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Cole slipped through the bustling shop, aiming for the door behind the counter. The shop was bustling as usual—the two shop girls had their hands full flitting between customers and the register and the owner was busy showing off his latest creation, some contraption that blatantly ripped off the novelty box Lady Kiely had displayed at her party last week.

                He made it to the back of the shop without being stopped, but the girls knew enough to leave him be and the owner was too busy boasting to notice Cole's presence. The crystal doorknob turned easily under his hand and Cole shut the door quickly behind him.

                It was much quieter back here, though no less crowded. Bits and pieces of half-finished machines covered every surface, surrounded further by tools, bolts, cogs, and shimmering jewels and bulbs. The windows in the back of the room were open, letting in the sea breeze and showing off the ships floating out in the bay below. The city of Cadogan was perched precariously on the cliffs of Shinnick; it followed the edge of the cliffs, dipping down when the cliffs smoothed into a giant bay that was Cadogan's main source of trade.

                "Harlowe?" Cole called, ducking under the flexing arm of a life-size caricature of the winter spirit. Its head was only half-finished, a toothless smile beaming unnervingly from the lower half of the machine's face. The top half was missing completely, and Cole looked away, heading deeper into the workroom. "Are you in here?"

                No reply, which wasn't completely unusual. Harlowe tended to get caught up in what he was doing to the point he forgot other people existed and occasionally visited him. There was a steady ratcheting noise coming from the right corner of the room, and Cole headed that way, ducking under a low-hanging chandelier and pausing every so often to admire the half-finished works.

                Harlowe mostly created novelty boxes. They were the latest rage in Cadogan; some of the Ladies in town were in an unspoken contest to see who could commission the most outrageous and outlandish boxes in the city. Cole had seen boxes that did everything from feature a small, dancing figure to those that simulated a small fireworks display when the box was open to those that were of such poor quality that they completely fell apart when they were opened.

                Rounding the edge of the table, Cole found Harlowe was kneeling in front of a work table, carefully ratcheting something into place on the box in front of him. He was slowly ratcheting a bolt into place on the side of long, flat box. The box was a dark blue velvet, covered with delicate gold whorls punctuated by the occasional stylized cog.

                Cole hovered, not willing to break Harlowe's concentration at what looked like a pivotal point in the process. There was grease and oil streaked across Harlowe's fingers, and a small metal cuff around his left wrist. His sleeves were pushed back, crumpled just above his elbows. He wore his usual black vest, frayed at the bottom and filled with pockets into which he tucked all manner of instruments and odds and ends. Cole had more than once wanted to dig through all of the pockets to find out what treasures the vest concealed, but Harlowe had threatened his fingers the first time he'd tried to act on that.

                Harlowe finished whatever tweak he was making and tossed the ratchet wrench aside. His fingers touched the lever he'd been winding, caressing it gently, and then he stood, unfolding from the floor with a grace that most of the Ladies Cole knew would be jealous of.

                "Who let you back here?" Harlowe asked, startling Cole.

                "I always let myself back here." Cole followed as Harlowe stalked away, crossing through the mess of the workshop without so much as looking back at Cole.

                "Maybe you shouldn't," Harlowe said, pausing to nudge a drill under a table. He glanced over his shoulder at Cole, half his frown visible and the rest obscured by the mask he wore.

                "Harlowe, what in the world?" Cole asked, exasperated. He was well used to Harlowe being somewhat mercurial, but Harlowe had never told him to not visit before. "Are you all right?"

                "This isn't funny," Harlowe said, finally turning to face him. He reached into his jacket, pulling out a folded, worn page. He tossed it at Cole, who barely caught it as a breeze from the windows tried to snatch it away.

                Unfolding the page, he skimmed it, his stomach immediately turning at the opening of my dearest Harlowe. It only got worse, as the letter writer proclaimed their undying affection for Harlowe and their admiration for his work. It was signed, your secret admirer, complete with a little sketch of a heart, and Cole scowled at it.

                "What is this? Who gave it to you?" Cole demanded, angrier than he should be. Harlowe was a friend, nothing more.

                "You didn't write that?" Harlowe asked, his voice somewhat unsteady. The mask covering most of his face sometimes made it difficult to read Harlowe's expressions, but Cole had known Harlowe long enough to be able to pick up some of what he was feeling from his voice.

                "No," Cole said, staring down at the letter again. He didn't recognize the handwriting, but that didn't mean anything. Transcribing shops could be found on every second corner; it was no chore to find someone else to write a letter.

                "It came this morning, special courier," Harlowe said, stepping forward and taking the letter out of Cole's slack grip. He folded it back up and tucked it into his vest again. "You're the only one I know who could send something that way."

                Cole snorted. "You were going to lock me out of your workroom because you thought I sent you a secret admirer letter? You should be happy to get one of those. It means someone likes you."

                "Well, I'm not happy," Harlowe snapped, turning his back on Cole and walking away again. "I should lock you out anyway. It's not professional."

                "You're never on the sales floor," Cole said, shrugging, stepping over a half-assembled something on the floor.

                "No one wants me on the sales floor," Harlowe said, opening a door and stepping into a small office. "Did you want tea?"

                "No, thank you," Cole said, following Harlowe into the office. "Your boxes are much better than Bingley's. Lady Codd had one last week and everyone was gushing about it."

                "Whatever," Harlowe muttered, flipping the tail end of his braid over his shoulder. He pulled out a small ledger, making a few marks.

                He'd only ever removed his mask in front of Cole once, and only then because he hadn't had a choice. Bingley had managed to set off a machine he'd been working on, spraying Harlowe's face—and mask—with something dangerous enough it needed to be washed off immediately. Harlowe had never said how he'd come by the scarring that marked the left side of his face and rendered his left eye useless, but it was obviously a sensitive subject so Cole had never asked.

                It was the reason he avoided the shop floor and the reason he rarely took commissions personally. Cole had been an exception—he'd managed to come to the shop when the owner, Bingley, was out and neither of the shop girls could answer his questions. So he'd been shunted into the back room to wait for Bingley, and he'd come across Harlowe. Cole had never stopped coming back, even after the music box he'd commissioned for his mother was done and gifted to her.

                So how, considering Harlowe was so reclusive, had someone gotten close enough to fall in love enough to send him a secret admirer letter? Or was it a joke? That made sense—some of the Lords and Ladies Cole was acquainted with were rather heartless when it came to their own amusement. They wouldn't think twice of playing with Harlowe, never mind how much it would hurt Harlowe.

                "If you want, I can help you find out who it is," Cole offered as Harlowe shut the ledger.

                Harlowe stared at him, his one brown eye offset by the emerald panel obscuring his left eye. "Why?"

                "It's upsetting you, obviously," Cole said, shrugging and trying to stay nonchalant. "You're my friend, and I have to find something to fill my time, and I certainly don't want to concede to my mother's efforts to set up a tea with Lady Codd."

                "How will you find out?" Harlowe asked, some of the tension leeching from his shoulders. "Couriers never say who sent them, unless they're allowed."

                "I'll figure it out," Cole said confidently. Couriers would almost always take a bribe, but Harlowe wouldn't know or be able to afford that. He'd also strenuously object over Cole spending his money in such a manner.

                "Fine," Harlowe conceded after a moment. "But don't go to too much trouble. It's only the one letter, and it's probably a stupid prank."

                "It could be Bingley, using secret means to profess his undying love," Cole suggested, hooking an arm through Harlowe's and leading him from the office. Harlowe allowed it, which meant he wasn't angry at Cole any longer.

                "I don't think love is the word you're looking for there," Harlowe said flatly, slipping free of Cole's grasp when they reached the work tables. "Did you come to check on your commission this afternoon, or were you just stopping by?"

                "Hiding," Cole said. "Tea with Lady Codd, remember?"

                "I can take the afternoon off, now I'm done with that." Harlowe gestured towards the area of the workshop where he'd been working earlier. "Did you want to hide somewhere else?"

                "I'd like that," Cole said, pleased Harlowe had suggested it. Usually Cole had to badger him into leaving the shop. "Have anywhere in mind?"

                "We could keep exploring the cliff path?" Harlowe suggested hopefully. He pulled down his sleeves, buttoning the cuffs around his wrists. "Or there's a festival downtown for the next few days. The actors are only staying a few days, before heading towards the capital."

                "Cliffs," Cole said, though the festival was tempting. He'd heard lovely things about it, but the thought of keeping Harlowe to himself was much more appealing, especially after that letter. Harlowe smiled, the curl of his lips half-visible but so much more compelling than any full smile Cole had ever been treated to.

                "Let me grab my jacket," Harlowe said, slipping through the mess of the workroom to the wardrobe on the far side.

                Harlowe returned quickly, shrugging on his jacket over his vest. He led the way out through the back door of the shop, pausing only to lock it behind him. They followed the path down towards the cliffs, the afternoon sun hanging low in the sky. The salty breeze whipped at the folds of Cole's jacket, trying to unbutton it and send it flying open. The ocean was a calm, brilliant blue-green, the sun reflecting brightly off its surface and making Cole look away after a moment.

                The path down to the cliffs was mostly empty—the festival was a huge draw, and most people were working or socializing. The few people they saw looked away quickly when they saw Harlowe and his mask, or stared until they noticed Cole's glower. Harlowe didn't seem to notice—he never seemed to notice, but Cole wasn't stupid enough to think Harlowe was oblivious to the looks his mask garnered.

                They reached the fork in the path, and Harlowe took the right branch instead of the left. The left led down towards the cove, splitting dozens of times and leading to all manner of cliffs and caves. The right led to the top of the highest cliff; it was a bit more treacherous, but gave a grand view.

                Cole didn't comment, just followed along. The path sloped up sharply, but Harlowe didn't slow, pushing himself faster and faster. Cole barely kept up, and he paused once to strip off his jacket, too hot to keep going with it on. Harlowe didn't seem to notice the heat or Cole stopping, and kept going.

                The path abruptly stopped sloping as they reached the small plateau at the top of the cliffs. It was barren; no plants grew up here and no animals made their homes. The teenagers of Cadogan liked to hang out up here, but there was no sign of anyone at the moment—likely the festival drawing most of them. Harlowe glanced at him, his lips turning down in a slight frown when he found Cole a few feet behind him, still struggling to catch up.

                "Sorry," Cole said, giving Harlowe a quick smile, still somewhat out of breath from climbing. "Can't tell I spend most of my time inside, can you?"

                "Tell me to slow down next time," Harlowe admonished, turning his gaze out towards the ocean. He waited for Cole to reach him, then headed towards the cliffs.

                He sat down a few feet from the edge, settling down cross-legged. Cole dropped his jacket, though his mother would scream to see it mistreated so, and sat down on top of his jacket, next to Harlowe's right side, where Harlowe could easily see him if he was so inclined.

                The view was gorgeous:  the ocean spanned unbroken until it faded into the horizon; the sky was a brilliant, clear blue, not a cloud in sight; and most importantly, he was sitting next to Harlowe, who finally no longer looked as though he was inclined to throw his tools at anything that moved.

                Harlowe rubbed at the edge of the mask, where it met his chin and sloped back to hook behind his left ear. The mask molded to the curves of Harlowe's face; it covered most of the top of his head, his forehead, and sloped to the left, covering most of his nose and half his mouth. It was leather, dyed black and worn smooth, with a single flat jewel covering where Harlowe's left eye was beneath the mask.

                "You can take it off around me, if you want," Cole said, wondering if Harlowe took it off when he was alone and no one else was around. "I don't mind."

                "I don't believe you," Harlowe said, bitterly, dropping his hand into his lap. "Everyone minds."

                "I don't," Cole said, shifting closer to jab at Harlowe's arm. "I get if you don't want to take it off, but don't put it on me. I know what's under there, and I don't care. If it's bugging you, take it off. There's no one else here."

                Harlowe sat still for a long moment, then sighed and pulled it off. It came off easily, with no hidden latches or ties, and Cole wondered how Harlowe had managed to get such a good fit for the mask that it stayed in place with all the movement Harlowe did at the shop.

                "There, see, that's not so bad," Cole said. He couldn't see much of the scarring from the angle he was at, just bits and pieces that snaked into Harlowe's profile, and he wasn't going to gawk. He gave Harlowe another smile before sitting back to enjoy the view of the ocean. Harlowe set the mask on the ground in front of him, toying with the edge of it before sitting back slightly.

                "You're the only one who's never asked me what happened, you know," Harlowe said, speaking up after a moment of quiet. He'd relaxed slightly, but hadn't stopped fidgeting with the mask. "Everyone always asks."

                "Doesn't matter much. Though I am curious," Cole paused when Harlowe tensed, then continued, "and you don't have to answer this, but how did you make the mask? It's really well done."

                Harlowe laughed. "Of course that's what you want to know."

                Cole shrugged, tilting his head to study the mask again. "I like knowing how things are made."

                "Well, I'm going to disappoint you on that score," Harlowe said, picking up the mask and turning it around so that the outside of it faced them. "I didn't make it. My mother did, and I don't know how she does her leatherworking."

                "Ah, well," Cole said, tucking that away. He'd half-thought Harlowe was an orphan; he'd never mentioned his parents before. "She did a good job with it."

                "Mmm," Harlowe said, letting the mask fall to the ground again. He leaned back, resting his weight on his palms and staring out at the ocean

                Cole didn't push, content with the new tidbit. So Harlowe's mother was still alive. Cole toyed briefly with the idea of trying to track her down—a female leatherworker of that skill couldn't be hard to find—but decided it was more important to respect Harlowe's privacy. He could be content that Harlowe was comfortable enough with him to remove the mask and also mention his mother.

                "So how is your secret project going?" Cole asked. "Are you going to let me see it yet?"

                "It's not done, so no," Harlowe said, rolling his eye. "I'm working on getting the power source right now, which could take a few weeks."

                "Can you give me a hint? Anything? What is it?" Cole pestered, grinning when Harlowe scowled half-heartedly at him.

                "No hints, no nothing. You wait," Harlowe proclaimed. "You'll see it when it's done, and nothing sooner."

                "That's not fair," Cole complained. "Is it a novelty box? A giant, tacky statue?"

                "Yes, I'm taking a page out of Bingley's book and making a giant statue of the summer spirit," Harlowe said dryly.

                "I'm sure any statue you make would be much better than Bingley's attempts." Cole squinted against the sun, eyeing the ships floating in the bay. Would Harlowe agree to go out on Cole's mother's sailboat some day? That would be a lovely way to pass a day, if Harlowe agreed.

                "I think he thinks so, too," Harlowe muttered, sounding upset again. Before Cole could sort that out, Harlowe stood, wandering closer to the cliff. Cole bit his tongue on an admonition to be careful, watching as Harlowe paused a few inches from the cliff edge.

                Cole stood up, leaving the mask on the ground and moving to join Harlowe at the edge. It was a painful, jagged drop down, the cliff face jutting out at random intervals down the face and ending at the bottom in a field of boulders that jutted up from the tide lapping at the cliff base.

                "Want to go get dinner?" Cole offered, trying to distract Harlowe from his troubles with Bingley. "My treat."

                "Someplace expensive, since it's your treat," Harlowe said, quirking a smile at Cole.

                "Sure, as long as it's nowhere my mother would think to look for me." Cole grinned, hooking an arm through Harlowe's and leading him away from the cliff's edge.

                "I think we can work with those limitations." Harlowe made no move to pull away from Cole, much to Cole's delight. He paused briefly to snag his mask and slip it back into place before they headed back towards town.

                *~*~*

                "Will you just leave, already?" Dwight drawled, not looking up from his book. He was sprawled across the sofa, legs thrown over the far end and book propped up on his chest.

                "Mother will yell at me," Cole said, continuing to drum his fingers against the arm of the chair in which he was impatiently sitting.

                "She's an hour late," Dwight pointed out, letting his book fall against his chest so he could stare at Cole. "Her fault she missed you."

                "That won't stop her from scolding," Cole muttered, glancing up at the clock above the mantle. The shop closed in another hour, and it would take him at least half that time to make it there. He didn't need to go, but he liked to stop by a few times a week to see what Harlowe was working on. To see Harlowe, really, but also to find out if that damnable secret admirer was still sending him letters.

                "Well, if you're going to stay, stop fidgeting." Dwight lifted his book again. "It's distracting."

                "Yeah, yeah," Cole muttered, and then stood. He didn't particularly want to dodge his mother's questions on marriage and why wouldn't he visit the eligible bachelorette of the week and didn't he love her and want to give her grandchildren before she died? "Tell mother I got hit by a carriage if she asks."

                Dwight lifted a hand in acknowledgement. Cole left quickly, before he could change his mind or his mother could arrive. He walked down the street swiftly, headed towards the cliff edges where Harlowe's shop was situated. He made good time, reaching the shop nearly half an hour before it would close for the day.

                Only one shop girl was tending the shop, and only one customer was browsing the floor. The shop girl, Susannah, waved at him and gestured towards the back, well used to Cole's habit of dropping by at all hours.

                The workroom was much louder than the shop, and Cole grimaced. The excessive noise meant Bingley was back here, working on some monstrosity or another. He specialized in large, moving statues, and translating that into the smaller novelty boxes that were popular at the moment wasn't going well for him.  Heading away from the noise, Cole made his way through the cluttered tables towards the furthest corner where Harlowe inevitably gravitated when Bingley was working.

                There were scraps and warped cogs littering the ground around Harlowe's feet, and he was making a good deal of noise himself, banging one of his ratchets against the corner of the table. Cole stared, wondering what had gone wrong that had Harlowe beating up his tools. Harlowe tossed the tool aside after a last decisive bang, and turned, his eye widening when he saw Cole.

                "Hey," Cole greeted, eyeing the box on the table in front of Harlowe. It was a mess of loose bits and scrambled parts; the only coherent part of it was the box that held the scrambled bits.

                "Hi." Harlowe's shoulders slumped slightly, the tension leaking out of him.

                "Tough project?" Cole asked, sidling closer to the table to peer at the box.

                "Commissioned for tomorrow," Harlowe said, bitterness coating his words. "It's just a simple music box, after all, of course we can make it for tomorrow. And by we, of course he means, me."

                "Is it a simple music box?" Cole poked at one of the cogs that was half on the edge of the box.

                "Simple enough, but even simple takes a few days," Harlowe said, shooting a glare towards the area where Bingley was making enough racket for six people. He pushed away from the table, crossing to another that had the half-finished arm of one of Bingley’s statues on it. Shoving some of the pieces out of the way, Harlowe grabbed a new ratchet from among the mess and returned to the music box.

                "Have you eaten?" Cole asked, watching Harlowe’s fingers deftly realign a handful of cogs.


 "Yes," Harlowe said, the word short, clipped. He pinned the cogs in place with two fingers, then ratcheted a tiny bolt into place. Dropping the tool, he sighed, then turned to face Cole. The emerald set in his mask glinted in the shop's light. "Sorry. Just …" Harlowe gestured to the box, frustration in the every inch of the jerky motion.

                Cole nodded, wondering what had inspired Bingley to be so harsh. "I understand." He smiled, running a hand through his hair. There wasn't much he could do for Harlowe—he might understand in theory how a music box worked, given how often he had Harlowe explain them, but that wasn't helpful. "Want company, or should I make myself scarce?"

                Harlowe hesitated, tilting his head slightly to the right as he seemed to consider that. A loud crash came from the area where Bingley was working, followed by rapid cursing. "You should probably go. Bingley might ban you from the shop, the mood he's in."

                "I'd sneak in anyway," Cole said, flashing a grin. "Any progress on the novelty box for my mother? I know it's not due for a few months, but I figured I could ask and then you could tell Bingley I was here on business."

                "No progress, sorry," Harlowe said, rubbing at his cheekbone with the heel of his hand. "I'll see if I can get the final design to you later this week."

                "No rush," Cole said, deciding that leaving was the better part of not pressuring Harlowe into working more. "I'll get out of your hair now. Good luck."

                "Thanks," Harlowe muttered. He glanced towards Bingley's part of the workshop, where the clanging had resumed. "Before you go …" Harlowe's mouth twisted down again, and he opened a pocket on his vest to pull out a folded piece of paper.

                "Another?" Cole asked, his mouth suddenly dry. He'd hoped they'd stop after the first, but apparently he wasn't that lucky.

                "Same courier." Harlowe stared at the paper for a moment, then finally thrust it towards Cole. "Susannah met him; she might be able to tell you more."

                "I'll talk to her." Cole tucked the page away without reading it; he'd have more than enough time to read it later, where he wouldn't have to school his expression to keep from giving away anything to Harlowe. He doubted his own affections towards Cole would go over well, given how Harlowe was reacting to the fake secret admirer.

                "Thanks," Harlowe said, and finally turned back to the music box. Cole took that as his cue to leave, heading back towards the front of the shop.

                A quick chat with Susannah provided him with the name of the courier's employer—Fleetfoot Messengers. It was too late to pay them a visit that night, but they were relatively close to his mother's house. He could visit her in appeasement, and then visit Fleetfoot's offices to see if they could give him any clues.

                *~*~*

                "Your brother said you were hit by a carriage." Cole's mother, the Lady Felicia Elliot, sat ensconced in her giant leather chair, its broad back spanning like wings behind her.

                "Dwight is a liar," Cole said, sitting down heavily in one of the chairs in front of his mother's enormous desk.

                "Dwight is many things, Cole, including your brother," Lady Elliot said, pausing for emphasis, "But he is not a liar."

                "Stretcher of truths?" Cole offered, wondering at that strange pause. "What's wrong with Dwight?"

                Lady Elliot sniffed. "Of course. You don't visit enough, Cole, dear. He proposed to Miss Luxon last week."

                "Oh," Cole said, his stomach sinking. Dwight had had his eye on Elinor Luxon since they'd been teens. She'd never given him the time of day, however, and if Dwight wasn't doing something stupid and romantic like shouting from rooftops, she must have declined. "He seemed all right yesterday."

                Lady Elliot just looked at him, arching one brow.

                "… which doesn't mean anything," Cole said, sighing. Dwight was nothing if not a master of denial. "I'll stop by and make sure he's really all right, but he probably just wants to be left alone to sort it out on his own."

                "Nonsense," Lady Elliot said, waving her hand at him. "He most certainly should not be left alone, not after such a massive blow. Try to talk him into attending Lady Codd's garden party at the end of the week. Miss Luxon won't be in attendance, but there will be plenty of other ladies to distract him. You will be in attendance as well, Cole."

                "I believe my social calendar is full that day," Cole said, sliding into quick denial mode. A garden party sounded like the exact opposite of what he wanted to do with his day. It didn't matter what day it was, his day was booked. "I'll get Dwight to go, though. It'll do him good to get out and stop brooding."

                "Clear your calendar," Lady Elliot said, standing and sweeping out from behind her desk. "You haven't attended any parties in weeks, Cole. I appreciate you have your own interests—"

                "Mother," Cole interrupted. He knew that speech by heart; he didn't need to hear it for the hundredth time. "I think Dwight is more important than my social engagements, yes? What else do you think we can do to get him past this?"

                "Oh, very nice," Lady Elliot said, pausing by the corner of her desk. She smiled at Cole, the expression smoothing the severe lines of her handsome face. "Good redirection. You're not off the hook, young man. I know you're happy with your life as it is, but you won't be young forever, and you don't want the young lady of your dreams to wind up with another man, do you?"

                Cole hesitated, then shrugged. He might as well let her know about Harlowe. "I don't think that'll happen."

                "Oh?" Lady Elliot's smile softened slightly.

                Cole shrugged again, feeling a little awkward under his mother's knowing stare.

                "You haven't said anything to her," Lady Elliot said, clucking her tongue. "Cole…"

                "I don't … I don't know what to say, and I don't think …" Cole stumbled, then finally just said it. "I don't think he feels the same way."

                Lady Elliot was quiet a moment, then she clucked her tongue again. "Well, you won't know unless you say something, Cole. I know I didn't raise you to be a coward—"

                "I'm not a coward," Cole bristled, scowling. "Look what happened to Dwight, though! She said no."

                "Yes," Lady Elliot said, "and now he can find someone who fits him better." She stared at him intently. "Is this why you keep avoiding my parties, Cole?"

                "I don't like parties." Cole shifted slightly in his seat, wishing he'd kept his mouth shut. He didn't particularly want to have this conversation with his mother. What had possessed him? He could have kept on as he'd done before—ignoring his mother's attempts to set him up or get him to go to parties and sneaking off to see Harlowe whenever he could. 

                "You used to," Lady Elliot said. She brushed off her skirts, then pinned him with a stare. "Tell him, Cole. You'll feel better for it." She looked thoughtful a moment, but only added, "Visit your brother, and tell him to attend Lady Codd's garden party. No, you do not have to attend."

                "I can't anyway," Cole said. "I told you, I'm busy."

                "I believe you," Lady Elliot said in a tone that said the opposite. "I have an appointment in the city. I'm sure you can let yourself out."

                "Yes, mother," Cole muttered, shoving himself out of his chair and following his mother from the room. She disappeared into the house as he headed towards the front door.

                Shoving his hands into his jacket pockets, Cole headed down the street towards the Fleetfoot Messengers' offices. Tell Harlowe? He really should, if only because Harlowe deserved honesty and it felt somewhat duplicitous to not tell Harlowe, especially in light of the letters. The letters could only be mocking, but what if Cole told Harlowe and Harlowe thought he was being cruel like the letters?

                It was a mess, and Cole didn't even know how he could tell Harlowe, even if there were no secret admirer letters. He'd told his mother he wasn't a coward, but that wasn't true. He was terrified of losing Harlowe, even as he wanted something more. 

                He'd deal with it after he resolved the letters, Cole decided. Perhaps he'd find some resolve along the way, though Cole very much doubted it. Perhaps he could write his own letter? Cole immediately dismissed the idea, remembering just how upset Harlowe had been after receiving the first letter. He'd figure it out.

                Cole paused, glancing around. Rolling his eyes at himself, he turned around—he'd managed to walk right past the offices. Retracing his steps, he reached the Fleetfoot Messengers' offices and slipped inside. It was quiet at the moment, with only one harried, middle-aged man sitting behind the desk sorting letters and packages.

                Wandering up to the desk, Cole waited patiently as the man shoved an entire stack of mail from the corner of his desk into a bin below. "Just a moment," the man muttered, picking up a small box and tossing it through the window behind him. There was another room back there, too dark and shadowed for Cole to make out anything other than a vague impression of clutter.

                The man finally looked at him, a frown settling between his brows as he surveyed Cole. "You'll be wanting a special courier? None of them are due back for a few hours."

                "No, actually. I had a question about who sent a particular package through one of your special couriers."

                "Oh." The lines in the man's forehead deepened. "I can't be giving that information out. Privacy is what keeps people using us."

                "Can you at least point me to the courier who sent it?" Cole asked, deciding that was probably his best bet. "I just need to know if there was something …" Cole paused, forcing an awkward smile to his face. "Well, something more to the message." That was vague, but with luck, the man would insinuate there was a chance one of his couriers had lifted something from a package. That wasn't unheard of, even amongst the better-paid special couriers.

                "When and where was it delivered?" The man asked, drawing open a drawer with a loud sigh. He pulled out a thick, leather-bound ledger and thumped it heavily on the desk.

                "Four days ago, to the novelty shop on the end of Cliff Road," Cole said.

                That earned him a suspicious look from the shopkeeper, but he threw open the book to a bookmarked page and started flipping backwards through the book. He paused a handful of pages back, running his finger down the cramped, spidery writing that lined the page.

                "No deliveries that day to Cliff. You sure it was us?" The shopkeeper peered at Cole over the top of his desk, scowling. "We get half a dozen a day who are looking for Foxfoot—"

                "No, he was wearing that badge, with the wings," Cole interrupted, tapping his shoulder to indicate the round badge the man had pinned to the front of his shirt. "Are you sure? There was another delivery yesterday, too, if that helps narrow it down."

                "Nothing went to Cliff yesterday. I worked it, I'd've remembered." The shopkeeper paused, then shook his head. "You're looking in the wrong place."

                "I'm not." Cole stared at him, then reached into his pocket and tossed a few silver coins on the desk. The shopkeeper's eyes followed the rolling coins, and he sighed again loudly, as though he was being put out by being offered a bribe. "Does that refresh your memory?"

                "No deliveries went to Cliff those days," the shopkeeper said, shaking his head. He didn't make a move to touch the coins, but he scowled up at Cole. "However."

                "What?" Cole asked, tamping down his impatience. The shopkeeper didn't answer, just dropped his gaze to the coins on the desk again. Cole barely refrained from rolling his eyes, and only because it was Harlowe did he toss another on the desk instead of collecting the two he'd dropped and making his leave.

                "We had a runoff. Josiah Ardish. Didn't turn up for work four days back, and I haven't seen him since. Not even to return his uniform," the shopkeeper reluctantly said, sounding none-too-thrilled about Mr. Ardish's disappearance. "I don't know if he's still doing deliveries, but he'd best not be doing it with that uniform any longer."

                "I'll let him know, if you know where I can find him?" Cole hoped it would be that easy, but the shopkeeper dashed his hopes, shaking his head.

                "If I knew where to find him, I'd've found him," the shopkeeper grumbled. "I had to do deliveries myself the other day. Me! Doing deliveries!"

                "Ah," Cole said. "Is there anything else you can tell me about him?"

                "Didn't know him well. He'd only just gotten the job." The shopkeeper looked even more sour about that. "If that's all—" the shopkeeper slid the three coins off the desk, depositing them in his pocket, "—I have work to be doing."

                "Thanks," Cole said, tossing another coin on the desk. He turned and headed out of the shop, listening to the shopkeeper mutter to himself as he made his way back out into the street.

                "You looking for Joe?"

                "What?" Cole asked, pausing as he shut the door behind him. A young woman wearing the Fleetfoot badge pinned to her vest was leaning against the wall next to the door, a smirk curving her dark-painted lips. She wore dark trousers, a bright white, billowy shirt, and a navy blue vest with silver-colored buttons. A leather messenger bag was slung over her shoulder, and she had a pretty face.

                "I asked if you're looking for Joe." She paused, then said in a sing-song, mocking voice, "Jo-si-ah. Joe."

                "Yes," Cole said slowly. "What do you know of him?"

                "He found another job. A private job." She grinned, flashing bright, even teeth at him. "You lookin' for a private courier?"

                "No," Cole said, knowing he should walk away. He didn't, though, and Harlowe owed him for this even if Harlowe would be the first to say he should walk away, that it wasn't worth it. "I'm looking for Joe."

                "Well, I don't know where he is." The woman shrugged, leaning back against the wall.

                "That's great," Cole said, deadpan. He started walking again, in no mood to play games, not even for Harlowe's sake.

                "I could maybe find out," the woman called after him, and Cole called himself every kind of fool for stopping.

                "Oh? And what would it cost me?" Cole asked, crossing his arms as he turned.

                "Ten gold," the woman said, one corner of her mouth quirking up in acknowledgement of the outrageous sum of money.

                Cole scoffed and reached into his pocket. Pulling out a gold coin, he tossed it to her. She jerked forward, catching it and for a moment looking surprised. Reaching into a different pocket, Cole pulled out his card case and pulled out one of his cards, which he stepped forward to hand to her. "Visit me there when you've found him, and I'll give you the remaining three gold coins."

                The woman laughed, but took his card. "Sure thing."

                Cole rolled his eyes, turning away from her and heading back down the street. Probably a waste of money, but who knew, perhaps she'd come up with something. It was better than going back to Harlowe with nothing and nowhere else to look.

                Hesitating, Cole debated returning home and not going to see Harlowe. He didn't have anything to tell Harlowe about the letters, and Harlowe was probably busy, especially considering Bingley had pushed him into working on that last minute project at the last minute.

                But Harlowe had been so upset the previous night, and Cole was feeling too unsettled to go home. If he went home, he'd just end up pacing or redecorating the sitting rooms or something ridiculous. He could go visit Dwight, but his mother was probably already managing Dwight's every move after his disaster with Miss Luxon.

                He could stop by the sweets cart on Cliff Road and pick up something to raise Harlowe's spirits, Cole decided. That would give him something for Harlowe, since tracking down the special courier wasn't proving very fruitful. Decided, Cole abruptly changed directions, nearly running into a young woman carrying a parasol in an alarming shade of green before hurrying off on his self-appointed mission.

                *~*~*

                The shop was busy, as usual. Both shop girls were on the floor, and unfortunately, so was Bingley. Cole paused just inside the shop, glancing towards the door to the back room, which was firmly shut as usual. Cole headed that way, stifling a groan when Bingley left off fidgeting with a music box to intercept.

                "A word, Master Elliot." Bingley stepped in front of the door to the back room before Cole could reach it, blocking his access. He didn't look particularly pleased to see Cole—the polite smile on his face looked more like a grimace than a smile. He was a small man; short, thin, with a moustache that made him look sleazy instead of the suaveness he likely thought it lent him.

                Cole inclined his head, crossing his arms against the urge to hit Bingley for how upset Harlowe had been the previous evening. He doubted this was going to be anything good, given how his day was going thus far.

                "I'm afraid I'm going to have to insist you do not go into our workroom any longer," Bingley said, grimacing as though it was a difficult decision for him to make. It made his moustache twitch like a dying rat. "As I'm sure you're aware, this business is very competitive. I regret that …" Bingley's moustache twitched again. "… we've had some designs find their way to our competitors—and of course, I don't think you had anything to do with that, but we need to keep things locked down more tightly, you see."

                "That's ridiculous," Cole said without thinking. Bingley's face darkened, and Cole forced himself to be more diplomatic. "I have a commission with Harlowe. How am I supposed to check on its progress without being able to go into the back room? You don't let him onto the floor."

                "That's his choice," Bingley said, his chest puffing up slightly. "You'll have to discuss it out here. One of the girls will fetch him for you, or you can discuss it when he's not working. You have the one piece, correct? That shouldn't take much discussion." Bingley gave Cole a look that insinuated he thought Harlowe and Cole did quite a bit more than discuss things outside of Harlowe's working hours, and turned, not waiting for Cole's response.  

                "This is not acceptable," Cole started, furious. He highly doubted Bingley thought he was a thief; more likely he didn't want Cole distracting Harlowe when Bingley could be working him to death instead. He tried to follow Bingley, but he opened the door—unlocked, so the thievery excuse really was a load of crock—and disappeared into the back room. The door loudly locked behind him, and Cole fought the urge to throw a temper tantrum right then and there. Would anything go right before the day was out?

                Taking a deep breath, Cole let it out slowly, straightening his jacket and turning to survey the shop. The crowd had thinned out a bit, but there were still a handful of people browsing around. The goods on display were a mix of Harlowe's delicate piecework and Bingley's more heavy-handled work.

                "I think it's my fault, I'm sorry," Susannah said from his right, startling Cole.

                "What?"

                "Bingley," Susannah elaborated, her painted lips twisted in frustration. "Come on, I need to be talking to a customer if he comes back out, else I'll get 'talked to.'"

                Cole obediently let her lead him out from behind the sales counter and over to one of the display tables. It held one of Bingley's machines—a medium-sized dog replica that would walk if the winding screw was turned.

                "Harlowe's been wanting to open his own shop ever since I started here," Susannah said, gesturing to the dog. Cole followed the movement with his eyes, letting Susannah's words sink in. "He's getting close to being able to do it, just needs a bit more money to buy the shop building he's got his eye on. He asked me to go in on it, be a full partner, but I think Natalie found out a bit about it and tipped off Bingley."

                "He doesn't want Harlowe to go?" Cole hazarded. It wasn't hard to figure out that Harlowe's work was what drew people to Bingley's shop, even if most people didn't realize it was Harlowe's work, since he was rarely out to sell it.

                "Harlowe's stuff is all that keeps Bingley's shop from going under," Susannah said, snorting. She tapped the winding screw. "It's quite innovative; the winding screw is more powerful on the inside, so you get more power for less winding."

                Cole nodded appropriately, keeping his face blank as Natalie, the other shop girl, walked past with a customer.

                "So Natalie told Bingley?" Cole asked, tamping down the hurt that Harlowe hadn't asked him to help, or even said anything about his plans.

                "I don't know for sure, but Bingley asked me if Harlowe had been acting oddly," Susannah said, pursing her lips. She pushed back her hair, then reached out and wound the dog two clicks, making it take a few steps on the table. "I told him a little, but Harlowe didn't want him to know about the letters, so I couldn't use that as an excuse and I may have said something about you helping him with a problem and I think he read into that as you helping Harlowe fund the shop."

                "He's an idiot, and that dog is terrible," Cole said flatly, gesturing to the jerky movements of the mechanical dog.

                "I know, but I'm still sorry," Susannah said, shifting the dog back to its original place on the table when it stopped moving. "It also doesn't actually have an innovative winding mechanism."

                Cole snorted, then jerked his thumb towards the back room. "Can you get him for me? I'll meet him out back if he doesn't want to come on the floor."

                "Sure," Susannah said, giving him a sweet smile. "Think about the dog? I don't doubt it'll sell fast with as handsome a piece as it is."

                "I'll think about it," Cole said dryly, watching her walk away. Susannah would be a good partner for Harlowe, though it still stung that Harlowe hadn't even breathed a word of it to him. Did he like Susannah more than he liked Cole? Cole tried to ignore how petty that thought was, wandering around the display table, ostensibly studying the dog.

                "He'll meet you out back." Susannah suddenly popped up behind him, making him jump. "Come back in if you decide you'd like to get that today."

                "Sure," Cole said, straightening his jacket and trying to make his heart settle. Susannah gave him another smile and then slipped away to talk to another customer lingering over a huntress-themed music box.

                Leaving the shop, Cole ducked down the side alley alongside the building. Harlowe was waiting there, leaning against the side of the building. Cole hurried down the alley, slowing when he approached Harlowe.

                "Afternoon," Cole said, wincing when his voice came out flatter than he'd meant. Harlowe straightened slightly, and Cole tried to get a gauge on his mood, but the mask and the shadowed alley completely obscured any hint of emotion in Harlowe's face.

                "It is that," Harlowe said, and Cole relaxed slightly because Harlowe sounded tired, but not like he was ready to bite Cole's head off. "I'm sorry Bingley is being an ass—"

                "Not your fault," Cole said hastily.

                "I know, but I'm still sorry about it," Harlowe said, his shoulders slumping. "He's being worse than ever, but I didn't think he'd take it out on you."

                "Why didn't you ask me for help funding your shop?" Cole asked. "I would have done it—"

                "Because you would have," Harlowe snapped. He stepped away from the wall, scowling at Cole. "I didn't ask you because I didn't want to owe anyone anything for it."

                "I wouldn't have asked for anything," Cole protested. "Do  you really think me that much of a villain?"

                "That's not the point," Harlowe hissed, glancing at the door that led back into the shop. It was cracked open, and Cole wondered how close Bingley was, and if he was trying to listen in. "I want to do it on my own—"

                "You asked Susannah for help." Cole kept his voice low so it wouldn't travel, despite his frustration and how much he wanted to shout at Harlowe and shake him.

                "I can't sell," Harlowe said, gesturing to his face with a quick, sharp motion. "Susannah can, and she's never cared a whit about the mask."

                That made a certain amount of sense—Cole couldn't spend his time selling Harlowe's wares, after all. His mother would have a fit, and he had other responsibilities to see to, after all. He wasn't helpful to Harlowe at all—he was more of a hindrance, given that Bingley was making Harlowe's life hell because of Cole, after all. The best thing he could do was to go away, and stay away for a while, Cole decided.

                "Well, fine, if you want to back out, then I won't help you," Cole said, pitching his voice a little louder so that any eavesdroppers could hear clearly. Harlowe frowned, and Cole gestured at the door. Harlowe followed the movement, then reached out and shoved him, obviously not amused. "You'll just be stuck here at this shop forever."

                "You're an idiot," Harlowe said with feeling, shoving him again. Cole stumbled back a step, but flashed a smile at Harlowe, stupidly happy that even if he couldn't help Harlowe with his shop, he could still help this way. Even if the idea of not seeing Harlowe for a few weeks—maybe a few months?—was making his heart break.

                "As I've oft been accused. About the other matter—" Cole said more quietly, then paused, waiting for Harlowe to fill in the blanks.

                "You can stop trying to help with that, too," Harlowe said, shrugging. He glanced down the alleyway. "Prank or no, it's … not a terrible distraction."

                "… all right," Cole said, giving Harlowe a smile he didn't really feel. "I'll see you around, then."

                Harlowe nodded, and Cole walked away, feeling rather like Harlowe had trampled all over his heart when he'd in all honesty done no such thing. Reaching the street, Cole started back home, wondering what in the world would go wrong next. His mother had found out about Harlowe, Dwight was heartbroken and likely insufferable, he'd hit a dead end on the source of Harlowe's letters, he couldn't see Harlowe for ages, and Harlowe didn't care about finding the letter writer anymore.

                What if the letter writer made his or her move before Cole got to see Harlowe again? What if Harlowe couldn't manage to start his own shop? What if this was Harlowe's way of breaking ties with Cole? He could be sick to death of Cole's incessant hanging about, after all. Bingley's proclamation and Harlowe's new shop could just be the excuses he needed.

                Sticking his hands into his pockets, Cole's hand hit the box of sweets he'd picked up for Harlowe. He'd completely forgotten to give them to Harlowe, and wasn't that just fitting with his day? Cole sighed, shoving the box back into his pocket. He'd give them to his housekeeper. She would appreciate them, and Cole wouldn't have wasted his money on them.

 

*~*~*

                Cole dropped into a chair in Dwight's library, flipping open the book he'd pulled off the shelf. Dwight glared at him from the chair situated on the opposite side of the table.

                "You can leave if you're just going to abuse my furniture," Dwight said, but he pushed the tea tray closer to Cole.

                "Like you don't do the same to my poor chairs." Cole helped himself to a cup of tea and a scone, scowling at Dwight when he didn't reply. Dwight didn't even look up from his book, and Cole wondered why he'd let his mother talk him into visiting Dwight when Dwight very obviously preferred no company.

                "You can leave if you're going to stare at me or try to get me to talk about it, too," Dwight said, flipping a page. "I'm only tolerating this because mother won't get off my back."

                "She keeps pestering me about it, too," Cole grumbled, and didn't add that it was easier to do what their mother wanted than to think about how he hadn't been able to see Harlowe in nearly a week. "I tell her you're fine—" Cole paused, squinting at Dwight. He did look worse for wear, with his wrinkled jacket, mussed hair, and the dark circles prominent under his eyes. "Well, not dead, at least."

                "Shut up," Dwight said, but his lips twitched slightly. "You could go visit your mechanic. I'll tell mother you were here pestering me all afternoon."

                "Nah," Cole said, aiming for flippant. "He's been busy with a bunch of projects lately."

                Dwight snorted, but didn't reply to that, flipping through his book half-heartedly. "So I'm stuck with you, is what you're saying."

                "Lucky you," Cole said, crumbling his scone into small pieces. "Did you want to talk about it?"

                "Not even a little," Dwight said. He tossed his book onto the table. "Come on, then. If you're going to be staying all day, we can play snooker and drink."

                "Excellent," Cole said, perking up. Books were all well and good, but he might have died of boredom if Dwight had insisted on reading the afternoon away.

                It was late by the time Cole left Dwight's house and headed for his own a few blocks away. He'd had more brandy than he'd meant to, but Dwight seemed in better spirits so Cole counted the afternoon a success. Letting himself in the front door, Cole was surprised to find the butler waiting for him inside the door. Usually Allen was abed by this time of night.

                "You have a visitor, Master Elliot," Allen said, his face and tone giving away nothing. "She was quite insistent on waiting for you."

                "Who?"

                "She didn't have a card." Allen's nose wrinkled at the lack. "She gave her name as Ella Aste."

                The name wasn't familiar to Cole, but if she didn't have a calling card she was likely lower class. Could she be one of Harlowe's friends? Perhaps he was sending a clandestine message. "Thank you, Allen. You can get to bed now."

                Allen nodded stiffly and disappeared into the back of the house where the servants' quarters were. Cole headed towards the sitting room, his heartbeat picking up in anticipation. Opening the door, he stepped inside—and was somewhat disappointed to realize Ella Aste was the messenger he'd talked to the previous week about finding the messenger who was delivering the letters to Harlowe.

                "Good evening, Miss Aste," Cole said, tamping down his disappointment. She'd only have shown up if she'd found something, so perhaps Cole could track down Harlowe's secret admirer—if only to warn whomever it was off.

                "Ella, please," Ella said, grimacing. She was dressed more demurely than she had been the first time Cole had encountered her. She wore a simple dress of pale blue, though her boots were the same work-roughened leather she'd worn before. Her hair was pulled back into a tight braid, and her lips were painted the same dark color.

                "I take it you found him?" Cole asked, noting the tea tray the housekeeper had brought was decimated.

                "Yes, though I don't know where he's off to now," Ella said, shrugging. "I know who bought him, though." She paused, looking at him expectantly.

                Cole rolled his eyes, making a production of pulling out his purse. He extracted the promised three gold coins and set them on the table, just out of her reach. "Who?"

                "You know him," Ella said, her dark-painted lips stretching into an amused smile.

                "That's great, who?" Cole asked, tapping his foot quickly against the floor of the parlor. Had he inadvertently led Harlowe's secret admirer to him?

                "Dwight Elliot," Ella said, watching him with that damnable smile on her face.

                "Dwight," Cole repeated, his voice lacking any inflection. Surely that wasn't right—Dwight had been fully focused on Miss Luxon. What did he care for Harlowe? Unless it was some sort of prank, something meant to prank Cole, not Harlowe, and had Dwight even considered how Harlowe would feel about that? Pulling out another gold coin, Cole tossed it on the table with the others. "Thank you, Miss Aste, that will be all."

                Ella just smiled at him again, collected her coins, and slipped out of the room. Cole waited until he heard the front door shut behind her, then let his anger out, kicking the closest thing—a sturdy chair that weather the abuse better than Cole's boot, and Cole spat out a curse at the pain that shot through his leg.

                What was Dwight thinking? Well, Cole would find out. If Dwight thought Cole would just let this slide, he had another thing coming. Turning, Cole stormed from the sitting room and out of the house, heading back to Dwight's house. It took him half the time to return than it had to get home, and Cole didn't hesitate, barging through the front door that Dwight hadn't bothered to lock yet.

                "Dwight!" Cole shouted at the bottom of the stairs, not sure where Dwight would be and not particularly caring if he woke the household. "Dwight, get your cowardly ass out here!"

                "I thought you went home," Dwight said from upstairs before Cole could see him. He appeared at the railing at the landing at the top of the stairs, peering down at Cole without a single scrap of remorse. "What are you shouting about?"

                "How dare you send letters to Harlowe!" Cole shouted, heading for the stairs even as Dwight's eyes widened.

                "Oh, that," Dwight said, and the bastard smiled. "Took you long enough to figure that out."

                "What?" Cole paused halfway up the stairs. "You wanted me to find out?"

                "Of course I did," Dwight said, waving a hand lazily. "Though I thought you'd make a move first."

                "What?" Cole repeated, his head swimming from the alcohol and the anger. He started up the stairs again, more slowly this time. "What do you mean?"

                "You were going to dither forever." Dwight leaned on the railing, peering down at Cole without an ounce of concern in his face. "I figured the letters would spur you into doing something, not backing off."

                "You tormented Harlowe because you thought I should say something?" Cole said, disbelieving. "And I 'backed off' for other reasons, you asshole. You shouldn't meddle in things you don't understand."

                "You should say something to him," Dwight maintained, even as Cole reached the top of the stairs. He straightened up, facing Cole. "If you don't, you'll lose him."

                "If I do, I'll lose him," Cole snapped, crossing his arms against an urge to hit Dwight. Mother would kill him.

                "If you don't, you'll never know and you'll regret it," Dwight said, as though he hadn't just lost the woman he'd loved by saying something.

                "Because that worked out so well for you," Cole said, immediately regretting the words at the hurt that flashed across Dwight's face. "You shouldn't have dragged Harlowe into it."

                "It's better knowing," Dwight said stubbornly. "You can extend my apologies to Harlowe when you go and tell him how you feel."

                "I'm not doing anything you say." Cole glared. "And you can make your own damn apologies, and you had better—"

                "Fine, I'll tell him," Dwight said, getting that stubborn set to his jaw that meant he'd go through with whatever stupid thing he was saying.

                "You'll do no such thing!" Cole stumbled forward, grabbing the front of Dwight's jacket and shaking him. "It's none of your business!"

                "Cole," Dwight said slowly, grabbing Cole's hands and prying them free. "You're my little brother. You've been miserable and moping over him. That makes it my business. Tell him, get it over with, and then you can move on, if necessary. If you don't, I will."

                "That's not fair," Cole said. Dwight would, too. He'd probably enjoy it, too. Scowling, Cole jerked his hands free. Turning, he stormed away, almost tripping down the stairs.

                "Tell him!" Dwight yelled after him from the top of the stairs. Cole didn't look back, shooting Dwight a rude gesture as he reached the bottom of the stairs. He slammed the front door behind him, pausing on the sidewalk to collect his thoughts.

                He was going to have to kill Dwight. That was the only solution, Cole decided, shooting the house a venomous glare. Kill Dwight… and tell Harlowe. At least about the letters, and probably about how much he meant to Cole.

                Sighing, Cole scrubbed his hands through his hair and stared broodingly at the sidewalk. He couldn't go tonight. It was too late, and he'd probably bungle everything with how tired and tipsy and angry he was. Tomorrow, then. This was going to go so terribly, and there was nothing Cole could do about it. Heading home again, Cole dragged his feet, as though reaching home later would somehow put off the inevitable.

                *~*~*

 

The morning was too bright, Cole thought, scowling at the sun as he slowly approached the shop. It was quiet, as early in the morning as it was, and Cole wanted nothing more than to turn around and return home. He'd barely slept, and the most he'd been able to stomach for breakfast had been tea. He'd imagined fifty ways this would go terribly, and not a single way in which it wouldn't.

                Perhaps Bingley would throw him out, and he'd have a good excuse for not talking to Harlowe. Hesitating on the sidewalk, Cole dithered for a moment before finally forcing himself to go into the shop. It was quiet inside, as well; Natalie was dusting the back shelves and Susannah was sweeping off to the left of the shop.

                "Morning," Susannah greeted with a smile. She propped her broom against a table and moved to meet him while Natalie stared at him suspiciously from across the room. "Here for the dog?"

                "What?" Cole asked, baffled until he remembered the mechanical dog Susannah had been showing him the last time he'd been in the shop. "No. I needed to see Harlowe about the commissioned piece."

                "Ah," Susannah said. "He's not here today, and unfortunately, Master Bingley won't be in for a few hours."

                "Oh," Cole said, startled. He'd never yet managed to come to the shop on Harlowe's rare days off. "Will he be here tomorrow?"

                "Should be," Susannah confirmed, reaching out and grabbing his hand. She pulled him over to the dog's display again, and startled, Cole let her. She let go of his hand as they reached the display, and Cole closed his hand around the scrap of paper she'd left there. "Are you sure you don't want to take another look at this?"

                "Definitely sure," Cole said, giving her a smile that he didn't really feel. "I've got another appointment I must get to, but I'll try to stop back tomorrow."

                "All right," Susannah said, returning his smile pleasantly. "Have a good day."

                Cole nodded to her, and left the shop again. He walked out of sight of the front windows before opening the note Susannah had given him. There wasn't much to it, just a scrawled address, and Cole frowned at it. It wasn't Harlowe's home, as that was close to the center of the city. Well, it wasn't as though he truly had anything else to do, so Cole headed in the direction of the address on the page.

                It turned out to be a tiny little shop, squeezed between two others of similar size. There was no sign out front, and the windows were papered over to prevent anyone from looking in. It had to be Harlowe's new shop, though obviously still in the works. Cole loitered on the sidewalk outside, wondering if he should disturb Harlowe. Probably not—Harlowe didn't want him to have anything to do with it, after all. Susannah had given him the address, but did Harlowe want him to have it?

                He needed to at least apologize for Dwight. Stepping forward, Cole knocked on the door. Nothing happened for what seemed like forever, and Cole tested the door, finding it locked. Shifting from foot to foot, Cole frowned, wondering whether he should try again, or just visit Harlowe at Bingley's shop.

                "Cole?" Harlowe sounded surprised as he opened the door. There was a smear of paint across his visible cheek, and he wore a mask that Cole hadn't seen before—simpler, plainer, with no jewel embedded over his useless eye. "What are you doing here?"

                "I have to talk to you," Cole said, finding his voice after a long moment. Harlowe hesitated, glancing back over his shoulder. He probably was setting up his shop with assistance, Cole thought miserably, and didn't want Cole there at all.

                "You're ruining the surprise," Harlowe said, stepping back and holding the door open for Cole. "I didn't want anyone to see it before it was all set up."

                "You're doing it all yourself?" Cole asked, ignoring the rush of relief that came at that explanation for Harlowe's hesitance.

                "Susannah is helping. She got the display tables rented; they'll be delivered tomorrow, so I have to get the walls done today."

                The shop was larger than Cole would have given it credit for, based on the small storefront. The main shop was huge, rectangular and quite long, stretching two rooms towards the back. It was much smaller than Bingley's shop, but it had rows of windows in the ceiling, illuminating the entire room brightly. It would show well, and the smaller, more intimate setting would work well with Harlowe's style.

                There were buckets of paint stacked in a corner, and a large tarp stretching across one half-painted wall. Harlowe led the way over to it.

                "It needed a bit of work, and there's no separate workroom, but it was a good deal and I think we'll get some good foot traffic here," Harlowe said, picking up the paint roller. The wall had been a very bland beige shade, with patches to the wall showing here and there. Harlowe was painting them a very attractive light blue.

                "Where will you work, then?" Cole asked, walking further into the shop. He looked up, out the windows above. There was a door at the back of the shop, but that was probably just a small office or a second door out of the shop.

                "We're going to set up some screens near the back," Harlowe said, setting down the paint roller again and moving to join Cole near the back of the room. "Partition off a bit of space, probably from about there back." Harlowe gestured to a spot on the wall about an eighth of the way from the back wall.

                "That's not much space," Cole said, frowning. "What are you going to do with all your parts?"

                Harlowe's mouth turned down in a frown, and he surveyed the back of the room broodingly. "I don't have any parts. They're all Bingley's. I have my tools and a few pieces that I've put together using my own materials, but most of it isn't coming here."

                "Right," Cole said, opening his mouth to offer to help source some startup materials. He shut his mouth with a click when he remembered Harlowe's vehement proclamation that he wanted to do it on his own.

                "What did you need to talk to me about?" Harlowe asked, fidgeting with the edge of his mask to settle it into place. "I'll be finishing your commission, so don't worry about that."

                "That wasn't it." Cole shook his head, not sure how to tell Harlowe anything. Harlowe gave him an odd look when Cole didn't say anything more, and Cole wished he'd practiced what to say so that he wouldn't choke at the last minute like this. "I'm sorry."

                "For what?" Harlowe asked, baffled. He ducked his head slightly. "If this is about the other day, I should be apologizing to you, not—"

                "No, it's not," Cole said quietly, then finally just said it. "Dwight was sending you those letters."

                Harlowe stilled, so obviously he knew what letters Cole was talking about. Cole braced himself for Harlowe's inevitable outburst, thankful that at least there wasn't anything readily available for Harlowe to throw.

                "Who's Dwight?" Harlowe asked, his eyebrow scrunching down in confusion.

                "My brother," Cole replied slowly, wondering how he'd never mentioned Dwight by name to Harlowe.

                "Why would your brother send me love letters?" Harlowe still seemed more confused than angry, but Cole wasn't betting on that lasting. While Cole debated what to say, Harlowe prompted, "Cole?"

                "Because he's an idiot," Cole said, because that was true and the easiest part of it to say. Running a hand through his hair, Cole stepped away, pacing in agitation. "Because he's an idiot and meddlesome and he hates me."

                "You're not making any sense," Harlowe said. Cole jumped in surprise, startled to find that Harlowe had followed him and was right there. He didn't seem upset, at least not yet.

                "He thought," Cole started, then shut his eyes and made himself say it, "that by sending you letters, he would make me jealous enough to tell you that I like you. A lot."

                "That's not funny," Harlowe said, his voice somewhat unsteady. Cole opened his eyes, his heart sinking to find Harlowe obviously upset.

                "I know. I'm sorry," Cole said. He didn't know what to do, what to say to make it better, and he should have thrown Dwight in the river rather than telling Harlowe. "I didn't want to tell you, but Dwight said he would if I didn't."

                "Shut up," Harlowe snapped, and there was the anger Cole had been waiting for. "It's not funny. If you're just going to be like everyone else, you can get out now and not come back."

                "What?" Cole stared at Harlowe, wondering if the fumes from the paint had gone to his head because Harlowe's words didn't make any sense. "Like who?"

                Harlowe pulled off the leather mask, throwing it at Cole, who fumbled it. It fell to the ground, and Harlowe gestured to his half-ruined face with a short choppy motion. "You're lying, like everyone else does. Get out."

                Turning, Harlowe stalked away, back towards the wall he'd been painting. Comprehension clicked into place for Cole, and anger stirred in the pit of his stomach. Acting purely on instinct, Cole followed after, grabbing Harlowe's arm and pulling him around. He braced himself to be hit, and kissed Harlowe before Harlowe had the chance to protest.

                It was clumsy, awkward, and barely a real kiss because Harlowe stumbled a step away from Cole, barely keeping his balance from where Cole had spun him around. Harlowe did hit him, smacking his chest, but Cole didn't let go.

                "I'm not lying," Cole said fiercely, staring at Harlowe and willing him to believe it. He let go of Harlowe, taking a step back. "I'm not. Why do you keep thinking I'm such a villain? I don't care about your face, but you probably don't believe me when I say that either." 

                Harlowe stared at him, and without the mask in place, it was easy to see the uncertainty plainly written across his face.

                "I'll go, then," Cole said, when Harlowe didn't say anything. "I won't bother you anymore."

                "You don't bother me," Harlowe said, the words barely audible in the quiet of the shop. Cole snorted in disbelief, because it certainly seemed like everything he did bothered Harlowe. Harlowe sighed, then reached out and grabbed Cole's wrist, dragging him across the shop towards the back door.

                "What are you—"

                "Shut up," Harlowe said, tone brooking no argument. He didn't let go of Cole's wrist, his grip firm and tight, and Cole decided not to question it, no longer sure what was going on.

                Harlowe reached the door set in the back of the room, and pushed it open. It was a tiny office, as Cole had supposed. It was about a man's height in length, and twice that in breadth. There was a small desk set up in the far corner, and a few boxes of half-finished machines and parts stacked on the floor. Cole recognized some of Harlowe's tools scattered about, but Harlowe didn't give him a chance to study the room, dragging him over to the desk.

                "What is it?" Cole asked, surveying the square novelty box set in the center of the desk. The outside edges were still rough, the silver design on the outside only done on the one side.

                "Open it," Harlowe said, finally letting go of Cole's wrist. Cole glanced at him, but Harlowe just looked determined, which wasn't really useful for Cole.

                "Is this the secret project?" Cole asked, tracing his fingers over the edges of the lid.

                "Yes, now open it," Harlowe said, familiar impatience leaking into his voice.

                Cole followed the order, tipping the lid up and back. Soft strains of music filled the air, tinkling, light, and sweet. It wasn't a song Cole recognized, but he was distracted by the motions of the dancing figurines. There were two of them, on opposite ends of the round surface of the box. They moved in slow, meandering arcs,  one on each side of a large circle. They stayed completely opposite each other, and the box ticked softly every time they passed a quarter mark.

                "It's a clock!" Cole said delightedly, finally recognizing the pattern. "Does it keep going with the lid shut, to keep the time?"

                "It will," Harlowe said, reaching past Cole and compressing a switch on the side of the box, out of range of the dancers. The music stopped, but the figurines kept moving. "There's clearance, but right now they run out of power after about an hour. Faster if the music is going."

                "Winding is too archaic?" Cole asked, amused when Harlowe scowled at that suggestion.

                "It's ridiculously archaic," Harlowe said. "I wanted to try that new steam compression engine Doctor Micawber invented last year, but I didn't have the parts yet, and I'm not sure of the schematics for it."

                "Steam, really? I had heard that was too expensive for mainstream application," Cole said, then shook his head. "But what does the box have to do with anything?"

                "It was always meant for you," Harlowe said, his mouth grimacing oddly. "I told myself that I'd tell you when it was done, since it was going to be months and months before I could finish it."

                "Tell me what?" Cole asked, watching as Harlowe folded the lid back onto the box. The music chimed a few chords without him compressing the switch, but the lid shut it off again.

                "That I like you more than I should," Harlowe said, looking up from the box. "It … no one can look past this," Harlowe touched his scarred face, "and I didn't think anyone would, not even you."

                "I don't care about—"

                "I know," Harlowe said, the corner of his mouth twitching up. "You never asked, you never gawked or tried to look under the mask. I kept waiting for you to be like everyone else, and you never were. I'm a sideshow—"

                "You are not," Cole snapped. "Stop—"

                "Shut up," Harlowe said, much less crossly than he had snapped the words earlier. "I've had patrons before, you know. They thought parading me around was the greatest thing, or that by sponsoring my work they were entitled to look under the mask or worse."

                "I wouldn't—"

                "I know," Harlowe said, "Now shut up and let me talk."

                Cole mimed zipping his mouth shut, making Harlowe smile again.

                "I've been burned before by sponsors, so I don't want to do that again," Harlowe said, leaning against the desk. "Which is why I wouldn't ask you for help with the shop." Cole opened his mouth to protest that, but Harlowe talked over him. "I know, you'd help and not expect anything back, but that's not right either."

                Cole shut his mouth, not pleased with the imposed rule that he couldn't talk.

                "I was sure you were sending the letters, at first," Harlowe said quietly. "You read that first one. It was over-the-top and insincere and obviously not serious."

                "It seemed serious to me," Cole said, scowling. He still owed Dwight a good punch or two.

                "If I find out you're lying about this, I'm going to throw you off the cliffs," Harlowe said, watching Cole closely.

                "I mean it," Cole said, suddenly nervous even though he'd already thrown himself at Harlowe once. "I do."

                "I believe you," Harlowe said. He stood up, away from the desk, and Cole met him halfway, stepping close and kissing Harlowe soft and sweet, like he'd imagined doing a thousand times. Cole reached up, cupping Harlowe's face—and Harlowe pulled back when Cole touched his scarred cheek, obviously startled.

                "Sorry, should I not—"

                "It's fine," Harlowe said at the same time. "Sorry."

                Cole reached out slowly, running his fingers over the scars. They were peculiar—not knife scars and not smooth burn scars. "Do you have any feeling?"

                Harlowe laughed, somewhat unsteadily. "Not really? It's more of a pressure than any real feeling. I can't tell hot or cold, or really tell if you're moving your hand."

                "Do you want me to not touch?" Cole asked, dropping his hand to his side. "I don't want to make you uncomfortable."

                "Shut up, of course you can touch," Harlowe said. He hesitantly kissed Cole, a whisper of lips against Cole's, and Cole grinned, unable to stop the surge of elation that washed through him. Harlowe was kissing him! Cole returned the kiss, moving his hands to the somewhat safer ground of Harlowe's hips, pulling Harlowe closer and drawing the kiss deeper.

 




                Harlowe shifted closer himself, wrapping one arm around Cole's neck and grabbing onto the front of Cole's jacket with the other. He tasted sweet, like candied nuts, with a sharp, metallic tang lingering underneath. He kissed hesitant and slow, content to let Cole guide the way, and Cole was sure he'd never forget the feel of Harlowe in his arms, not in a thousand lifetimes.

                Unfortunately, the need to breathe became a priority, and Cole broke away, pressing kisses to Harlowe's jaw as he tried to catch his breath. The soft, encouraging noises Harlowe was making weren't helping his concentration, and Cole wondered just how long they could stay back here before someone came looking. Was forever too long?

                "I really, really hate to say this," Harlowe said, his grip on Cole's jacket tightening when Cole pressed his lips to the spot where Harlowe's jaw met his neck, "but I do have to get the shop painted today."

                Cole groaned, but didn't let Harlowe go. "Are you sure?"

                "Unfortunately." Harlowe slowly uncurled his fingers from the front of Cole's jacket. "You could help. It would go more quickly with two people."

                "Manual labor?" Cole wrinkled his nose. "Only for you."

                Harlowe laughed, pushing at him impatiently. "Come on, the sooner it's done, the sooner we can find something else to do. Unless you have plans this afternoon?"

                "No, I'm all yours," Cole promised.

[image: ]


About the Author

Sasha L. Miller spends most of her time writing, reading, or playing with all things website design. She loves telling stories, especially romance, because there’s nothing better than giving people their happily ever afters. When not writing, she spends time cooking, harassing her roommates, and playing with her cats.

[image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

OPS/image4.jpg





OPS/image2.jpg





OPS/image6.jpg
"

PRIVATE DICKS:
UNDERCOVERS





cover1.jpeg
}L

\ 01 6,/%

/ \&“‘\ K(C T

"





OPS/image3.jpg
St dars

fona)y





OPS/image0.jpg





OPS/image1.jpg





OPS/image5.jpg
Tocet, £0You






OPS/image7.jpg





