeder than the last. At the same time, he dreaded what Jack must think of him for having been the lover of a man so many years older than him and so…commanding, like George.

      “Swanmore Glen has all the charms of the country,” Wentworth said, feeling as though it was a hopelessly lame response to Jack’s statement.

      Jack’s smile deepened before he set about gathering the few things they’d brought with them inside the carriage as the conveyance lurched to a stop. “I’ve hardly spent any time in the country before, as you know,” he said, scooting forward in his seat and preparing to exit the carriage. “This should be an interesting journey.”

      “Indeed,” Wentworth said, attempting to pull himself together so that he could be a proper duke. It was so damnably hard at times to carry himself with the gravity that he was meant to have in his position.

      The driver hopped down to open the carriage door, and as soon as he did, Jack stepped out and marched immediately around to the back of the carriage to see to their things. Wentworth descended from the carriage a moment later, trying to stand tall and not feel as though Jack had abandoned him to the wolves of the rest of the aristocracy. He could already see a few titled gentlemen and others whom he’d known at university loitering around the house’s front terrace, and he caught a glimpse of a familiar face peeking out one of the parlor windows to see who the new arrival was.

      “Greetings, Your Grace,” an august butler in impeccable black mourning livery met Wentworth as he strode from the carriage to the terrace steps. “Welcome to Swanmore Glen.”

      “Thank you,” Wentworth said, deepening his voice by a few degrees and nodding curtly to the butler.

      “I trust your journey was uneventful?” the butler asked.

      “It was, thank you.” Wentworth glanced over his shoulder to Jack, who, with the help of two of Swanmore’s footmen, was seeing to their baggage.

      Jack noticed him watching and turned to give Wentworth a quick smile of reassurance. That smile sent a blossom of confidence through Wentworth. Jack always made him feel more confident.

      Wentworth turned back to the butler. “I was surprised by this summons,” he admitted, “and to be honest, I am uncertain what to make of it or what to do.”

      “Do not worry, Your Grace,” the butler said with a slight bow. “Lord Wilmore and the rest of us at Swanmore Glen will see to your every need.”

      A rush of hot and cold spilled down Wentworth’s back at the mention of Lord Wilmore. Wentworth almost searched for George before realizing that someone else must have inherited the title. He vaguely remembered George having a young nephew who was in line for the marquisate. All the same, George’s presence was everywhere around Swanmore Glen, from the gardens to the front hall that he stepped into as the butler led him on.

      “Burville! I thought that was you.”

      Wentworth turned in time to see his old college chum, Cecil Mackworth, Viscount Thurleigh, stepping out from the parlor to the right. He’d recognized Cecil through the window, but seeing the man up close brought back a wealth of feeling about the time they’d spent together all those years ago. George wasn’t the only man who had contributed to Wentworth’s early education, and Wentworth wasn’t George’s only young pupil.

      “Thurleigh, it’s good to see you again,” Wentworth said, stepping over to take Cecil’s hand when it was offered. “It’s been too long.”

      “It has indeed,” Cecil said, his face coloring a little. “I’ve been away on the continent these last few years.”

      Which, of course, meant that someone at some point had found Cecil out, and he’d sought refuge from wagging tongues and probing questions from authorities in friendlier climes, like Italy or Spain, where their inclinations were not a crime.

      “I was deeply sorry to hear of George’s demise,” Cecil went on, extending an arm and inviting Wentworth into the parlor he’d come out of earlier. “What a wily old bugger that man was,” Cecil laughed.

      Wentworth laughed along with him, but he heated at the literal meaning of the comment. “He was that. I suppose you were named in his will as well?” he asked.

      “We all were,” Cecil said, looking a bit surprised at Wentworth’s lack of knowledge.

      “We?” Wentworth asked, hating how much on the back foot he felt already.

      “George’s entire harem of young bucks and dandies have been summoned to Swanmore Glen,” Cecil said with a wry twinkle in his eyes. “That man was a hedonist of the highest order. You know he had a whole stable of us at his beck and call to play with whenever the need niggled at him.”

      Wentworth hadn’t thought it was possible for him to blush harder than he already was—and truly, it was unbecoming for a duke to blush in the first place—but the very idea of George having his pick of eager young men to play with and debauch was as amusing as it was embarrassing.

      He was spared from having to come up with some sort of clever reply to entertain Cecil as a thump from the hallway made him turn. Jack had stepped into the house, along with the two footmen that carried Wentworth’s trunk. Jack’s arms were filled with smaller valises and cases, which he carried as though they weighed nothing.

      Pride filled Wentworth, and when Jack glanced into the parlor and met his eyes with another of his reassuring smiles, Wentworth was tempted to wiggle his fingers coquettishly at his friend. He only nodded at him, smiling in return, and he considered that a victory for his dignity.

      “Well, well,” Cecil said as Jack and the footmen moved on. “Who was that?”

      “That?” Wentworth said with a shrug, pretending disinterest. “That is my valet, Mr. Cotton.”

      “Valet indeed,” Cecil said, the mischief in his eyes showing that he knew there was more. “He’s quite well-formed.”

      Wentworth fixed his old friend with a flat look. “Cotton has been in my employ these three and a half years now,” he said. “He was one of only two servants who stayed with me when my vote for the Reform Act was made public, the other being my housekeeper, Mrs. Smith.”

      Dolly had laughed for hours when Wentworth informed the young woman that, as housekeeper, she should be called “Mrs. Smith” and not “Miss Smith”, regardless of her married state.

      “You are lucky to have such a fine and loyal attendant,” Cecil said. His tone and expression said far more than his words. “I assume he takes particular care of your person?” Cecil arched one eyebrow playfully.

      Wentworth returned the look with a lopsided smile, then sighed. He ventured one last look to the hallway, but Jack had already moved on. Since there was nothing left there to turn his attention to, he started across the parlor to a much larger, adjacent room with Cecil.

      “He does not,” he admitted, keeping his voice low. Cecil was one of the few people he could speak to about such things, but he preferred to do so in a quiet voice.

      “Truly?” Cecil huffed a laugh. “If I had a valet like that, I would take full advantage of it.”

      “That is just the thing,” Wentworth said as they crossed into a larger conservatory, where several other men he vaguely recognized were lounging about, drinking tea and chatting as though they hadn’t seen each other in years. “I’ve no wish to take advantage of anyone, particularly the one man who has stayed by my side through my darkest days and upon whom I rely for nearly everything.”

      Cecil’s teasing grin dropped to a look of soft seriousness. “It is worse than I thought, then,” he said.

      “Worse?” Wentworth was terrified of what Cecil must think of him.

      Cecil’s grin returned, but it was kinder now. “You’re in love with the man, aren’t you?”

      Wentworth’s chest tightened. “Whatever makes you say that? You’ve only just had a glimpse of the man, and you and I haven’t seen each other for years.”

      Cecil laughed, shook his head, and placed a hand on Wentworth’s shoulder. “You forget,” he said. “We were close at Oxford. I came to know your character well. You are a sentimental soul, Wentworth Rawley. You’re a poet and a bleeding heart.”

      Wentworth was tempted to protest that he was not, but the fact of the matter was that Cecil was right about him.

      “I shouldn’t be,” he said. “I’m the Duke of Burville now. I’ve a reputation and a family name to uphold.”

      Cecil surprised him by barking a laugh. “If that’s how you feel about things, then you shouldn’t have voted with Grey three years ago and infuriated all those pesky Tories.”

      Wentworth’s brow shot up. “You’re not a Tory?”

      “God, no!” Cecil said.

      “Then why didn’t you vote for reform along with me?” It would have saved Wentworth a great deal of strife if someone like Cecil had stood up along with him all those years ago.

      Cecil grew serious again. “Did I not just tell you that I was away on the continent after…some troubles?”

      Wentworth let go of his anger and the tension that had bunched his shoulders. “You are right,” he said, shaking his head and rubbing his brow. “Men like us should support and protect each other, no matter what the circumstances, rather than blaming each other for the wrongs and injustices that are thrown at us.”
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