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CHAPTER ONE

As discreet as the
Constabulary had been, it didn't take long for the news of Mr
Beaumont's insalubrious death to filter out to the countryside and
circulate through his tenants. By the time Gabriel had retrieved
and returned his father's body to the estate to be buried in the
family plot, the rumour mill was running hot. It was
only a matter of time before the scandal was heard by the
Laurents.

There was no wake after
the burial. Everyone knew of Mr Beaumont's character, and how he
was running the estate into the ground, no-one really wanted to
celebrate his life. Instead, Gabriel gave everyone the
afternoon off.

Anthony rolled off
Gabriel, panting softly then cuddled into his side. Gabriel held
him close, his broad chest rising and falling with his exertion.
Sleep was overtaking him quickly. Soon he surrendered.

They had retreated to
Gabriel's chambers after the burial, locked the doors and had
fallen into bed. They'd made love twice, desperate to be as close
to each other as possible. Anthony ran his hand down Gabriel's
strong muscular body, admiring his contours and just how perfect he
was. Solid but not too big. Tall and in perfect Greek proportion.
Anthony sighed happily and rested his head on Gabriel's chest and
listened to the slow breathing and the steady thump of his
heartbeat. A heart that loved him. Gabriel was now Master of the
House. He didn't have to answer to anyone.

A slow tear rolled from
Anthony's eye and splashed onto Gabriel's chest. He cuddled closer
and let his eyes close, finally falling asleep.

A banging at the front
door echoed through the empty house. It was only 6 o'clock in the
evening, but no-one was coming to answer the knocking.

“Open the door!” came a
loud booming voice. Anthony opened one eye and the voice and
banging sounded again. It was a voice he didn’t
recognize.

“Open the door you low
down useless cur!”

Anthony extracted himself
from Gabriel’s arms, found a dressing robe and hurried downstairs
to answer the insistent yelling and knocking. Anthony opened the
front door and was confronted by Mr George Laurent, Penelope’s
father. His face was red and blotchy and his eyes dark with
anger.

“About time. Are there no
servants in this wretched house?” He barged into the darkened hall,
followed, Anthony was surprised to see, by his daughter. He had to
do a double take as he almost didn’t recognize her without her
garish evening dress and her hair pulled back in a severe bun.
Today she looked almost beautiful in a simple cotton dress with
matching bonnet and jacket. Her eyes were red, not with anger, but
with tears.

“Where is everyone?” he
demanded. “Where’s your Master?”

“Master Gabriel allowed
everyone to take the day off after the burial of his father,”
Anthony said evenly. “This house is in mourning.”

Mr Laurent let out a bark
of a laugh. “Ha! Mourning? For that cad? Oh yes, I heard
what happened. That so-called gentleman was found in a
gambling house, a knife in his back. Trouble over a debt he
couldn’t pay.”

Anthony lifted his chin
up. “That is not true,” he lied. He didn’t care for Mr Beaumont’s
reputation, but he cared about Gabriel’s. Penelope sniffed into a
lace handkerchief, keeping to her position, a half step behind her
father.

Footsteps were heard on
the staircase. Gabriel was adjusting the belt on his robe as he
descended down to the hall.

Mr Laurent turned to
address Gabriel. “So the Master appears,” he said, the contempt
clear in his voice. “We wish to disassociate ourselves from your
family, from your father’s depravity.”

“Father, please don’t,”
Penelope said in a voice so different from her usual high pitched
squeal. Tears started to run down her face.

“Be quiet, girl,” Mr
Laurent hissed. “This family is a ruin and I will not have my good
name and reputation sullied by you. I’m cancelling this engagement.
You will remove yourself from our acquaintance and never contact us
again.”

He turned to his daughter,
“Give him back the ring, Penelope.” But Penelope didn’t
move.

“Give him the ring!” Mr
Laurent demanded, and when Penelope still didn’t move at his
request, he grabbed her arm and pulled the gold band off her
finger.

“No, please, I love him,”
she cried. “Father, please don’t do this.” She hunched over and let
her tears fall freely.

“Stand up, you stupid
girl. Don’t make me look bad.” For the first time ever since
meeting Miss Laurent, Anthony felt a pang of sympathy for the
woman. He moved to her and hesitantly gave her his arm for support.
She took his arm gratefully, holding tight to his forearm, to keep
her on her feet.

Mr Laurent walked to
Gabriel and shoved the ring into his chest.

“It’s
probably made of tin anyway.” He turned on his heel and
grabbed his daughter’s arm, who pulled against his tight grip. He
slapped her hard across the face. She reeled in surprise and fell
to the floor. Anthony immediately went to her aid. Gabriel stormed
forward and without thinking punched Mr Laurent across the
jaw.

Mr Laurent stumbled
backwards, holding a hand to his face. He checked his lip for
blood.

“You are finished,” he
hissed.

“No,” Gabriel growled.
“You are. If you touch her again I will do a lot worse. I know how
much your name means to you. Don’t think I can’t ruin
you.”

Anthony could see that Mr
Laurent wanted to retort, but he had nothing and the impressive
figure Gabriel cut stopped him from doing anything
physical.

“Penelope! We’re leaving.”
Mr Laurent reached out to grab her again, but Anthony stood in his
way.

Gabriel went to Penelope
and helped Anthony pick her up from the floor. He held her hands
and said kindly, “You need to find someone else to love. Someone
who loves you.”

She looked up at him with
tear-stained eyes. Her cheek was red from her father’s
strike.

“I love you,” she said
softly.

“But I can’t love
you.”

Penelope sobbed and Mr
Laurent sniffed derisively. Gabriel stared over at her father,
anger and hatred marred his deep blue eyes. He kept his eyes on him
while he spoke to Penelope.

“You need to get away from
him. Far, far away. Marry for love, not money. Be who you want to
be and not who your father wants.” He paused and turned to face
Penelope, gently wiping away a tear that slid down her face. “He
doesn’t deserve a beautiful strong woman like you as his daughter.
You are better than him.”

“How dare you!” Mr Laurent
hissed.

“Leave. Now,” Gabriel
demanded of him and pointed at the open door.

“Now!” Gabriel said again,
his voice strong and commanding. Annoyed at losing the upper hand
in the confrontation, Mr Laurent stormed outside, leaving his
daughter behind.

“He’s going to disinherit
me,” Penelope sobbed into her handkerchief. “I don’t have anywhere
to go.”

Anthony slipped an arm
around her shoulders to comfort her. To his surprise, she turned
into his embrace and cried openly against his shoulder. Awkwardly
he gently stroked her back.

“He won’t disinherit you.
You’re his only child and his only way to legitimize his wealth.
You’re too valuable to him,” Gabriel said, coming back to her after
closing the door behind her father. “And that’s a card you can use
against him.”

Penelope looked up from
Anthony’s shoulder. “You think so?” she asked.

“Yes. You will always be
more important than him,” Gabriel smiled.

She gave a small smile and
a little indelicately wiped her nose on her sleeve. She moved to
Gabriel and held his hand. “Thank you. Ever since we came into
money he’s been telling me I’m nothing. I was only good enough to
be his pawn.” She blinked the tears from her eyes and smiled.
“You’ve always been kind to me, Gabriel. I know you never loved
me.” She looked at Anthony and quietly added. “I think I’ve always
known that.”

“You deserve to be loved,
to be happy.” Gabriel pressed the ring back into Penelope’s palm.
“Keep it, as a token of friendship. You’ll always be welcome
here.”

Penelope threw her arms
around Gabriel’s neck. “Thank you again.” She stood back and walked
to the door and then stopped. She turned with a deep look of
concern in her eyes. “How am I going to get home?”

“I’ll drive you,” Anthony
offered with a smile. A few months ago the offer to drive her home
would have been a chance to quickly get rid of her, but today it
was to make sure she got home safely, to defend her against her
father if she needed it.


CHAPTER TWO

Spring was well and truly
in full bloom. The days were long, the sun was brighter and
the lush green hills were slowly turning brown without the fresh
winter rains to keep them alive. Three months had passed since Mr
Beaumont's death and Gabriel was discovering just how deep in debt
the estate was. Anthony had resumed his stable hand duties and had
moved back to his room in the servants' quarters. The stress of
constant requests for money, for loans repayments, regular bills,
and tenants defaulting on their rent was keeping a distance between
them. Occasionally Anthony checked on Gabriel to see how he was
faring, but most of the time was chivvied away by Jos, as Gabriel's
request was not to be disturbed by anyone.

Gabriel didn't come down
to the stables to ride anymore. The estate was taking up too much
of his time. He locked himself away in his father's study and
poured over the books, accounting for the assets they still owned,
others Mr Beaumont had borrowed against or had sold off.

It was a late
afternoon when Gabriel emerged from the house. He looked worn and
tired. The night had started to fall, the air becoming fresher and
the sun had less bite. He made his way down to the stables in the
hope that Anthony was there.

He wasn't. Gabriel went
into the stable to visit his horse. Hector eagerly came up to his
absent master and nuzzled him. Gabriel ran his hand
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