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To Mutiny, my constant companion.
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  Chapter 1


Kilconquhar, Scotland 
March 1819

“To the cats being away.”
Jarrett raised his tankard in salute. It would be a better toast if he had someone to share it with, but he didn’t, so he tapped his drink against the scarred wood of the bar and took a swig. The ale was only passable, but he wasn’t going to waste his own coin on better when he had an employer who was blessed with both a fine collection of spirits and a poor memory when it came to how full the bottles had been before his valet tidied the room. 
Not that Jarrett was keen to take advantage of the earl any time soon. He seemed fair enough as far as that sort went. Besides, the Right Honourable Alfred Pennington the Earl of Crawford and Balcarres or Some Such came part-and-parcel with his handsome companion, Dominick, no title given. The two were absolutely besotted with each other so Jarrett didn’t have a chance with either man, but still, he could look. Although he wouldn’t even have the opportunity to do that any time soon. 
He’d seen the pair off in their carriage yesterday as they’d headed towards Edinburgh to catch the mail coach to London on some urgent errand. They hadn’t said much to Jarrett other than they’d be gone for some time and that his services wouldn’t be required.
He hadn’t argued. He barely had skills enough to make the earl presentable for local society, which was mostly sheep. He’d be woefully out of place in London. Still, he’d have liked the chance to see Tattersall’s. The horses sold there were said to be some of the finest in the world. He probably couldn’t afford even a single shoe for horseflesh like that, but again, he could look.
He frowned into his drink. Hopefully, the earl wasn’t looking for a real valet while he was in London. Occasional tipple aside, Jarrett was working hard to learn his new duties since working his way up through the ranks. Aside from that, he’d gotten used to sleeping indoors in a real bed and a room with actual walls, not just in the loft over stables. There’d be worse things than going back to being a footman, or even all the way back down to stable lad, but it wasn’t nearly as fine as being able to say he was a valet. 
A valet with nothing to do until the earl returned except hope he’d still have a job. 
He shook his head to dislodge the thought. He might have more experience with real horses than the horses’ arses that made up the nobility, but the earl was a good man. If worse came to worse, Jarrett would at least be walking away from Balcarres House with a good reference and full pockets. Either way, life was far too short to worry about the future. The cats were away and this mouse wasn’t going to miss his chance to play. Now if only he could find someone to play with…
He let his eyes roam the room. The Kinneuchar Inn was doing a brisk trade tonight with a fair mix of those just passing through and locals filling its whitewashed walls. The locals all had their usual spots, and God help the outsider that claimed one of those. They clustered around the fire, warming gnarled hands and having the same conversations about the weather they had every night. Jarrett was bored just looking at them. 
If he was going to tup a farmer, he wanted a great strapping lad, not one old enough to be his grandfather—or great-grandfather. And if he was to go after a shopkeeper, it’d be one with soft hands and a smooth voice, not a phlegmy cough and a wife at home with the bairns. Beggars might not be choosers, but Jarrett liked to think he had some standards. 
Besides, for the type of play he was looking for, he’d be safer finding a man who was only staying a single night, or even better, only an hour or so while his horses were changed for the next leg of his journey. A handful of minutes in a secluded spot and they could both go away content, never having to worry about seeing each other again. 
The villages around Balcarres House were wee more than clusters of homes, most too small for even a kirk or a decent pub so his options for local companionship were few. That Kilconquhar had both, and right across the lane from each other, made it the largest town for miles and was certainly convenient on a Sunday morning. When he’d first arrived in town, he’d looked for signs of interest among the locals gathered for a pint after Sunday services, but gotten none back. As far as he could tell, the only other men of his sort were Lord Crawford and Dominick and while it was fun to flirt because he could, they’d made it clear that they were firmly unavailable.
It was all right. He did well enough by the men just passing through. Besides, not counting the two out of reach, he could count on a single hand the number of local men he had any interest in. Well, a single finger really. Unfortunately, all the flirting in the world couldn’t turn a gentleman who preferred the contents of petticoats to breeches. And from the giggled gossip he overheard near daily, that single gentleman liked the contents of many, many petticoats.
So that left Jarrett to catch what few minutes of pleasure he could from like-minded men passing through. Not that it’d ever been otherwise for him.
He thought back to Lord Crawford and Dominick. What must it be like to wake up next to the same man every morning? To wake up next to him at all instead of just shrugging your trousers back on after and calling it a night?
He drained his tankard. Aye, that had better be his last for the night, clearly ale turned him into a right soppy bastard.
“Another of those?” asked Marta from behind the bar, testing his better judgement.
Before he could answer, a great mass of woollen coat heaved its way beside him. 
“I’ll take one.”
Jarrett slid a glance over at the stranger. Over… and up. And up. Lord, the man was tall. Big, too. The path he’d shouldered through the crowd was wide enough for two or three Jarretts to walk abreast, and if that greatcoat hid as muscular a body as those broad shoulders suggested, then Jarrett might be in for a real treat.
The greatcoat suggested other things too. Long and heavy with a great flapping cape, it was the sort worn by those expecting to spend hours in foul weather, coachmen and night watchmen in particular. The latter was reason enough to give him pause, making this a worse idea than usual. But if the man was a coachman just passing through, it would be cruel of Jarrett to deprive him of everything the county had to offer... 
Besides, the odds were on his side. It was a common enough sort of coat. In fact, if he checked the kitchens at Balcarres now, he’d find a rack of the same waiting for use by any servant who had to go out when the weather was miserable, which being Scotland, was often. Add to that, if Magistrate Carnbee had added a new night watchman he’d have been strutting around crowing about it.
But if Jarrett had a pound for every coach driver he’d seen in the inn wearing that exact coat with its cape about the shoulders and hem splattered with mud, he’d have a stable of his own horses by now and a fine house to go with it. Perhaps even a fine gentleman to keep him company. Jarrett would never be as well-turned-out as the earl, but surely all those imaginary pounds could tempt someone to stay with him for more than just a night.
Perhaps even a fine gentleman with coal-black hair, flashing eyes behind golden spectacles, and mouth that always seemed half-curled in a grin…
He shook his head. No use wishing for things—and men—he couldn’t have. Better to stay in the here-and-now. As the stranger accepted his drink from Marta with a nod, Jarrett gave him a thorough looking over.
It was a dangerous game, this part, with high stakes. If Jarrett made a mistake he might end up with a black eye. If he really made a mistake he might wind up before the magistrate. Still, there were signs and codes he’d picked up over the years that sounded innocent enough to ordinary men, but held special meaning for men like himself. 
He leaned his elbows on the bar, bending at the waist and straightening his legs so his arse might be displayed to the best effect if the man cared to look. He’d be the first to admit he didn’t have the plumpest rump in the world nor the longest legs—a less confident man might even consider himself a wee bit bony and more than a wee bit short. But he had a lean figure that many men appreciated. Being rather vain about his high cheekbones as well, he turned his head to just the right angle, long practice letting him know how to accentuate them in the lamplight.
“Just come in off the road?” Jarrett asked.
The stranger gave him a quick glance then went back to his drink. “Aye.”
Not the most promising start, but Jarrett had had worse. “In town for long?”
“No.” 
Still only one-word answers, but when the stranger spoke, he looked at Jarrett again, a little longer this time. It wasn’t quite, Meet you round back, but it was something. Jarrett risked pressing a little further.
“Would be a shame to miss the sights before you left. I know a lovely, quiet spot for stargazing.”
This time, the stranger’s gaze didn’t leave Jarrett at all. Well, that was more promising. Unless he was simply sizing Jarrett up to see whether it would take one blow to fell the molly making advances on him or two. 
The slightest prickle of wariness chose that moment to make itself known. The stranger didn’t seem inclined to violence yet, which was just as well because he likely wouldn’t even have to spill his ale to knock Jarrett senseless.
Big and tall—Jarrett had already noticed that—the man had a flat mouth which didn’t seem inclined to smile, at least not at him, and a long straight nose, which looked never to have been broken. That hopefully meant he wasn’t the sort to solve his disagreements with his fists. Promising, unless he was too damned good a fighter to get struck, which was worrying.
There was little else to give away where the stranger’s inclinations lay, nothing pinned to his lapel or affixed to the band of his hat. The only thing that marked him at all was his unexpectedly garish trousers which were mostly concealed by the swirl of the greatcoat. Jarrett caught a flash of red and green plaid.
Definitely a city man then. Edinburgh, most likely, as it was closest. City fashions took a long time to make it out into the countryside, but if that’s what they were wearing there now, Jarrett wasn’t looking forward to their arrival in County Fife. The single strand of yellow that cut through the plaid made the pattern hideous enough to hurt his eyes from just a single glance. If the earl returned with a trunk full of them, Jarrett might have to resign or risk going blind.
At least Edinburgh trousers meant that if this went to hell, Jarrett would never see the stranger again, one way or the other. He decided to make one last attempt before admitting defeat. 
“Ah aye,” he continued, “the stars are quite lovely when it’s not raining.”
“Too bad it’s Scotland then,” the man snorted, but he raised his fingers at Marta to signal fresh drinks for himself and Jarrett.
Promising.
“There is that,” Jarrett all but purred. “But it’s not raining now. Would you like me to show you? I find it a very inspiring place, especially at night. Secluded too. Few people are inclined to wander after dark in these parts, especially not to the chapel ruins.”
In an instant, the stranger was in Jarrett’s face, the bulk of him that had seemed so enticing a moment before now nothing but a threat.
“What did you say?” the stranger snarled. 
Jarrett shrank down as best he could. He barely noticed the clank as Marta set two fresh tankards down in front of them, no doubt already reaching for the cudgel she kept beneath the bar.
Jarrett raised his hands. “Easy now, it was just a suggestion. I didn’t mean to cause offence if you’re a religious sort. The chapel hasn’t been used in years. It’s just ruins, like I said.”
“I’m not fucking going to any fucking chapel ruins.” The stranger spit. “And you’d best not either if you know what’s good for you.”
“Fine, aye. I meant no harm.”
“Good.” The stranger eased back a fraction of an inch. Still intimidating, but with enough space for Jarrett to slip away. He did just that, casting a longing glance at the fresh tankard meant for him, but he’d pressed his luck enough for one night. 
With mumbled goodbyes, he exited the inn, feeling very much like a dog with its tail between its legs. He pointedly did not look back at the stranger in the greatcoat. Whatever his business was, it was none of Jarrett’s. From some men, a display like that might mean the just opposite. Sometimes, “I’m not going somewhere to have it off with you!” meant, “Meet me there instead.” But he didn’t want to find out if that was the case. If that giant bugger somehow found his way to the chapel and waited for Jarrett to show up, then let him. Jarrett hoped he froze a bollock off.
That thought was enough to cheer him on the walk back to Balcarres. It wasn't the way he’d wanted to end the night, but at least with the house understaffed at the best of times and its master away, the earl’s spirits would be unguarded. For that matter, so would his stables. 
Jarrett let out a low whistle. The stablemaster had taken his young son with him to act as carriage footman when he drove off with the earl and his companion this morning. They’d be back as early as possible tomorrow, but he could go for a ride tonight without anyone noticing. What would be the harm? In fact, if it wasn’t as late as he thought, he might just have time to ride to Kirkcaldy.
There was a pub there where three roads met, the main road from St. Andrews, the coastal road, and the one coming down from Perth. He’d found out about it through rumours and asking the right sorts of questions. The Cross Keys looked like a normal pub, and was for the most part. But if a certain type of man knew the right words to get him into the rear room, he might find all sorts of like-minded other men to share a drink with, or even a room upstairs. 
He picked up his pace, determined not to waste a moment more. He’d have to stop in the kitchens as well, grab himself his own damned greatcoat if he was going to be out riding all night—and hopefully riding all night. But how often was he going to have a chance like this? It would be a long ride each way, barely doable in a night, but he wasn’t going to let his new freedom be wasted. 
It was time for this mouse to play. 






  
  Chapter 2


As Gil Charleton stepped into The Cross Keys, he was momentarily blinded. Cursing, he removed his spectacles. It hadn’t begun to rain just yet, but going from the cold damp air into the hot press of too many bodies in too small a space was enough to fog the glass.  
He wiped the lenses with his handkerchief before sliding the gold frames up his nose. As the room came into focus, he couldn’t help but grin. The back room of The Cross Keys was filled to bursting tonight; for once he’d be spoiled for choice. In fairness, it wasn’t a large room and it wasn’t—by most standards—a large crowd, but he was used to being the only one of his sort, so to see at least thirty, perhaps even forty men all with the same interest in other men? It might as well have main street on market day. 
He hung up his coat and made his way towards the bar, nodding at a few familiar faces. A man he didn’t know cocked his head towards the stairs with a raised eyebrow, but Gil shook his head. If the man was still free later, Gil wouldn’t be opposed to seeing where a bit of conversation led—although he doubted someone that brazen would be willing to wait for Gil to determine if he was worth the risk when there were easier pickings available—but such was the price of circumspection. For now, Gil simply wanted to enjoy a few drinks in like-minded company before considering more intimate relations. 
Whistles and shouts rose from the rear of the pub as some brave couple he couldn’t see amongst the crowd made clear why they were headed out the back, threatening weather or no. Easier pickings indeed.
He could practically feel the tension sliding off his shoulders with each step further into the pub. He resisted the urge to shake himself like a wet dog, letting his worry fly off him in droplets. Even for The Cross Keys, that sort of behaviour would be considered peculiar. By the time he’d gotten his pint and claimed one of the few free tables, he felt like a new man. One who didn’t have to worry about business, or investments, or his bloody family never giving him a moment's peace. 
Gil cursed again. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t let any of them spoil his night. He should be at home catching up on paperwork. As Lord Crawford’s estate manager, he’d been run off his feet getting everything arranged for the earl’s departure and had been fully planning on spending the evening curled up with a stack of ledgers when his lout of an older brother had started in on him again over supper and Gil couldn’t take another moment. It was a more impulsive decision than he preferred to make, but he only got the chance to come to The Cross Keys every few months and now that he was here, he’d be damned if he let yet another argument with Robert ruin it. On the ride back tomorrow, he’d have to think up a good lie about where he’d spent the night as the snapped, “Business!” he’d shouted at his father as he stormed out was only going to lead to further prying and a lecture. But that was a problem for the future. 
A small glass of something clear and potent was set down on the table in front of him. 
“Y’could use something stronger.”
Gil recognised the voice immediately. 
“Daniel! How’ve you been?” he asked, leaping to his feet and embracing the other man. “And how long has it been? Last April, was it? Or no, the trees were still bare, my God, don’t tell me it’s been a full year!”
He and “Daniel” had met at the pub several years back when Gil was just a twig of a thing, blinking and terrified. Daniel had taken Gil under his wing, steering him away from the wolves and introducing him to a few fellows who’d be kind to an inexperienced young man without eating him alive. It was a kindness Gil would never be able to repay.
They’d spent a few nights together themselves, even though Gil got the feeling he wasn’t quite what Daniel was looking for. But that was all right as Daniel, while kind, wasn’t quite what Gil was looking for either. Daniel didn’t say much and they’d never spoken about it, just as they’d never told each other their real names, but from his long absences and the scores of tattoos that littered his body, Gil assumed he was a sailor. Gil respected that calling, but he was too tied to the earth, to the land that bore his family name, even if it would never be his.
“I think you’re right,” Gil said, picking up the glass and knocking its contents back in one. He winced at the burn. No one came to The Cross Keys because of the quality of the liquor, that was for certain. 
Daniel took the other chair and let Gil talk at him for the next hour about nothing in particular, adding nods and a few comments of his own here and there, but never choosing two words when one would do and even that one was often hard to hear over raucous party at the rear of the pub. But Daniel seemed content to listen until he spotted an unattended cribbage board and Gil let himself be dragged into a game. They played for no stakes, only bragging rights, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much fun. The foot bumping his under the table was the only distraction, but one he hardly minded.
He slit his eyes the next time Daniel did it again. Daniel was handsome in a windburned way, laugh lines carved deep around his eyes, his fair hair lightened even further by the same sun that had darkened his skin. They were of the same height, neither too tall nor too short, but that was where the similarities between them ended. Instead of short fair hair, Gil’s was black as ink, and he let it grow unfashionably long, finding it easier to tie it back with a ribbon than continuously remember to trim it. He might not be as pale as most Scotsmen with all the hours he spent outdoors managing the earl’s lands, but the Scottish sun would never allow him to bronze as deeply as Daniel. Daniel was built like a blacksmith, all arms and shoulders, while a lifetime of tramping up hills and over crags had left Gil with a trim build and legs like iron. Not to mention a most shapely backside, as more than one previous lover had been inclined to comment. 
The foot nudged his again. 
Daniel was a friend, nothing more, and there was no understanding between them. Gil had planned to seek out someone new tonight, hoping that perhaps this time… but it didn’t matter. It was getting late and whoever it was he was looking for wouldn’t be walking into The Cross Keys tonight. How could he, when Gil wasn’t even certain himself what it was he wanted?
Daniel was easy, and safe. Really, what more could he ask for? He’d invite Daniel to join him in one of the rooms upstairs, spend a pleasant night together, then in the morning Gil could ride back home, satisfied in body if not in spirit.
He leaned over to ask, but Daniel cut him off with a nod, setting his cards down and heading towards the stairs. Gil had a quick word with the publican to arrange payment for a room above before following. As he reached the top of the staircase, he couldn’t help but look back over the crowd of men to soak up the sounds of their merriment. He smiled, filled with joy at their joy.
Then the back door was flung open to another round of cheers and two men stumbled back in, looking more than a wee bit worse for wear. One seemed annoyed by the attention, scowling and melting back into the crowd, but the other threw back his head in delight, grinning from ear to ear.
It couldn’t be.
Gil crouched down, hiding behind the banister like a child trying to spy on his parents’ dinner party. 
There was nothing in particular that stood out about the man he was looking at, there were a dozen other thin men with medium-brown hair in the room, but there was no mistaking that flash of sharp features over a dangerously shapely mouth.
It was Jarrett Welch. Goddamn it, it was Jarrett Welch. Valet to the Earl of Crawford, phenomenal rider, and the one person who had ever made Gil lose his words.
Gil had had teachers quite literally gag him just to get through a lesson without interruption, was always happy to pass the time with every farmer who wanted to lean against a fence post for a yarn, and had fostered a reputation as a silver tongue who could talk his way into any woman’s affections, although if they compared notes, they’d realise that no woman could actually claim to have bedded him. Yet around Jarrett, his words simply dried up. He’d start to say something, then the light would catch the knife blade of Jarrett’s jaw, or the curl of his fingers, so fine and yet so strong, and Gil would find himself making excuses. Or even worse, commenting on the weather. 
His heart beat loudly in his chest. He’d suspected, from things that Jarrett had said that might mean something innocent or might mean something far too interesting, and noted the way he always stared a little too long after the earl’s companion, Dominick. But he’d been too afraid he was only seeing what he wanted to see.
Now he knew for certain. Jarrett was like him. Jarrett enjoyed the company of men. Would Jarrett enjoy the company of Gil?
The thought was enough to take his breath away. Not just because Jarrett was attractive, but because he was someone near, someone Gil could see more than once every few months, every few years even. By Gil’s standards, Charleton House wasn’t much of a walk from Balcarres House where Jarrett worked. If they wanted to, they could see each other every day. All he had to do was go talk to him and see if he was interested.
But what if he wasn’t interested?
And that was the rub, wasn’t it? As it was, he knew about Jarrett, but Jarrett didn’t know about him. Nobody knew about him, except for Dominick, who Gil had entrusted with the truth in a moment of peril. Was it worth the risk?
He was, by nature, a very careful man. His greatest risk was his infrequent visits to The Cross Keys, but he never used his real name, never said what he did for a living, and if the pub hadn’t been several hours' ride away, he probably wouldn’t come at all. 
He was safe that way, treating his half-truths the same way he treated his money—with deliberate precision, letting them grow piece by piece into something that would give him long-term security. Telling Jarrett would be like gambling it all on a single turn of a card. 
He peered between the slats of the banister, calculating his odds. 
Below, Jarrett was winding his way from man to man, letting his hands linger in places they shouldn’t. Gil couldn’t hear what he was saying, but he could see the effect it was having on the other men downstairs. Then one man pulled Jarrett down into his lap, and Jarrett let out a peal of laughter that caught the attention of the whole room. 
Gil turned away with a heavy heart. He’d seen enough. He’d always been too flustered to speak to Jarrett properly, but it was clear that was just as well. He wasn’t worth the risk. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Daniel had already removed his shirt when Gil entered the room, and was seated on the edge of the bed, working off his shoes. His tattoos danced across his bare back, but all Gil could think about was Jarrett waltzing his way through the crowd, laughing and flaunting himself for anyone who cared to look. God help him, Gil cared to look, but he couldn’t trust such reckless behaviour with the truth about himself. He’d already caught Jarrett being careless with his words and looks before. What if someone else did, especially if next time those words and looks were aimed at Gil?
He shivered at the very thought, but there was a thread of pleasure amongst the fear. 
He cut it short.
“Cold?” Daniel asked. 
He had a gentle smile and for a moment, Gil wished with all his heart that this could be enough for him, a soft bed and a night with someone more than a stranger but less than a friend. A few fleeting encounters a year, pleasurable but ultimately meaningless. If that was all he wanted, he could be happy.
Daniel frowned slightly. “Not tonight?”
“I’m sorry,” Gil whispered. From downstairs came a roar of laughter, and he couldn’t help but wonder if Jarrett was the cause. “It isn’t you, it’s just, I saw someone downstairs and he got me thinking. And then there’s my whole family, which believe me, you don’t want to hear the half of, and now I’m in an absolutely repugnant mood. I apologise.”
Daniel shrugged his shoulders. “Pity.”
It was enough to startle a laugh out of Gil. He crossed to the bed and kissed Daniel, relishing the feel of strong fingers tangling in his hair. He supposed he could try. Something was better than nothing after all and Daniel really was most pleasant. Perhaps he didn’t move like quicksilver, or have eyes greener than the fields on spring morning, or a perfect cupid’s bow of a mouth.
God, that mouth.
It took him a moment to realise they were no longer kissing. Instead, he was hanging awkwardly over Daniel, mouth half open. Daniel was giving him a bemused look but said nothing. 
Gil sighed. “Apologies again. The room’s already paid for, I’m sure you won’t have a problem finding someone else.” 
Dread filled him as the image of Daniel and Jarrett together flashed before his eyes. Thick arms encircling that narrow waist, tanned hands pushing down on a pale chest, pinning him to the bed as Jarrett looked up at him, eyes blazing with lust. 
He shook his head. He had no right to let the idea bother him so. Soon Daniel would be far away again, wherever it was he went, and Jarrett… Jarrett could do what he wanted, with who he wanted. Just as long as it wasn’t Gil. 
It was the right decision all around, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.
“I’m sorry,” he said again.
Daniel patted him on the cheek. “Won’t be back for a while.”
Gil nodded. “I wish you the best then, in all things. And I hope we’ll meet again.”
He dropped another quick kiss of farewell on Daniel’s lips and turned to leave. His hand was on the door when he stopped.
“Daniel?” He shouldn’t do this. He had no right. “There’s a man downstairs. He’s slim and, well, looks rather like a fox if I’m honest. You’ll know what I mean. Just… please not him?”
He didn’t wait for Daniel’s reaction, if any, before he was out the door and down the stairs. He hunched his shoulders to hide his face as best he could without being obvious, but risked a quick glance to make sure he hadn’t been spotted. 
He needn’t have bothered. Jarrett was in one of the far corners of the room, his back to Gil and his front pressed against a man he didn’t recognise. The lamplight didn’t reach that far, so Gil couldn’t see exactly what they were doing, but he could see the way the man’s hand clenched Jarrett’s arse.
Gil gritted his teeth and with a curse, swept up his coat and headed out into the night, more miserable and unfulfilled than when he arrived. 
The rain chose that moment to begin, freezing cold and quickly turning the roads to mud, but Gil couldn’t bear the thought of spending one more minute under that roof. As bad as it was, the rain couldn’t last much longer. He’d start for home and surely it would let up at any moment.

      [image: image-placeholder]It didn’t.
He spent the entire wretched ride back cursing Jarrett’s name. If it was up to him, he’d never see that fox-faced little trollop ever again. 






  
  Chapter 3


Jarrett shivered himself awake the next day with a sore head and a suspicion something had died in his mouth. Then he tried to sit up and it seemed likely that what had died had actually been him.  
“Christ alive,” he croaked, clawing his way to the edge of the bed. Apparently an evening of celebration involving meaningless fucks and endless drinks shouldn’t be followed by a several-hour horse ride in the freezing rain. Lesson learned. Well, likely not, but it was a lesson that would take several months to unlearn. At the very least several weeks. 
Wincing, he pulled himself somewhat vertical. At least he’d been sober enough to find his way home. Or perhaps he had Thistle to thank for that. After all, she was a very intelligent horse. 
He might be feeling better if he’d actually made it back into the main house the night before, where he'd now have a warm room and a pitcher of water by his bedside, assuming he’d been able to hobble up the many, many flights of stairs to reach them. But by the time he’d gotten Thistle back into her stall and given a good brushing and handful of oats for her trouble, the eastern sky had been lightening and he simply couldn’t bear to go any further than he had to. Besides, if he’d awoken any of the household coming in, he’d have had to come up with a lie for where he’d been when he was in no fit state to try. 
Fortunate then, that he’d been gifted with this shed to make his own. Lord Crawford’s lover was an understanding man and had handed Jarrett the keys to the shed at Christmas, wishing him fond use of it and allowing Jarrett leave to invite any companionship he wanted to join him there, as long as he didn’t try to invite the earl or Dominick himself. 
It was a kind gesture, even kinder when he’d helped Jarrett move in some old furniture. More likely an outbuilding set for a specific purpose some decades ago, the one-room structure was large as sheds went, and now sported a table large enough for one, a single chair, and a bed fit for two. It didn’t matter that the table wobbled or the ropes holding up the mattress creaked, it was the first time Jarrett ever had a place that truly felt like his own.
He barely remembered his childhood before he entered service, but ever since he’d been stuck up in the hayloft with all the other stable lads and grooms. When he’d come to Balcarres House, he’d marvelled at being given his own room in the servants’ quarters, even if it was so high up that he’d worried he’d be sharing it with the attic bats. But even that room, as wonderful as it was, didn’t feel like his own. The rug on the floor was worn bare by the feet of generations of servants before him, and the mattress still curved to accommodate the shape of its previous owner. 
But the shed, cramped as it was, was his own kingdom. He could come and go as he liked and do with it whatever he wanted. He’d scrubbed the small windows until he could see out, then hung curtains over them so no one else could see in. He’d bought the fabric for the curtains himself in town, rather than take any from the house, and even bought a matching quilt to go on the bed. He’d been adding a few other wee trinkets, and brought in a small chest for necessities. Even as sore as he was, the sight of all these things chosen by him and placed precisely where he wanted them brought a smile to his face. 
If only it had a fireplace. Ah well. It didn’t do much for heat, but at least he could leave his candle burning on the table all night without worrying he’d take the whole household with him if it caught. 
Gingerly making his way over to the chest, he removed a set of fresh clothes and wrapped himself in his still-damp greatcoat, preparing to face the walk between his shed and Balcarres House proper. He hadn’t acquired a pitcher and basin yet, so he couldn’t shave, and even if he had, the water in them would have likely frozen over anyway.
Hissing as the even colder air outdoors struck him, he locked the door behind him and made his way towards the kitchens with their warmth and hopefully, breakfast. As he tucked the shed’s key into his pocket with the utmost care, he thought back on the night before. It really was a shame The Cross Keys was so far away. Although that was still better than the nothing he’d have otherwise. He certainly hadn’t been making any progress with that great lout earlier in the night. And Jarrett had been at his most enticing too! Clearly some men didn’t know a good thing when they saw it.
Fortunately, that gentleman at The Cross Keys had. Or was it two gentlemen? It was all a bit of a blur. Regardless, Jarrett could have been spared quite a lot of long miles with a sore arse if that first bugger had just taken him up on his offer to “stargaze” at the chapel.
Another gust of wind struck him, but the kitchen door was in sight. In fairness, even if that first stranger had been obliging, the unprotected ruins of the chapel would’ve been a damned cold place to get off, even before it started to rain. 
You could’ve invited him to your shed.
The thought made Jarrett pull open the kitchen door with more force than was necessary. Immediately he was struck by the warmth from the ovens and the smell of burnt bread. It would be nice to have a well-cooked meal for once, but his rumbling stomach didn’t care and enough honey and fresh butter could cover even the most charred of breakfasts.
He tried to forget the stranger the night before and look forward to the meal ahead, but that wee thought still nagged him. Why hadn’t he invited him to the shed instead of the chapel? Sure, he’d have had to come up with a better lie than “stargazing”, but he’d have found something. Perhaps it was because he’d only had the shed a few months, it’d completely slipped his mind as an option.
That had to be it. He’d merely forgotten it was a safe place he could invite company. It certainly wasn’t that the shed was his and he wasn’t ready to share it with some stranger he’d never see again. The man might even have made fun of it. Sure, it was special to Jarrett, but that didn’t mean anyone else was going to look at it and see anything other than a place to store broken tools. 
“Penny for your thoughts?” asked a voice as Jarrett hung up his coat with the others beside the door.
Jarrett gave the best smile possible without tea or coffee in him.
“Morning, Mrs. Finley. Just contemplating breakfast.”
Mrs. Finley, a plump woman in her sixties who’d been the housekeeper at Balcarres long before Jarrett came to work there, bobbed her head in easy acceptance of his answer. The motion reminded him of a partridge ducking its head as it made its way through the tall grass. She looked rather like a partridge herself, fussing through the household as she tidied, her smock grey with the endless dust. He’d never share that observation with her, however. While she’d likely take it with her perpetual good humour, she might enlist him to clean out the worst of the cobwebs in the east wing, despite him being a valet and not hers to command. The worst part was, he’d do it too.
“Bit late for breakfast,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “I reckon it’s because you spent the morn double checking that His Lordship didn’t leave anything important behind, eh?”
“That’s me, Mrs. Finley. Too dedicated for my own good.”
She laughed. “You’ll want a better lie for Mr. Howe. Don’t think he didn’t notice you missing from supper last night. But for now…” She gave a quick glance around the kitchen, ensuring they were alone. “The bacon’s edible today, but avoid the eggs.”
Jarrett nodded gratefully and went to put a kettle on for them both. As he did, the sound of tripping feet coming from the direction of the storeroom was all the warning he had before a flurry of red curls collided with him.
“Oh, Jarrett! I apologise! I haven’t hurt you, have I?”
Jarrett hid his wince as he set Janie back to rights. The wisp of a girl hardly came up to his shoulder. If he hadn’t been damaged goods already, the idea of her hurting anyone was laughable. Except for possibly poisoning them all with her cooking, although if she ever did, it would be an accident and only because she was trying to “improve” a recipe. 
“No harm done,” he said. “What’ve you got there?”
She held up the jar proudly. “Potted shrimps. I thought while His Lordship was gone, I could try some new recipes. He’ll be so impressed when he returns! But those dratted cats must have smelled them and near knocked me over!”
Jarrett’s already uneasy stomach roiled at the thought of potted shrimp, especially after Janie had her way with them. He shared a glance with Mrs. Finley, who gave him a nod. She’d warn the rest of the household, but it’d be up to Jarrett to rescue the kitchen cats. 
“Well, don’t give any shrimps to the creatures then, as punishment for being so ill-mannered. And guard the pot, lest the beasts swipe any.”
Janie giggled. “What a clever idea! I’ll be sure not to.”
Cat poisoning averted, Jarrett went to try his luck with a bit of cold toast and bacon, leaving the two women to chat while he ate. At some point, the butler, Mr. Howe joined them, pouring himself a cup of tea. 
Aside from Graham and his son, Davey, in the stables, that made up the entirety of their wee household. It was barely a fraction of the number of servants needed to run such a grand house as Balcarres, but they made do. Before the earl’s return the previous autumn, the house had been left empty for years, with only the most necessary of upkeep. The garden ran riot and the entire east wing was uninhabitable, but the house itself was still in good nick, owing mostly to the careful eye of Gil Charleton, the earl’s overseer or grieve, as the job had been called at Jarrett’s last, less noble house.
The man was a wonder. Jarrett had trouble just keeping Lord Crawford and Dominick in fresh linens, but Gil was only a handful of years older than him, and handled the entire estate, as well as all the tenants and their troubles. Many a time Jarrett had looked out one of the high windows of Balcarres to see his figure in the distance, striding purposefully across the heath to sort out one problem or another. If the sun was right, Jarrett might even be able to make out the shine of his long dark hair pulled back in a tail, or a glint of light off his golden spectacles. The spectacles, old-fashioned hairstyle, and the practical brown coat he always wore should make him look like a clerk who’d been locked behind a desk until he withered, but with the charming smile he seemed to have for just about everyone, Jarrett thought Charleton more resembled a dashing highwayman, some charming rogue who wore his stolen treasures on his face for all to see and concealed his fineness behind plain dress. 
“And where were you last night?” asked Mr. Howe, interrupting a lovely daydream in which Jarrett had just been told to stand and deliver. 
“Minding my own business,” Jarrett replied, more sharply than he’d meant. Even though he was no longer a footman under the butler’s direct control, the man still outranked him in the order of servants. Mr. Howe didn’t deserve to be spoken to that way either. For all the man looked like the caricature of an undertaker with his long bony features, he’d always been kinder to Jarrett than he probably deserved. 
“Sorry,” Jarrett apologised. He tried for a half truth. “I may have celebrated not having to iron any more blasted cravats a bit too hard.”
The butler shook his head, but his expression was forgiving. “Ah, youth. I remember when I was a young valet myself, there was one instance where—”
Mr. Howe’s youthful indiscretions were cut off by the kitchen door slamming open, followed immediately by Davey, the stable lad. This was not an uncommon occurrence. As the young boy had both boundless energy and an iron stomach, he was often in and out of the kitchen begging Janie for treats.
The boy’s eyes were wide with excitement. “You won’t believe it!”
“Glad to see you home, Davey,” said Mrs. Finley. “Did you enjoy your trip to the city?”
“What? Oh aye, it was a marvel! There was more buildings than I’d ever seen at once, and you should’ve seen all the people with their funny clothes! I even saw the regent, himself! Da said it weren’t, he’s in England, but I know what I saw!”
“I’m sure you did, dear. Did you help your father put up the horses?”
“Aye, and exercised the rest so they wouldn’t feel put out, but that’s what—”
Mrs. Finley gave him a pat on the head. “Then go wash up and you can tell us all about your adventures once you’re clean.”
“No, but—”
“You heard Mrs. Finley,” said Mr. Howe. “After you’re clean.”
Davey continued on in defiance of his elders, his words rushing out in a single breath. “No, but I was exercising the horses just now as I said and Liquorice was having none of it and broke away, so I had to go get him and—” He took an enormous breath. “—I found a dead body!”
Mrs. Finley gasped. Janie dropped the jar of potted shrimps. 
“What did you say?” Mr. Howe asked firmly.
“I found a dead body!” Davey was all but bouncing on his toes in excitement. He didn’t seem frightened but instead delighted at this ghastly finish to his adventure. However, based on his tale about the regent, Jarrett wasn’t sure this wasn’t just another fancy.
“Do you mean you saw a body in Edinburgh and remembered it while you were exercising the horses? A hanging or some such?”
“It weren’t a hanging,” Davey said firmly. “And it weren’t in Edinburgh, but here. I found it while I was exercising the horses here. There’s a dead body in the chapel!” 

      [image: image-placeholder]After Davey’s pronouncement, Mr. Howe had leapt into action, ordering the women to stay in the kitchen to console Davey. It seemed more likely that Davey would be consoling them as Janie had immediately burst into tears and Mrs. Finley started muttering a prayer that sounded suspiciously papist. Mr. Howe was going to ride into town with Graham to find the magistrate, leaving Jarrett with instructions to guard the house. It was likely that the body was just some poor farmer who’d collapsed, but Balcarres had seen enough tragedy in the past, so it was his duty to stay behind and keep watch.
To Hell with that.
As he strode up the hill to the chapel, Jarrett told himself it was just a coincidence. Despite what he’d told the stranger in the inn, people went there all the time. That he’d invited a man up to the ruins last night and this morning there was a body there was one of those odd twists of fate. Likely, there was no more a dead body in the chapel than there was the Prince Regent in Edinburgh.
The chapel was located a short hike from Balcarres at the base of a crag that overlooked the entire countryside. It was a lovely place, and not just for illicit meetings. It sat in a small glade, the woods surrounding it bringing a sense of protection to the spot. The trees drew their branches over where the roof had long since fallen away, as if even they knew it had once been hallowed ground.
It would be a terrible spot for actual stargazing.
Tall weeds and gorse grew thick across the clearing, bright yellow flowers glowing after the gloom of the forest path. As lovely as the flowers were, they couldn’t fully hide the graves the gorse had overgrown, the carved tombstones still visible through the thorns. 
Above the doorway that led into the chapel itself was carved the crest of the Crawford earldom with a winged face below, staring down at him as he approached. Two empty windows to either side of the hollow doorway gave it the appearance of a great mouth waiting to swallow him up.
As he climbed the crumbing steps, Jarrett let his eyes fix on the far wall of the ruins, holding off the horror for as long as he could. Finally, he didn’t have a choice.
Davey was right. In the middle of the chapel lay a body. 
His heart pounded as he stepped closer. The body was clearly a man’s, completely naked and staring up sightlessly at the sky.
Like he’s stargazing.
Jarrett’s stomach, only recently soothed by tea and toast, roiled again. Grass had long since grown up between the church pavers, making the pallid corpse look even more lurid against the dark green. But there was a worse colour than green. There was a rock beside the man’s head, most likely a broken piece of gravestone, and both the stone and the man’s face were covered in red. 
Jarrett didn’t want to go any closer, but he had to know. 
He gritted his teeth to keep the bile back as he took in the shattered mess of the man’s face. With how badly it had been beaten, he couldn’t be sure, but between what remained and the man’s size and build…
His foot nudged something in the grass. It was a bundle of dark fabric. He picked it up and cold certainty gripped him, dread digging in its icy fingers. The body was the stranger from the pub.
It had to be, because in his hands Jarrett held a black greatcoat, its cape fluttering softly in the wind. 






  
  Chapter 4


“Gilleasbuig Ailean Charleton! Where do you think you’re going?” 
Gil sighed and dropped his boots to the floor. He’d hoped that by sneaking out one of the lesser used corridors, he’d be able to avoid the horror that was a Charleton family breakfast, but once again his mother had outsmarted him. 
“And put those on,” his mother continued. “Skulking through the house like that. It’s a wonder you weren’t shot for a burglar!”
Gil couldn’t help smiling. “Are there many burglars who come calling for breakfast?”
She swatted him gently on the cheek. “I’ll have no more of that from you. Are you joining us?”
As it wasn’t really a question, his mother didn’t wait for a response. Gil watched her disappear down the hall in a bustle of skirts and her sense of accomplishment at foiling her youngest once again. Bernice Charleton lived to continually redecorate her home and vex her children, in that order. Gil sometimes wondered if he’d have better luck escaping her well-meant but frequently unwanted attention if he threw a bolt of upholstery fabric her way and legged it in the opposite direction. It was worth a try.
Lacking anything appropriately damasked this morning however, he carried his boots to a nearby chair and steeled himself to face the rest of the Charletons. His family was trying at the best of times, but on barely any sleep he’d rather go hungry than face them
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