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      For those who need the reminder: you are loved.

      This book is for you.
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      The Viscount Says Yes is a soft epilogue with low conflict. However, there are references to past abuse experienced by the main character, including sexual abuse, grooming, and trafficking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Pip Standish sat straight in his seat. The sun shone through the stained-glass windows, casting a rainbow of color across the church and onto the happy couple exchanging their wedding vows. Pip basked in the glow of the sunlight, the warmth of the love on display, and the security found in being surrounded by loved ones. He smiled wide enough to dimple his cheeks.

      Gerry looked lovely as always in a sprigged muslin gown. She had small white flowers in her light red hair, tucking the stems into her updo so the buds looked like little pearls. Basil beamed at his bride, looking equal parts fit to burst and as though he hardly dared believe she was real. When they were pronounced husband and wife, Gerry tugged Basil’s lapels so she could kiss him. He seemed only too happy to oblige.

      The little church in Tutting-on-Cress had already hosted a Hartford wedding, but Gerry’s wedding to Basil Thorne was a good deal more boisterous than when Gavin married Charles Kentworthy. After all, Basil Thorne came with a whole collection of half-siblings. The Thorne children tended to take over situations. Pip rather liked it. He preferred to not be the center of attention. This wasn’t to say he was overlooked when the children were around—his friends always seemed to be highly aware of his presence and careful with his comfort—but the focus was never on him. While he knew one or two of the older children thought him attractive, they were always too shy to make him uncomfortable. He was able to relax around them, and he found that discussing what the children found interesting was often easier discourse than what most adults wanted to discuss.

      After the wedding concluded, close friends and family went to the Thorne home for breakfast. It was a noisy affair, with everyone chatting and laughing. Pip found a settee in a corner of the room and allowed the joy of the gathering to wash over him. Little Grace Thorne found him and asked shyly if she might sit with him. He obligingly moved over to give her space and they sat together, quietly observing everyone around them. Pip adored it.

      When the celebration was winding down, Charles and Gavin found him and they all walked home together. Seb, Gavin’s younger brother, walked home with his betrothed, Laurence Ayles, to spend the rest of the day at Copperage Farm.

      When they sat down to dinner, Gavin said it first. “God’s teeth, it’s strange to not have Gerry here anymore.”

      Pip nodded feelingly. “I’m glad Seb will still be here to walk to the village,” he said. “It would be too odd walking to the shop alone.”

      Charles smiled at him. “If you ever want company for the trip, darling, you know you need only ask.”

      Pip was not at all sure he’d ever feel comfortable asking for such a thing, so he said nothing.

      “And,” Charles went on, “you have a week before the shop reopens. So that will give us all some time to acclimatize.” He glanced at his husband, who still looked disgruntled. Charles picked up Gavin’s hand and kissed the inside of his wrist, which effectively cleared Gavin’s prickly expression.

      Pip sagged a little in his chair. “I wish she hadn’t needed to close the shop,” he admitted. “But I still can’t imagine running it without her.”

      It had been decided, after much deliberation, that Gerry’s spell shop would close for a week while she and Basil went to Bath for their honeymoon. Several people tried to push the couple to extend their holiday, but Gerry could not bear to be so long from her business, and Basil could not bear to be so long from his family.

      Gerry had taught Pip to restock inventory, but he did not know how to assemble all of the spellbags they carried. As usual, she sensed Pip’s discomfort with the notion. In the end, she declared they would announce a week-long closure, and she stocked up on everything in preparation. Word went out and the community responded, buying all the spells they thought they might need while Gerry was away. It had been enjoyable to be so completely busy for the fortnight leading up to the wedding. Pip barely had time to think about the changes to come.

      Now Gerry was married and off on her honeymoon. The house felt empty without her, even though it still contained four people. Pip was sure they would see little of Seb during the shop’s week-long closure. Laurence was back at home for a short while, and the two planned to devote as much time as possible to working on Laurence’s garden expansion. Pip anticipated a great deal of time alone in the days ahead and he was not looking forward to it.
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      Pip turned out to be only partially correct. Charles and Gavin each invited him to join them for walks in the garden and rides around the estate. But halfway through the day after Gerry’s wedding, Pip was already decidedly restless and dreading another quiet dinner at home.

      “I think I might go visit Bertie for tea,” he said after lunch.

      Charles did not seem surprised. “Certainly, darling. Shall I send round the carriage?”

      “No, thank you. I like the walk.”

      After spending most of his life in London, Pip had come to adore long walks in the country. It alarmed him when he first moved to Tutting-on-Cress: the wide-open spaces, the rolling hills, the woods and streams. Now, he relished the openness and the quiet unique to nature.

      He found Viscount Bertie Finlington in his study. Pip was so regularly a guest at the large manor that the footman no longer announced him; he simply took Pip’s things and advised him as to where Bertie was located. Pip suspected it was a standing instruction. He quite liked it.

      He paused for a moment on the threshold to the study, admiring the view of the viscount sitting at his desk. He couldn’t see what Bertie was working on, but he thought it must be something complex, as the gentleman looked very focused. Pip warmed at the sight. He had the sudden desire to surprise Bertie by kissing him on the cheek.

      But he didn’t act in time. Bertie registered Pip’s presence and looked up with a grin and a “Good afternoon, petal!” Pip smiled broadly.

      Bertie stood and came out to greet him. Pip had a brief regret that he hadn’t taken the opportunity to move first. Then again, he never had the courage to kiss Bertie, even as innocently as on his cheek. He kept fearing he wouldn’t be ready for such a thing. But the notion to kiss the other man had been coming up more and more in his imagination lately. He stowed the thought away as Bertie led him into the room.

      “Would you like some tea, darling?”

      “That would be lovely, thank you.”

      “Why don’t we go into the sitting room then? More comfortable seats, I fancy.”

      Pip nodded and took Bertie’s hand. It had been two years since Pip had come to live in Tutting-on-Cress, and Bertie still took great care never to initiate contact. Pip adored him for it. And though Pip had grown progressively more comfortable with taking Bertie by the hand and leaning his head on Bertie’s shoulder, his friend never presumed and always let Pip be the one to decide. It was blessedly freeing—but then, Bertie was a blessedly freeing person to be around anyway. The only problem was that this meant it was up to Pip to push things along. While he was grateful for the control, he felt anxious about it.

      In an effort to distract himself from such thoughts, he said, “What were you working on?”

      “Calculations. I’m designing a new tool for magic. Should be exciting when it is all finished, but it is dashed complicated.”

      “You looked very focused.”

      Bertie smiled. “Yes, it’s a good thing you came in when you did. I don’t think I’ve moved from my desk since I sat down this morning.”

      “You haven’t had lunch?”

      Bertie gave a little shrug. “Oh, I had something brought to me. I didn’t want to stop what I was doing, you know.”

      Pip hmphed in response. Bertie was so good about taking care of other people, it never occurred to Pip that he was not always good at taking care of himself. He hated the prospect.

      Bertie seemed to read his thoughts for he gave Pip a sidelong glance as he rang for tea. “You needn’t fret, darling. Most days I have Seb here, so the company encourages me to move about. Sweet Seb is so restless, I’m often giving us both something active to do in order to help with that.”

      “Seb said you gave him the week off,” Pip said as they sat down on their favorite settee.

      “Yes, well, I thought he’d appreciate it, what with Laury in town and everything. Is the dear boy ever at home these days?”

      “Of course he isn’t.” Pip covered Bertie’s hand with both of his. “And you’re deflecting. Don’t think I didn’t notice.”

      Bertie chuckled. “You darling man. Are you worried for me?”

      “Shouldn’t I be?”

      “Well, I confess I’m not accustomed to it. I’m so used to my own ways and my own company, you know. The only people who fret over me are Charlie, Julian, and my mother.”

      “Perhaps you need looking after,” Pip said softly.

      Bertie looked fond. “Undoubtedly, petal.”

      Pip thought he might be on the verge of having the courage to consider kissing Bertie then, only the tea trolley was brought in at that moment.

      “So,” Bertie said as he poured out. “How do you plan to spend this week while Gerry is away?”

      He was deflecting again. Pip decided to let him. Bertie rarely talked about himself. “I’m not at all sure,” he said. He accepted the teacup and took a sip. “So don’t be surprised if I find my way here every day.”

      Bertie gave him a huge smile. “That would be delightful, darling. I look forward to it. Shall we do anything particular with all that extra time?”

      Pip felt himself flush, thinking for a moment that Bertie was being indelicate. But then he realized Bertie was never indelicate, so he gathered himself together and said, “Did you have something in mind?”

      “Well,” Bertie said, stirring his tea thoughtfully. “It does seem like an excellent time to have a go at that quizzing glass.”

      Pip stared. “You mean haven’t worked on it yet?”

      It had been over a year since Pip had seen the quizzing glass in question, when his former employer and lover, Jack Reid, had attempted to steal it, using Pip to do so. It was the same quizzing glass that had thrown Pip and Bertie together in the first place; Jack had sent Pip and his friend Nell to steal it from Bertie. Bertie had been very gracious about the whole thing. He hadn’t called the magistrate and had simply sent Pip and Nell on their way. He was not quite so gracious with Jack, much to Pip’s relief.

      “No, my sweet. I was waiting for you.”

      “Oh,” Pip said. “You needn’t have.”

      “It was no hardship. I’m quite looking forward to working on it with you.”

      “But it’s been—I don’t even know how long. Years?”

      Bertie chuckled. “It’s not going anywhere. I’m not going anywhere. There’s no hurry, Pip.”

      Bertie so rarely said his name that Pip took a moment to consider his words. “I know,” he said at last. He heaved a sigh. “You’ve been so patient with me. And I’m sure you know how much I appreciate it. But,” he said, setting his cup aside. “I wish I didn’t need your patience so very much.”

      Bertie set his own cup aside and held out his hand, an invitation, not a demand. It was never a demand with Bertie.

      Pip accepted the invitation, sliding his own hand into his friend’s.

      “We have all the time in the world, darling,” Bertie said gently. “Years and years.”

      Pip turned so he could lean his head on Bertie’s shoulder. “I feel as though my past keeps holding me back from my future.”

      Bertie squeezed his hand. “What you went through was no small thing. Give yourself some grace to heal from it.”

      Pip nodded but didn’t sit up. As usual, Bertie didn’t rush him. He never rushed him. They sat in companionable silence for a long while. Finally, Pip sat up and picked up his tea. The tea in the cup was cold, but that never bothered him much.

      Bertie tsked as Pip drank his cold tea in one gulp. “Oh, I do wish you’d let me get you a new cup.”

      “And waste perfectly good tea?”

      Bertie chuckled. “So, shall we make a project of the quizzing glass then?”

      “Yes. It sounds like a splendid way to spend the time.”

      “Delightful! I’m not sure I’ll be able to start today. I have to prepare some ingredients and tools for testing, you see. But we can start tomorrow, whenever you’d like.”

      “Thank you,” Pip said. “I’ll trot around some time after breakfast.”

      Bertie poured him another cup of tea. “As ever, darling, this house is always open to you. Don’t fret about coming too early and don’t fret about keeping me waiting. I’m quite happily at your disposal.”

      Pip smiled and, before he could get himself fussed about it, he leaned forward and kissed Bertie on the cheek. “Thank you, Bertie.”

      Bertie’s reaction was most gratifying. The gentleman blushed becomingly and looked a little flustered. “Good heavens,” he said as he took a sip of tea. “You sweet thing.”

      The adorable reaction charmed Pip more than he might have expected. He found it was thrilling too, to kiss Bertie’s cheek because he wanted to, not because he had been made to. Perhaps showing more affection would not be quite so difficult as he had thought.

      They spent the rest of the afternoon chatting amiably about nothing. Bertie invited Pip to stay for dinner and Pip accepted. It was a dance with which they were both well-versed. When Gavin and Gerry’s relations had come to stay for a long visit, Pip took to spending a great deal of time at Bertie’s house. Like that evening, it had been in part an escape from home, only then it had been from uncomfortable conversations and terse exchanges, rather than quiet. After dinner, they had a bit of port and then Bertie sent Pip home in his carriage. Pip did not kiss Bertie good night, although he did consider it. He supposed, as the carriage rattled down the road, that it was something to work up to.

      Charles and Gavin were waiting up for him in their usual manner—which is to say, they were trying to look like they weren’t waiting up for him, and acted surprised that he had come home at all. They were sitting as they often did of an evening, together on a sofa with Charles leaning against the corner of the sofa and Gavin leaning against Charles. Gavin was reading a book with Charles reading over his shoulder. It was an endearing sight and it occurred to Pip that it was likely how they would spend their evenings when the house was empty and theirs alone.

      “Good evening, darling,” Charles greeted him. “Did you have a pleasant time?”

      “Oh, yes,” Pip said. “Always nice to visit. I…er…imagine I’ll be visiting quite a lot this week.”

      Charles smiled knowingly. “I would have expected no differently. And how did you leave Bertie?”

      “He is well,” Pip said, taking a seat in a plump easy chair. He hesitated for a moment and then, because Bertie had mentioned Charles earlier, decided to be honest about some of his concerns. “Do you know whether Bertie is in the habit of…neglecting himself?”

      Charles frowned a little. “What do you mean, darling?”

      “Well, he said he hadn’t moved from his desk since breakfast. And that he’d only eaten lunch because it was brought to him.”

      Charles huffed. “Ah, yes. A bad habit, I’m afraid. He does get lost in his work.”

      Pip considered. “I suppose he had Nell to keep him from doing that for a bit, and then Seb as well…not to mention that month or so with the applicants living there,” he added, thinking of the half-dozen spellcasters who had stayed in Bertie’s home as he determined who would be the best fit as the new Royal Spellcaster to the Crown.

      “It worries you?” Charles said.

      “I suppose it never occurred to me that he might not look after himself. He’s always so good at looking after other people.”

      “Indeed. Well, if you intend to go there every day, I’m sure you will keep a proper eye on him.”

      Pip had a feeling Charles was teasing him.

      Gavin leaned back into Charles a bit. “Stop teasing him, Charles.”

      Charles’s smile broadened and he ran a hand through Gavin’s hair. “I think our Pip knows it’s all out of love.”

      Pip was distracted momentarily by the show of affection. The prospect of having a hand in his hair used to horrify him—too many ugly memories—but he realized, suddenly, that he felt a little wistful at the sight. He shook himself mentally.

      “I do,” he assured Charles. “Anyway, just curious to know if it was a new habit or not. I shall be on the watch for it.”
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      The next morning, Pip joined Charles, Gavin, and Seb at the breakfast table. When he walked into the room, he realized he was walking into the middle of a somewhat heated discussion.

      “Didn’t he say this would be his last long trip for a while?” Gavin said.

      Seb huffed. “Yes. He did.”

      “Then why do you not wait until he returns, darling?” Charles said.

      “Because I don’t want to wait.”

      “And what does he want?”

      Seb looked sullen. “Laury wants to wait.”

      Gavin raised his eyebrows expressively.

      “I know. And I know he said it would take a while. And I know we said we’d make it a long engagement. And I know when he proposed he said he was happy to wait for as long as we both needed. But…well, hang it all, you only waited a year.”

      “We were both older,” Gavin said. “It was a little different.”

      “And neither of us were starting new careers,” Charles said.

      Seb leaned his cheek on his hand. Pip quietly got his food, wishing he hadn’t walked in when he did. But it was, of course, far too late now.

      “Are you sure this isn’t because Gerry is married?” Gavin said in his quiet, solemn way.

      Seb sighed. “Course it isn’t.” He paused. “Although I am miffed that I got engaged before she did and then she went and got married before me.”

      “It is not a race,” Charles said.

      “I know, and if
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