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      Philip Townsend descended the stairs at a clipping pace, his hand skimming the broad railing and his feet clattering on the narrow wooden treads. He skipped the last step and landed on the threadbare Oriental rug that had been in place for as long as the Townsends had owned Boden House. Mrs. Mason, who’d held the role of housekeeper since his mother’s death, paused at the entrance to the dining room to stare, a tray of Boden’s finest china in her hands.

      Philip’s good mood threatened to flag under Mrs. Mason’s vacant regard that always seemed to mask belligerence. He knew he didn’t need to answer to her, although she had held the position since he was a lad of fourteen. Nevertheless, he found it difficult to greet her with an air of authority.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Mason. You are washing the tea service again, I see.”

      “Ay. ’Tis the only way to keep the set from becoming caked with dust,” was her reply, although she evaded his eyes when she said it. She must have been using the tea service again for her own personal enjoyment.

      “I trust you have not had any more misfortunes?” Philip strove to keep the edge out of his voice. After all, the service was blessedly large, and goodness knew he had little use for it as a bachelor.

      “Only a saucer, Mr. Townsend.” Mrs. Mason ducked her gaze and shifted the teapot to the center of the tray. “Now the set has matching cups and plates, it does. What with there not being enough servants to keep Boden running proper, these accidents are bound to happen.”

      “Well.” Philip absently flicked the riding crop he held against his leg, then flinched at the sting. “That obstacle is sure to be cleared as soon as Miss Dawson arrives on Friday. She will set all to rights.”

      The housekeeper only tightened her lips at the reminder of Philip’s blessedly capable, angelic cousin, Sissy, who would arrive in two short days at Boden House to serve as mistress until Philip stumbled upon a suitable candidate for a wife. Mrs. Mason would not like it as Sissy was sure to impose order and did not flee from the protests of fractious servants the way Philip did.

      He turned into the library without another word. From there, he heard Mrs. Mason cross the dining room and enter her small sitting room to the left of the butler’s pantry. A pantry that currently had no butler to fill it. The cups rattled violently on the tray as she turned to close the door behind her, and Philip held his breath. There was no corresponding crash, and he released it in an exhale as he crossed the library toward the informal sitting room. In it lay the main door to the outside. No footman stood in attendance, of course, but at least Jim had the insufficiency of servants as an excuse for his absence from his post. The lone footman was, at present, one of only five male servants, and the other four were employed on the land and in the stables. Boden’s challenge of inadequate or inefficient servants was becoming pressing.

      Outdoors, an untidy garden stretched before Philip with weeping silver lime trees serving as tall, stately sentries at the park’s limits. Beyond the front garden, the land was flat and faded in color but for the yellow-green leaves on the trees dotting the countryside. However, the late August sunlight sent a shimmer of golden beauty to the landscape that could not help but restore Philip’s cheerfulness. He was of a naturally sanguine disposition, and therefore the increasing challenges of running a household as a bachelor could only dampen his mood for so long. After all, Sissy’s arrival with her mother promised an end to Philip’s troubles, and her brother would spend the first month with them as well. Theo was his favorite cousin, if not his favorite person altogether.

      Philip’s gaze roamed the shaggy lawn adjacent to the stables and carriage house. The stables were extensive, and it was his goal to fill them. For now, however, they held only his prized stud, a matched pair, his roan gelding, and two dray horses. He entered and went to stand between the stalls of the latter two and held out his palms with sections of an apple in each. The Shires gobbled them up before bending their heads to sniff at his coat.

      Philip laughed. “Don’t be greedy, fellows. A man’s pockets are only so big and there are six of you.”

      He inspected the Thoroughbred’s eyes next, as he stroked his muzzle, then called out over his shoulder to the groom who was readying Philip’s gelding to ride. “His eye contagion appears to have resolved with the treatment.”

      “Ay,” the groom answered. “The hot poultice thrice daily, though he didn’t like it.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t.” Philip gave the site one last look, then leaned over to kiss the horse’s forehead—a spontaneous gesture, but not one that made him feel foolish. Although Crown Glory had yet to prove himself, the stud had already turned a small profit by siring a local foal, besides being a handsome stallion with a surprisingly sweet disposition. Philip wanted him in the best of health.

      After greeting his chestnut pair, Thunder and True, he strode over to where Jim held the reins to his gelding. Philip gave his last bit of apple to the roan, who was named Poker-Up for the way he averted his head when pouting, and swung into the saddle, urging the horse out of the stables. By force of habit, he directed the gelding to the northern end of his property where an idea that involved diverting part of the Waring River had taken hold of his mind. Doing so would irrigate a particularly dry stretch of land to the south, turning it into a field for growing corn. The contemplated project was a knotty endeavor as the public road split a portion of his property, and he would need to cross the main road in order to accomplish it. Downstream was the Coning mill. He would make certain his plan did not affect the mill’s operations.

      Philip approached the open field, south of where the river cut through Horncastle and his own land as well. Before him, a thick mass of brambles formed a wild hedge of late-blooming blackberries that were delicious when he remembered to have them picked. On the other side of the river, the woods stretched as far as he could see, providing tempting shade in the hot days of late summer. It was not a place he was welcome to enjoy. The owner of the woods, Mr. Alfred Bassett, and Philip’s late father had been at odds for most of his life, and the cool relations had outlasted the death of his father.

      He was working out how to dig the canal, and what series of pipes needed to be installed under the road to accomplish his purpose, when a flash of light blue cloth caught his eye, now partially hidden by the brambles. The cloth gradually revealed itself as a dress, and it was with some surprise that he recognized the figure which filled it. He had not crossed paths with little Miss Honoria Bassett since his return to Lincolnshire, and he had drawn the conclusion that she must surely be away on an extended visit—although with their families’ unresolved tension, it was not precisely something he could have gone to inquire about.

      Miss Bassett was little no more. She turned at the sound of his horse, and he saw a heavily laden basket almost slip from her fingers. Then his gaze rose to her face and stayed there. She gave a surreptitious swipe at her lush mouth, but it did not hide the telltale stains of blackberry juice. Philip was torn between a desire to laugh and an unexpected acceleration of his heart. That was not something he was prepared for. But it was impossible to deny that she had changed in the three years since he had seen her. As a girl, she had been rather forgettable; as a young lady, she drew one’s attention and kept it captive. Her neat, stylish gown fit like a glove and was as fine as anything he might see in London. Her eyes sparkled under her poke bonnet, and her cheeks glowed in harmony with her red hair.

      Philip redirected his gaze to the row of blackberry brambles. This would not do. Had he not known Honoria under the most informal terms since she was an infant? Even if their fathers had maintained a distant relationship, their mothers had been friendly enough until his own mother had died. And what was more, the neighboring siblings Augustus and Christine Grey, who resided at Farlow Manor when in Lincolnshire, counted them both as close friends, adding to their intimacy. There was no room for anything like desire in his acquaintance with Honoria. He therefore quickly repressed the wayward reaction, though it was the likely cause of him speaking with more starch than he might otherwise have.

      “Good morning, Honoria. Miss Bassett, I mean to say. You are out early.” He made a point to look behind her, drawing his brows together. “And unaccompanied?” Why was she unaccompanied? Any man could come along and be tempted by the same vision that had met Philip—one of fruit-stained lips and sun-kissed skin that disappeared enticingly into a neat little bodice … Another man might not have a sense of honor.

      Honoria lifted her chin. “I do not need the company of a servant to pick blackberries on my own property.” She flushed slightly, adding, “Well, technically your property, I suppose.”

      Another surge of laughter welled up in Philip. Six years his junior, Honoria had always been an incongruous mix of fierce practical stubbornness and … a sort of innocence and vulnerability she had apparently not lost on becoming a woman. And she had certainly become a woman in the years since he had last seen her. Even her eyes had grown larger as her face thinned, and her small waist brought her curves into greater relief.

      Philip looked away. “Yes, well, as you say, these fields belong to me. As such, I cannot account for what you might be doing in them.” He allowed his face to remain severe, although his voice trembled slightly with the laughter that bubbled underneath the surface. He returned his gaze to her just as she whisked her own smile away.

      “Well, Mr. Townsend.” She put her free hand on her hip. “I say you ought to be ashamed of yourself to let these berries go to waste the way you do each year. I’ve decided to intervene. I am sorry to say this, but if you cannot direct your servants to pick and preserve the berries, then someone better had.”

      Philip knew she meant the words playfully, but they hit close to the mark. It was a sobering reminder that not only was his estate desperately short of servants, but the ones he did have little respected his authority. That was hardly her fault. It was his own father who had sunk his already meager fortune into excavating a mine that had turned up empty, leaving the estate in financial distress. When Philip glanced again at Honoria, she was waiting for him to respond, her expression hesitant as though she feared having offended him. He relaxed the crease that had formed in his brow.

      “Perhaps you will have the goodness to bring me a crock of blackberry jam when you have done preserving them.” The crease returned. “That is, if your father will permit it.”

      “Why, sir, you may rely upon it.” Honoria smiled as though her father were not the terrifying man Philip knew him to be. The Townsends might have the larger estate and be in possession of an old family crest, but the Bassetts held prime land between two rivers and owned the mill that served five surrounding villages. As the magistrate, Mr. Bassett was well respected both in town and in those villages that depended on him, unlike Philip’s own father, who had scarcely cared for his own tenants and had never been well liked. Philip doubted whether Mr. Bassett would allow his only daughter to bring anything, even something as innocent as a crock of preserves, to the heir of a family with which there was an impossible breach.

      A silence ensued, and Honoria shifted her basket to her other arm. Philip took hold of the pommel and prepared to dismount. “Shall I carry that for you?”

      “No,” she replied quickly. “You are most kind, but it will not be necessary.” He suspected the reality of their families’ situation had at last dawned on her and that she was imagining what her father would say if she allowed Philip to cross their land.

      “Well,” he replied, not wishing to leave the first friendly conversation he’d had in days but having no excuse to stay, “I wish you will make free use of the berries, so that I might not be accused of allowing shocking waste to occur on my land.”

      “There are no accusations amongst neighbors,” she replied, smiling. “Only helping hands.”

      Philip tipped his hat and rode away, wondering at the unexpected encounter and the likelihood of seeing her again, when their paths had not crossed even once in the six months since he had returned to his estate. While her parting assurance had not been entirely true, it was a pleasant idea nonetheless.
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      Honoria perched the heaping basket of blackberries on her hip and opened the back door with her free hand. Entering the airy kitchen painted in yellow, she deposited the basket on the rough wooden table before grinning at their cook and popping another fat blackberry in her mouth.

      “That’s quite a harvest, miss.” Mrs. Sands went over to examine the berries and clucked her tongue in satisfaction. “This’ll make us a fine blackberry tart for dinner tonight, and we might have ten jars of preserves besides. Was there any more to be had?”

      Honoria wiped her hands on the work apron she had taken, which was now stained beyond remedy. She untied it and set it on the stone slab at the far end of the kitchen. “Plenty. There are enough berries to fill two more baskets like it, I daresay. I shall have to return.”

      She walked over to the sun-filled room adjacent to the kitchen and reached up to test the herbs that hung upside down to dry. The room beyond that held the undercroft where their root vegetables were stored, and beside it was her little apothecary with all manner of remedies she oversaw herself. She might be young, but she had an appreciation for the art of healing that had seemed to skip the generation of her mother to pour directly into her. Perhaps it was just as well, since her mother would not have had the energy to travel around their town to attend to various illnesses, whilst Honoria seemed to have it in unlimited supply.

      “I shall run up and see if Mother needs anything,” she told their cook as Mrs. Sands pulled the day’s game toward her and began plucking feathers with swift, efficient movements.

      Honoria darted up the two stone steps from the kitchen of their medieval home to the main floor and strode across the Great Hall. The term had become a family joke, as the hall was not very great in size, but her grandmother had named it so, proud to serve dinner where the noble guests of centuries past had gathered to eat. On the four sides of the room, tall white pillars supported a first-floor balcony, and when one lifted one’s gaze, the doors to the bedrooms above were visible beyond the railing. Her favorite part of the hall was the nook nearest the kitchen, where six narrow windows holding diamond-shaped panes stretched to the ceiling, crowned with stained glass at the top. Even when there was little sun, light shone through the glass, projecting the latticed and colored patterns on the stone floor.

      Honoria crossed to the morning room where the clip of her boots gave way to the muted sound on the oakwood herringbone floors of Weeton Hall. At the far end of the morning room, a large rounded alcove held another tall set of windows—this time with no stained glass. In its center, chairs and two sofas were placed in a cozy circle, and there her mother sat with a novel on her lap, looking as contented as she might with such an untaxing program of pleasure before her. There could not be a more felicitous home in all of Lincolnshire, Honoria thought. Not in all of England.

      “Mama, we shall have blackberry tart for dinner. I knew I would find a harvest at the edge of the Townsend estate, and I was not disappointed. All was nearly lost with this summer’s drought, but it took only that bit of rain last week to plump the berries up to just what was needed.” She kissed her mother, who had turned her cheek upwards, then sat on the chair opposite. “Good morning,” she added as an afterthought.

      A smile lit her mother’s face, and she closed her book, marking the page. “You would not have needed to inform me you went blackberry picking. I can see that for myself.”

      Honoria touched her fingers to her lips. “I look a fright, do I? Such a shame Philip Townsend had to ride by just then and see me in such a state, when we had not crossed paths in ages.” She thought back. “I believe the last time was in the company of the Greys before he left for London and they removed to Bath.”

      “Philip Townsend.” Mrs. Bassett lifted an eyebrow at her daughter, revealing a glimpse of her quiet humor. “Indeed a shame. Especially since the shrubs are on his property, are they not? My dear, although Mrs. Townsend once said we might pick the blackberries there anytime we liked, she is no longer here to countenance it. And it is perhaps not quite what your father would like.”

      Honoria would not have bothered to respond to so unimportant a detail had her mother not added with an indulgent smile, “Although if Amelia Townsend had had her way, the blackberries would by now be the joint property of you and Philip.”

      Honoria pinched her lips tight and came near to glaring at her mother, ignoring the fact that even in her own heart she had found Philip unexpectedly pleasing to look at. His hair was cut long. Its honey color could almost be described as feminine were it not for the decidedly masculine square jaw framed by the thick waves. And he had been easy to talk to. With him, she wasn’t tongue-tied the way she was with Augustus Grey. Then again, she supposed that was only natural. Few men could hold a candle to Gus.

      “Mama, I cannot imagine what prompted you and Mrs. Townsend to decide your children would be a suitable match whilst we were still in the cradle. Unless that is the sort of thing one did back then. These days, arranged marriages are not at all the thing. One likes to have a choice in whom one marries.” A fuzzy image of dark, windswept hair and a teasing, heart-melting smile filled her mind.

      Mrs. Bassett laughed. “You must forgive us our youthful optimism, then. When we saw our babes playing together so sweetly—or rather, I should say little Philip looking after you so attentively when you were an infant—and the two of us such intimate friends, we could not help but imagine a happier future for you both.”

      “Well.” Honoria had taken her mother to task often enough on the matter that there was no point in belaboring it.

      She nevertheless did. One never knew whether one had protested the idea enough to kill all lingering hope. “It was a whimsical notion to have arranged our match, to be sure. But the reality is that we are not at all suited, which you must surely see by now. Why, Papa would never permit it. And Philip and I are no longer in each other’s company—there is little enough opportunity when we don’t even belong to the same parish.”

      Her mother sighed. “I suppose I gave up the notion once your father and Mr. Townsend had that falling out over the mine.”

      Losing interest in the all too-familiar subject, Honoria glanced over at the tray on the table near her chair and spotted a small stack of letters sitting there. She reached over and plucked the one on top. “It’s Christine’s handwriting. I have been waiting for word from her.” She considered the neat scrawl and ran her fingertips lightly over the folded paper. “I do hope these six months have allowed her to bear the loss of her mother. I know they were not as close as you and I are, Mama, but it is, after all, her mother.”

      Mrs. Bassett sent her a sympathetic look, then set her book to the side. “Before you begin reading it, I am afraid I have some unpleasant news.”

      At this, Honoria looked up without breaking the seal. She was sure it must be that the expected delivery of cloth to make over the curtains in the drawing room had been delayed again. They were beginning to fear the pattern they’d chosen was not available at all.

      “Your father will have to travel to London next week, and he will be gone for over a month. He could not put it off.” Her mother studied her face as she added gently, “He will be unable to squire us to Lincoln for the Stuff Ball this year.”

      Honoria froze in dismay. The Stuff Ball was Lincolnshire’s most important event, gathering society’s prominent members. The annual ball had begun twenty-five years ago with the aim of supporting the Lincolnshire wool merchants. Attendees were required to purchase locally dyed and manufactured wool for their outfits, and they were always bought new since the elected patroness chose a different color for the ball each year. Honoria had been working on her gown ever since the Assembly had settled on green.

      Last year, yellow was the chosen color for the event, which had been fatal. In green, she would shine as no tint better suited her complexion. Furthermore, the Greys were expected to return to Horncastle in the near future. There was every likelihood that Gus would attend the Stuff Ball, even if he might choose not to dance with his mourning so recent. She would appear in a becoming ballgown, marking the first time he would perceive her as the woman she now was. Honoria had looked upon this convergence of signs as a mark of providential favor.

      “And Samuel?” she asked as soon as the words would come. Tears threatened at this unwelcome news—tears she thought wholly unbecoming. She would not become one of those females who cried over a ball. “Can he not return from London and escort us? He has nothing better to do with his time.”

      “Your brother will not be able to come home as planned. His letter arrived in this morning’s post, informing us that he has pressing matters to see to in London.” Mrs. Bassett reached over to squeeze Honoria’s arm. “At the very least, your father will be able to meet him in London while he is there.”

      This was no consolation, and Honoria forced her words out through gritted teeth. “I knew it. That is just like Samuel. He will not leave off his pleasures, even to represent our family at the Stuff Ball. What happens here is more important than in London. After all, this is where he will live when he marries, and it is about time he thought of that.” The last bit she said without any real conviction. Her brother was a notorious flirt and had always said he would not marry until he was bored enough to settle down.

      Her mother sighed and shook her head, and Honoria saw for the first time the disappointment she attempted to hide. “You must not judge your brother harshly. He is young and will want to see something of the world before he comes and takes over management of the estate and the mill. There is time enough for him to attend next year’s ball.”

      Honoria did not trust herself to answer. At least she could not do so without grumbling, so she remained silent. It was not as though she had any choice about either managing an estate or going off to enjoy a season. No, with her mother laid up with rheumatism, Honoria was fully running a household for which she would not always be mistress and had no choice whatsoever about spending her time in London or Lincolnshire.

      Her mother perfectly read her thoughts. “I know you are disappointed. We shall have to find some other way to amuse ourselves. And, of course, we may rely on Mr. Grunden to oversee the estate while your father is away. Him, and your industry, my dear Honoria.”

      “Well, of course you may rely on that,” she replied, suppressing a sigh over her heedless brother.

      The sounds of Mr. Bassett entering the house reached them, and Honoria fell silent. In another minute he had entered the room, and he glanced at her face before coming over to place a kiss on her cheek. “Well, my pullet. You’ve heard the news then. I knew you would not be best pleased, but I cannot delay my trip. There is a committee got up to discuss fixing the grain prices, and my voice needs to be heard. I will be representing this part of the shire.”

      He clearly expected a response, so she managed a quiet, “I understand, Papa.” She would not complain about her brother any longer. Instead, she turned her attention to the letter she held, and her father went to sit by her mother, who reached over to pluck a short stalk of wheat from under his collar. “Let me see what Christine has to say.”

      Christine Grey, and her older brother Augustus, had been an inseparable part of Honoria’s childhood. Philip Townsend was of an age with Gus and she with Christine. As such, the four of them had often gathered together in company. That was before Mrs. Grey contracted an ailment that no doctor had been able to identify, and which took them to Bath where they saw any number of specialists in trying to find a cure. There they had settled for three years, with Gus returning alone to Horncastle for short visits to oversee his estate—the only bright spots in Honoria’s quiet life when she could somehow contrive to see him. Now that Mrs. Grey had finally succumbed to her illness, Christine and Gus were expected to take up residence once again in Lincolnshire.

      She slit the seal and unfolded the starched paper, scanning the lines eagerly. “They’re returning for good!” She looked up with bright eyes, at last finding something to rejoice about. “There. Sam can stay in London for all I care. Christine is to be here in a fortnight. I only hope her spirits will not be too oppressed.” Any wondering about Christine’s brother, Honoria kept to herself.

      “As do I, my dear. Mrs. Grey suffered for years, so perhaps the end has brought them some measure of relief. Her children will know that her suffering is over.” Mrs. Bassett rubbed her knees as though the thought called to mind her own discomfort.

      Mr. Bassett took his wife’s hand in his and held it there. He had only once been able to accompany her to Harrogate to bathe in the waters, but it was not enough to grant any lasting change to her condition. Honoria knew that nothing harassed her father more than his inability to bring his wife relief.

      “I want to make a present for Christine for her arrival.” Honoria leapt up and started for the door, taking Christine’s letter with her, then turned back with a sudden idea. She looked at her parents anxiously. “Do you … do you suppose if the Greys are to go to Lincoln for the ball, I might go with them?”

      “I am not convinced they will wish to go when they are in half-mourning,” Mrs. Bassett said, after exchanging a look with her husband. “Even so, it will not be right without a matron accompanying you.”

      “Do you think not?” Honoria’s spirits plunged anew. “I suppose you are right.”

      “I am almost tempted to write to Samuel,” her father began, and Honoria held her breath. But he merely shook his head. “It will be as well that he is with me in London so I might introduce him to my associates there. It may be our last opportunity to both reside there at the same time.”

      Honoria did not trust her voice to be cheerful, so she merely nodded and exited the room, turning to climb the winding staircase. Her bedroom was one whose door faced the balcony in the Great Hall, and she entered it now, abandoning the idea of reaching for her sewing basket. She had been working on an embroidered cushion that she was now determined to give to Christine. But that would have to wait until she could restore her frame of mind to something more hopeful. She sat and grabbed the nearest embroidered cushion at hand—the first she’d attempted that was too ugly to give away—and hugged it to her chest.

      If Gus did not go to the Stuff Ball, did she still want to go? She supposed so. It was too exciting an event to miss, especially with such a gown as she had. But then, whom did she know well enough to request an escort? No one that came to mind, except perhaps the Mercers, long-standing residents of Horncastle she had known all her life. They were intimate enough friends to the Bassetts to willingly take on the service if they were planning on attending, but the latter was far from certain. She did wonder if Philip Townsend would go, but as he could not serve as her escort, she would not waste time thinking of him.

      It did seem a coincidence that on the very day she learned of Christine’s return, Honoria would cross paths with Philip after such a length of time. Her relationship with Philip was an odd one. To all appearances, they had none. His mother and hers had been intimates, but Mrs. Townsend had died young of influenza, severing that connection. Their fathers were not on speaking terms—or had not been before Mr. Townsend’s untimely death due to a partial collapse of the mine shaft he had dug. Before his only remaining parent departed from the world, Philip would be away at school for months at a time. And in the years afterwards, he had gone off to London, leaving his house and estate in the hands of servants. However, before that, in those early years when the Greys were living in Horncastle, they spent afternoons in each other’s company playing games, riding, and teasing like siblings while their fathers pretended the friendship did not exist. Fortunately, Honoria’s interest lay in quite another direction than Philip Townsend, so she did not have to choose between breaking her father’s heart or her own. It was just as well that her affections were engaged elsewhere.

      Musing over the simple pleasures of her youth turned Honoria’s thoughts to more hopeful avenues. She would take up her embroidery now. There was little enough time, and she wanted to have it ready for Christine’s return.

      The rose damask armchair was placed in the corner of her spacious room in such a way that allowed her to face the large window overlooking the brick-enclosed garden. She settled there with her sewing basket and glanced out at the stone pond tucked between the yew hedges, the fountain trickling at the end of it. As she selected a purple thread, it occurred to her that the return of Christine and Augustus Grey would evoke the days long past, where laughter and play were central to their lives, ball or no ball. Perhaps it would not matter that Samuel had not come, for her time would again be filled with friendship. Perhaps more than friendship.

      Gus. The thought of him brought on a wistful sigh. As children, before he was of an age to care about girls, he gave her every bit of attention he gave his sister whenever they were together. Except he teased her in ways he did not tease his sister, tugging the end of her hair and tickling her. And he was kind, too, offering her smuggled sweets and putting his arm around her shoulders when a torn stocking brought tears to her eyes. Not even Samuel had paid any attention to her that was not forced upon him—or taught her how to put a bridle on a horse or a worm on a hook. Not that fishing was a genteel occupation.

      Philip had been a steady presence as well, but he had always been consumed by the sport. Gus, on the other hand, had managed to devote as much interest in her as he did in sport, so that she felt quite important in his eyes. It was therefore not difficult to imagine that he might grow to love her.

      Honoria bit her lip. It was a shame Gus would not see her in her first ballgown as a lady, and of such an exquisite fit and color. She had been sewing tiny crystal beads, one after the other, into the neckline, fueled by her hope that he would see it. And now all that effort would be to no avail.

      She chose another color and squinted at the eye of the needle to thread it. Who knew? Perhaps his interest in her as a potential match would develop before the ball, and if he did go, he would find it insipid without her there. He would then be inspired to rush home to declare his newly discovered feelings. Why should she not hope for such a thing?
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      The day was dawning cool despite being early in September, and Philip was in the stables preparing for his morning ride when he heard the sound of hoofbeats cantering in approach. He wasn’t expecting anyone until the following day, and he looked up in curiosity and then surprise.

      “Yes indeed, coz. It is I.” Theo Dawson reined his horse in and swung down from the saddle.

      Philip handed the reins of his gelding to the groom and strode over to his cousin. He held out his hand and seized Theo’s arm as they shook. “I did not look for you until tomorrow. Did you leave your poor sister and mother to suffer the journey unescorted?” Philip teased, knowing Theo would do no such thing.

      “Ah.” A flash of discomfort filled Theo’s features, which left Philip with a mild sense of foreboding. “Come. Leave off your riding for a bit and spare me an hour of your time. Has the breakfast been cleared? I did not eat at the inn, hoping you would provide me with better fare.”

      Philip signaled to his groom to unsaddle the horse and walked at Theo’s side into the soft daylight, their boots crunching on the leaves that had started to fall early after a dry summer. “You thought you would get better fare here than at an inn? I did not take you for such an innocent.”

      Theo chuckled. “Mrs. Mason still rules the nest then?”

      “Yes, and she has chased off Cook. We’ve had to hire someone from the village to fill in temporarily until Sissy arrives. I’ve warned Mrs. Mason that there will be changes afoot when my cousin has taken up residence. She did not like that, I can tell you.”

      Theo met Philip’s laughter with a weak grin. “About that …”

      Philip stopped and faced his cousin, all humor gone. “About that? About what? Tell me you are not bearing ill tidings.” A fear gripped him. “Your mother has not been laid up again? I told Sissy we would employ every effort for my aunt’s comfort. She needed only endure the journey once, and then she could make her home here.”

      Theo held up his hands, stopping the flow of words. “My mother is in the best of health. Well—as good health as she can be, considering her age and … disposition. Sissy is as well. In fact, my sister could not be better.” He paused, and Philip waited in wary silence, now certain that a piece of bad news was forthcoming. “Thing is, Sissy had an offer and was married in a fortnight by common license. She’s already on her way to Cornwall where her new husband lives.”

      For a minute, no words came to Philip. He steered his gaze past Theo to the broad stretch of yellowing lawn to his left, then dropped it to the ground.

      “I know it’s not what you were expecting.”

      “Why did she not write to tell me of it?” Philip asked in a surge of indignation. Now his plans were overset, and there was no solution he could think of. It was not as though there were a ready supply of unmarried female relations with a gift for management to apply to. He had been counting on Sissy to restore his household to some semblance of order.

      “Come,” Theo said. “Let me have a pot of ale and something to eat. Then I’ll ride with you. My last inn stop was only an hour away so I’m not overly fatigued.”

      “And yet you did not push through last night and sleep here.”

      “What, in damp sheets?” Theo grinned.

      “You were afraid to tell me, weren’t you?” Philip moved forward again, his humor partly restored by his natural temperament and partly by the pleasure of seeing his cousin.

      “I was,” Theo replied baldly. “But it was mainly the sheets. I know you have an indifferent housekeeper, and I was likely to sleep better at the inn.”

      “Which is not saying much.”

      “We’ll get Mrs. Mason sorted out. I’m still staying for the month, you know. I can help.”

      Philip sent his cousin a look heavy with irony. “You’re just as reluctant as I am to put yourself in the way of trouble. No, I shall be stuck with her forever, I foresee.” He sighed, and Theo only laughed.

      They entered the house and made their way to the heavily draped breakfast room, which still had the dishes in place, although Philip had breakfasted an hour earlier. The eggs were hard and cold, and the ham was dry. In truth, the spread hadn’t been much more appealing when it had arrived fresh. Theo looked it over with distaste before choosing from the rolls and ham. “This is meant to be coffee, I suppose,” he protested when he sniffed at the pot.

      “Right you are. But I may be able to get you something more tolerable.” Philip went over to the wall where the frayed bellpull hung and rang for a servant. A short while later, the servant girl from the village, who was acting as temporary cook, came in and took away the coffee pot with its offending contents, promising to replace it with something fresh. While they waited, he poured some ale from the pitcher and set it in front of Theo. “I warn you, it won’t be chilled.”

      “Of course not. You are lucky I am not more fastidious,” Theo said in between bites.

      As Theo broke his fast, they spoke about Sissy’s wedding. It was to a widowed lawyer with four children, the eldest a year older than Sissy. Although it had not been a love match, Theo said his sister had thought herself past praying for and had received the offer gratefully. Their mother was to live with them to assist with the widower’s younger children as soon as they had completed a short honeymoon.

      The news of Sissy’s marriage caught Philip entirely by surprise. His cousin was not pretty in the traditional sense, although it was precisely her practical nature that made her such a perfect candidate for mistress of his household, at least in the short term. He had been happy enough to put his own idea of marriage off while there was the promise of his cousin running Boden. But now …

      “Well then,” Theo said, wiping his mouth on a napkin. “Let us take a turn about your estate. It’s been two years since I’ve come, and I am anxious to see what plans you’re getting up, now that you’re resigned to managing the estate yourself.”

      Philip got to his feet and waved for Theo to follow. They retraced their steps through the library and the sitting room, before exiting into the weak sunlight as Theo recounted news from the rest of his family. Once they had returned to the stables and had the horses bridled, Philip directed their path to the river where he was contemplating the irrigation project. He could ask Theo’s opinion on the likelihood of getting a return on the crops in the newly watered field. Although Theo ran the family’s textile mill, he was curious and intelligent and had a gift for improving whatever project he applied his energy to.

      “I can see your mind is taken up with this disappointment,” Theo said as they rode, casting a glance at Philip, then looking up as the wind rustled the leaves above them. “But your house will not be in such a mismanaged state forever. What you need is a wife.”

      Philip let the silence stretch between them before answering. He knew this, but he had been hoping not to rush the matter. Choosing a life’s mate was not a decision to make in haste, and he could not do it in that cold, calculating way some other gentlemen seemed able to do.

      “I know I require a wife,” he answered at last. “But my need to settle someone as mistress of Boden House is too urgent to have that woman be her. I can’t choose a wife like I choose a horse.”

      “Your selection of horseflesh is not all that quick,” Theo said drily. “I don’t know that it has to be so very complicated either. Look at Sissy. She went to one ball, danced with the fellow twice; he came calling, and the matter was settled in less than a month. It need not take the eternity you seem to think.”

      “Is that so? If you had to marry in haste, would you have an appropriate candidate at the ready?” Philip lifted an ironical brow, knowing the answer. Theo was no closer to the marital state than he was.

      “Oh, I’m certain if my hand were forced, one woman would distinguish herself from the rest.” When Philip gave a huff of disbelief, Theo continued. “Listen. There are plenty of pretty faces, and one fine figure is as good as another. Apart from a decent dowry and the ability to run a large household, you need only consider how able she is to hold an intelligent conversation.”

      “And how likely she is to cut up my peace.”

      “Now, this fit of the dismals is unlike you.” Theo clucked his tongue. “I expect you’ll have remembered some way of approaching the matter reasonably before we sit down to supper and will be able to eat in tolerable cheer. Those woods in the distance are yours? Ah no. They’re bordering the other bank of the river.”

      Philip nodded. “That’s the Waring. I was thinking of diverting it to the field here on the left, and this is what I wanted to show you. The soil here was once fenland, and it’s full of sandy loam. It drains too quickly for the corn I wish to grow.”

      They approached the river and Theo narrowed his eyes against the sunlight, pointing to their right. “But this is a public road, is it not?”

      “’Tis. It makes the operation more complicated.”

      Theo reflected on this, then pursed his lips. “You will need some sort of pipe or cask that can be dug under the road. You’ve probably already figured that out. But you’ll have to control the amount of water so it doesn’t flood, of course. It’s not a light project you’re contemplating. I won’t ask if you’re up for the challenge, knowing you, but …” He trailed off.

      “But you wonder whether there’s not a simpler way to bring my estate to solvency,” Philip finished for him.

      Theo grinned. “Something like that. Then again, you’ve always worked harder than I’ve ever had the inclination to do. Your stud farm project?”

      Philip shook his head. “Crown Glory is not yet paying off, although I expect him to. That must be a goal for the long-term as it won’t answer my need for ready cash.”

      He studied the soil, contemplating how he could control the flow of water, when his gaze lifted to the stretch of brambles ahead. It brought to mind his last encounter with Honoria, and he wondered idly if it would be another several months before he saw her again. Something about her pleasant face and conversation made him wish it was sooner. Their brief meeting had been reminiscent of happier times, when their mutual friends, the Greys, were still in Lincolnshire. He would not allow his mind to dwell on the more recent, physical changes that had overtaken her, lest it travel down forbidden paths.

      As if the force of his nostalgia and desire had conjured her, Honoria rounded the hedge of brambles and came into view. He could tell by the way she lifted her gaze cautiously that she had been conscious of their approach. And even at this slight distance, he could see a blush tint her cheeks as he nudged his horse forward to greet her.

      “I have taken to heart your words about the blackberries,” she said with a slight nod at the nearly full basket. “Although I fear I should be ashamed of myself since this is the last of them, and they are not mine to pick.”

      Philip couldn’t help the smile that spread at her shy acknowledgment. “I meant it. As you said yourself, the berries were going to waste. I hope you were able to put the first harvest to good use.” He gestured to Theo. “This is my cousin, Mr. Dawson. Theo, this is Miss Bassett.”

      “A pleasure,” Theo said.

      “Mr. Dawson.” Honoria curtsied then fingered the handle of her basket, allowing her gaze to sweep the field on her right, seemingly at a loss for words.

      “My cousin is staying with me for the month,” Philip explained to break a slightly awkward silence.

      Honoria turned her bright smile to Theo. “Well, then. You shall sample my preserves. I promised Philip I would bring some. I mean to say—Mr. Townsend. We grew up together, and I forget we are no longer children at times.”

      “You must not mind me,” Theo replied promptly. “I am not one to insist upon formality. And I would be delighted to try your preserves. It seems I have arrived at a fortunate time.”

      At this second mention of her promise, Philip began to believe she would indeed find a way to bring him a jar, despite her father’s known antipathy. The thought filled him with warmth—and it would make his dry bread more tolerable.

      “Well then, Miss Bassett.” He raised his hand to bid farewell, before being struck by the fact that she was once again alone. Shifting in his saddle to peer around her, he frowned suddenly.

      Before he could speak, Honoria forestalled him. “A servant could not be spared. I know that is what you are about to say, Phil. But I assure you, I am in perfect safety. I’ve been running about in this area since I was a girl.”

      But you are a girl no longer, Philip thought firmly. However, he held his tongue and tipped his hat. “Then I shall not take the high-handed approach of telling you what to do—again.” Honoria gave him a dimpled smile and turned back to the brambles, reaching out to pluck one berry and toss it into the basket, following it with another. He and Theo rode on, allowing their horses to pick their way up the incline from the field.

      “The blackberries would have to go if you created an irrigation system. They will not thrive in soil that is overly wet.” Theo steered his horse to the public road that ran alongside the river. On the far side, the mature birch and elm trees cast a green and gold shaded canopy. “It would be a shame.”

      “A small price to pay,” Philip responded. “Blackberries will not bring in the income I need to restore my estate.”

      They were well out of earshot now, and Theo said in an even voice, “They seem to have netted you a fine candidate for a wife, however.” Philip did not pretend to misunderstand his cousin’s meaning and lifted his brows in surprise. “Honoria?”

      “Is that her name?” Theo replied mildly. “It suits her. She’s perfect for you. A young lady unafraid of hard work, despite her obviously gentle breeding. And she is fine to look upon with her ginger hair, you must own.”

      Philip chuckled humorlessly. “Her father would never allow it. He and my father were as near mortal enemies as gentlemen could be. Mr. Bassett did not appreciate the mine excavation my father attempted that turned the land bordering his into an eyesore, and I believe my father lost few opportunities to question how much of a gentleman he could be when his estate ownership traced back a mere generation.”

      “An unfortunate distinction to make when your father married the daughter of a merchant.”

      “My father was nothing if not consistent,” Philip replied in a dry tone.

      “Surely her father cannot object now,” Theo protested after a space. “It was not as though you had any say in what projects your father attempted, or what feather-brained ideas he had about the qualifications for a gentleman—” Theo turned on his saddle, chagrined. “I apologize.”

      “Accepted.” Philip was not hearing any disparaging ideas about his father he had not entertained himself.

      “Besides,” Theo went on, “what could be more advantageous than having a neighbor for a son-in-law?”

      Philip shook his head. Something warm in his chest buzzed at the thought of such a simple match, but his cousin did not understand. “Trust me. Mr. Bassett has a long memory.”

      They rode on a little farther, discussing the idea of installing dikes and the placement of such in the canal. Just when he’d thought the subject of Honoria Bassett had been exhausted, Theo broke a silence that had fallen by glancing at Philip and saying, “But I do think she would make you a good wife.”

      “Too much water has passed under that bridge,” Philip replied firmly. It was a shame, perhaps, as she did possess everything a man might want in a wife, but as it stood …  “She is simply not an option.”
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      The day Sissy should have arrived, Philip and Theo got up early to go shooting. The morning fog had only begun to lift when Philip raised the end of his musket to the sky and waited. Theo paused a moment at his side before doing the same. At some unseen movement, Philip’s setter rushed forward with loud yaps. The flock of birds that had been nesting in the trees took instant flight, and the sound of both Philip and Theo’s muskets exploded.

      “I believe that one was mine,” Philip said as one of the birds dropped to the small pond and the dog ran to retrieve it.

      “I think it must have been,” Theo agreed. “Shall we try for another?” He reached for his bag of powder and Philip did the same.

      “We shall have to go to a different part of the woods. We must have chased off all the birds in the area.” He glanced around at the vegetation near where they stood. “Unless there are still some grouse to be had.”

      Theo was about to answer when the sound of a horse’s whinny and its rider’s soothing words reached their ears. The branches of a young tree were pushed aside and a grin broke out on Philip’s face, as they both exclaimed at once.

      “Grey!”

      “Augustus Grey, by my life!”

      “In the flesh.” Gus swung down from his horse and came forward to greet them. “You cannot be surprised to see me, though. You must have known I would return.”

      They shook hands with Gus by turns. Not only was he Philip’s neighbor, but the three had also been friends from Harrow. In fact, it was Gus who had introduced Philip to his own cousin. Theo’s father had not been keen on his sister’s choice to marry Philip’s father—an impoverished landowner—and had made no efforts to introduce the cousins though they were of the same age. Once presented at Harrow, however, the trio became inseparable—Philip and Theo even more so because of their blood ties.

      “I am sorry for your loss,” Theo said when their initial greetings had died down.

      “As am I,” Philip said, and after a spell, added, “I had hoped you might return, but I could not say how long you would remain with your uncle, or whether you would remove there permanently as you do depend upon his fortune to some degree. You aren’t the best correspondent, you know.”

      Gus grinned at the last comment before sobering. “Thank you for your condolences. It was a relief for my mother to reach her end, I think.” He went to take hold of the reins of his horse, who had drifted away. “My uncle offered us residence for as long as we wished it, but after six months we thought it time to see to the matters of my property. Christine was anxious to return to a place that was familiar to her. She wrote of our arrival to Honoria, who I thought must have told you.”

      Philip became aware of the dog at his feet, who was panting with his prize in his mouth. He reached down and patted his dog before taking the game and slinging it into the pouch on his horse. “Honoria and I don’t spend much time in each other’s company. Come, let us walk. We shall have to find a new place for sport, and you may as well tell us what you’ve been up to.”

      Skirting further mention of the loss of his only remaining parent, Gus began to complain about the state of their house, which had suffered damp due to the neglect of his servants. He stopped short mid-discourse. “Theo, what in the blazes are you doing in Lincolnshire? Last I heard, the textile mill required you to be on hand at all times.”

      “I have a capable foreman now,” Theo replied. “I can leave things in his care for the time it takes me to visit an esteemed cousin.” Philip sent him an appreciative, mocking grin, and Theo went on. “In truth, I was to accompany my sister who was going to take up residence at Boden, along with my mother. Sissy was to keep house for Phil.”

      Gus sent Philip an inquiring glance. “Considering a match, are you? There is only one outcome to be had of such an arrangement.” He threw a playful punch at Philip’s arm, who raised his eyes heavenward.

      “Sissy is three years my senior. I can assure you a match was the furthest thing from either of our minds.”

      “In any case,” Theo interrupted, “Sissy is married now and can no longer be of assistance to poor Phil here. I came to break the ill tidings.”

      They led their horses out of the trees without giving much thought to where they were headed. The slight chill of the morning had been replaced with the warmth of an early September day. They had already bagged their dinner for that night, if his makeshift cook did not burn it, and did not precisely need to continue with their sport.

      “Well, fellows, I did not merely come for an idle visit. I stopped by to extend an invitation for a little supper party Christine and I wish to host to reconnect with our friends. When I saw you were not at home, I determined to go riding and look for you. Therefore, you are cordially invited—both of you—to our house Thursday next.”

      “We shall have a good meal for once,” Theo said, sending a belated, rueful glance Philip’s way. “My apologies again for another thoughtless remark.”

      “Apology accepted. You have spoken only the truth.” There was little his cousin could say that would ruffle Philip.

      When they reached the open pasture, the men swung onto the horses they had been leading and began to ride toward Philip’s house. It felt like the most natural thing in the world for them to be together again, although the trio had not been in company in the three years that Gus resided in Bath. As they rode toward Boden, Philip could not help but take a cheerful view of the future. Despite the fact that he had, at present, no prospect for mistress of his household, he had his friends. And that was no small thing.
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      Honoria knocked on the door of Farlow Manor, her heart beating in trepidation and excitement. She was happy to see Christine most of all, but she could not help but wonder whether Gus had changed in the year since she’d last seen him. Then again, he had been a man for some years now and change would not be so noticeable in him as it would hopefully be in her. Perhaps he would at last discover she had grown into a woman.

      The formal sitting room lay to the left of the main door, and Honoria peered into it through the window panes that bordered the door. Christine stood on a chair dusting the top of a painting, and when she turned with the feather brush in hand to direct the maid, she caught sight of Honoria outdoors. She nearly toppled from the chair but righted herself before hopping off and rushing to the door, her newest pug darting in front of his mistress.

      “My dearest Honoria!” Christine’s reserve rarely permitted her to show an excess of emotion, but as her oldest friend, Honoria was privileged to witness it.

      She hugged her tightly and pulled back to look at her. Oh, Christine had changed. She could see it now. There was a somber light to her eyes that hadn’t been there before, but Honoria would do all in her power to add joy to her friend’s existence. “It is so good to see you,” she said, hugging Christine again before shoving the cushion she had embroidered into her hands. “It is not as fine as your needlework, but I made this for you.”

      She reached down to greet the golden-colored pug, aptly named Guinea, whom she had learned about from Christine’s letters. It was impossible to imagine her friend without a dog at her feet.

      “Oho! What’s this?”

      Honoria knew that voice and, forgetting momentarily about the new addition, she slowly turned. Her heart had not obeyed her directive to remain unaffected and demonstrate to Gus just how poised she was. Instead, it flopped around inside of her like a fish that found itself on dry land.

      Gus looked much the same, except that his thin, boyish frame had turned stouter in a way she could only describe as the masculine ideal. He kissed her on the cheek and followed this with an appreciative look up and down. The familiar lopsided grin set Honoria’s heart to beating again. “Well, little Miss Bassett. You’ve grown into even more of a beauty in the year since I’ve lain eyes on you—if you will accept such a fulsome compliment from someone who has known you your whole life.”

      I will accept anything you give me. Tongue-tied, she turned to Christine and repeated herself for lack of inspiration. “It is so good to have you back. Both of you.” She glanced again at Gus, a quick fleeting look in an attempt to mask how nervous she was. This was no time to appear the foolish girl, hopelessly in love. This was the time to show him that she would be the perfect candidate for his wife, now that he had come back to Horncastle to stay.

      “Come sit down,” Christine said. “We’ve had the Holland covers removed in most of the downstairs rooms, but as you can see, we still have quite a bit to do to remove the dust and make these rooms livable. And there’s that patch of damp on the ceiling that I don’t know what to do with.” She beat the sofa cushion before allowing Honoria to sit. “I had your note that you would come and had a tea tray readied. We don’t have much to offer, but at the very least we sent Tim and Becky to purchase the essentials to fill the larder, and I brought back a fruited blend of tea from Bath. It was my uncle’s favorite.”

      “You’ve turned to wearing half-mourning, I see,” Honoria observed. “You did not speak of it much in your letters, but how are you bearing up?”

      Christine sighed and exchanged a look with her brother. “I suppose better than six months ago. After all, my mother had done with a life of suffering towards the end. And there is something of a relief in going into half-mourning, which I decided upon before removing to Horncastle. When one has mourned for some time, one longs to fold the grief and put it up in silver paper the way we can with black clothing. Even if we feel guilty for doing so.”

      Honoria nodded, adding nothing. She had never so much as suffered the loss of an animal she had affection for. “I hope you will use me shamelessly in putting your house to order. I have a deal of time on my hands now that my herb garden is just as I wish it and the harvest is behind us.”

      The maid entered the room carrying the tea tray and set it on a small table. Gus had wandered into the formal sitting room to retrieve his snuffbox while Christine was responding to her question. Now he returned and waited as Christine poured a cup of tea and handed it to Honoria, who was on intimate enough terms to serve herself a lump of sugar. She paused with the sugar nips in hand. Perhaps she might show Gus how careful she was with household provisions. He must surely appreciate an economical wife. Yes—she would drink her tea black. She restored the sugar nips as he took his own cup and sat.

      “Well,” Honoria said after a minute, with only the clink of spoons and cups on saucers to be heard, “you will not know any of the village gossip, so let me be the first to tell you that there is a young and very pretty widow newly established in Thimbleby.” She had cause to regret her choice of news when Gus looked up, an interested light in his eyes.

      “Pretty, you say?” He stretched his legs forward carelessly. “I might have to seek an introduction. Can you provide one?”

      Honoria returned a tight smile. Augustus Grey had not spent any considerable time with her in three years, and he was more interested in some widow he’d never met than he was in her? Even if she could have provided an introduction, she would not make it that easy for the widow. “Not I. My mother was not well enough to call on her and determined upon sending a card so that Mrs. Northwick would feel welcome.” The tea was bitter without any sugar and she swallowed quickly, then coughed as the heat poured down her throat.

      “What did her husband die of?” Christine asked, nibbling on a piece of seed cake that had been set out with the tea.

      Honoria shrugged, cross with herself for bringing up pretty widows when Gus appeared to be hanging on every word. “Old age, I am told.” Eager to change the subject, she took a deep breath. “I don’t suppose you are to go to the Stuff Ball next month?”

      She saw Christine glance at her brother and added, “Perhaps it is too soon to ask when you’ve only just arrived. As for myself, I am unable to go as it stands. My father must journey to London, and Sam will not be returning to escort us. As you might guess, my mother’s rheumatism would make such a journey impossible without my father to see to all of the usual comforts.”

      “Perhaps the Mercers might go,” Christine offered. “Or Mr. and Mrs. Billings.”

      Gus set his teacup on the table and went over to stir the fire that was starting to burn low. It was early in the season for chimney fires, but the room held the chill of one long unused. He added a log, sending up a curling plume of smoke. “I shall leave you both. I’ve to attend to the stables and see that the horses have been exercised. You may talk dresses and balls to your heart’s content in my absence.”

      Honoria managed a smile but felt her hope fade as he exited the room. His pleasure in seeing her again could not keep him in the house more than a quarter of an hour into her visit. Did he not care for balls? Well then, she would have been just as happy—if not happier—had he invited her to visit the stables with him. She could have told him if the horses were in good health. She might possess only the most basic knowledge of healing animals, but it was enough that two tenant farmers had requested her advice. Not that this was something Gus could have known when he did not remain around long enough to learn it.

      Christine pulled Honoria’s thoughts back to the present. “As for the Stuff Ball, we have not yet decided. It is not only the mourning … One of our challenges is that we have not had time to acquire any Lincolnshire wool, and we would have to have our garments made rather quickly. It’s not an impossible feat, but it has made us hesitate with all else we must do.”

      Christine’s reticence came as no surprise, as Honoria knew how important it was to her that everything be perfect. Whatever her friend undertook came about after great deliberation. She was therefore pleased to hear her add as she refilled their cups, “However, it has been some time since we have seen the good people of Lincolnshire and our particular friends. It would be a shame to miss it.”

      “I own”—Honoria reached for the sugar nips and plopped two lumps into her tea—“that it would be vastly agreeable if you were to go. You could tell me all about it, and it would be almost as good as if I had been there.”

      “Well, while we muse on that, let us think of more immediate things,” Christine said. “As our very first engagement back in Horncastle, we would like to invite you and Philip Townsend to dinner. And I have learned that Philip’s cousin, Mr. Theodore Dawson, is visiting. He must receive an invitation, of course. I will request that Mr. and Mrs. Mercer come to serve as chaperones for us.”

      “So, you think the Mercers might go to the ball?” Honoria questioned, her thoughts on the greater project. Then she shook her head. “No, they did not go last year. They said they had grown too old for the journey and the late night of dancing.”

      Christine cleared her throat. “The dinner we are hosting, Honoria?” She lifted an eyebrow. “May we focus on our homecoming first before we talk about trips to distant towns?”

      Honoria smiled sheepishly. “Forgive me. Of course we may. As you know, when I set my mind to something, it is very hard to give my thoughts a different direction.”

      “The more things change, the more they stay the same.” Christine pulled the cushion Honoria had made for her from between Guinea’s paws. “I have planned for dishes of prepared pike and venison, but will you help me come up with ideas for the removes? It is time I learn to keep house, now that we are here and mean to stay. My uncle had a formidable housekeeper, and she decided everything, so I’ve had little practice.”

      “It is what I love above all things,” Honoria said. “I wonder if we might procure some turtle for soup since it is growing cool. And we must have a blancmange. Have you a pencil?”

      Christine nodded and jumped to her feet, showing a rare flash of eagerness. “Let me also take you to see our dishes. We can determine which set will be best to put out.”

      In her enthusiasm for the new project, Honoria abandoned the dilemma of how to get to the ball in Lincoln for the present. Perhaps with her assisting Christine, Gus would notice how well she arranged the table and consider her for another role than a second sister to tease. If she could catch his eye here, going to Lincoln would hardly hold any importance.

      Then again, she reflected, if she knew anything of Gus besides the goodness of his heart, he was a dedicated flirt; nothing was more likely to seal his regard for a woman than a little competition from other men. If he went to the ball without having truly noticed her first, he might fall under some woman’s spell there and become smitten. She had such a short time to win his heart before he left!
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      When Honoria returned home, she stopped short at the entrance to the drawing room. Sitting on their jonquil-colored sofa next to Mrs. Bassett was a slender young woman whom Honoria did not know. Golden-blonde tendrils peeked out from under the rim of a black bonnet, and the contrast of her somber clothing against her creamy features only added to her charm. It could be no other than the widow she had heard spoken of. For a moment, Honoria froze at the entranceway. Mrs. Northwick, if indeed it was her, was a rare beauty. It would appear that Gus would not need to go to Lincoln to run up against a pretty face to turn his head.

      Her mother gestured for her to enter. “Come in. I would like to introduce you to Mrs. Arabella Northwick. Mrs. Northwick, this is my daughter, Honoria.”

      As the widow stood, her petite frame was tight with what seemed like years of worries, though her smile was sincere and warm. She and Honoria exchanged curtsies.

      Honoria gestured for Mrs. Northwick to resume her seat, then glanced at the empty table. “Mother, shall I call for tea?”

      “I have already seen to it,” her mother said. “Your father had not left for the mill when Mrs. Northwick arrived, so he called Perkins for me.” She smiled at her daughter. “Do join us. You are sure to be more interesting company for our young visitor than I.”

      Mrs. Northwick clasped her hands together. “Mrs. Bassett, in our introductions, and I suppose in my nervousness, I have not yet thanked you for your kindness in having a card sent to my house. I hesitated to return a visit, since your health does not permit much activity, as you so kindly explained. At the same time, I did very much wish to make your acquaintance.”

      Honoria’s mother answered with disarming warmth. “You were right to come. We did not wish to be backward in our attention, although I was unable to make the trip to see you. It can be difficult to come to a new community. I hope the local families have been welcoming.”

      Mrs. Northwick did not quite meet Mrs. Bassett’s eye. “There have not been many visits forthcoming, I am afraid.”

      Honoria darted a surprised glance at the widow. She was sure her family had been one of the last ones to meet her. “That surprises me, knowing the people of Horncastle.” She gave a puzzled laugh. “They would visit for no other reason than out of pure curiosity. They must not know you are here.”

      Mrs. Northwick smiled and gave a small lift to her shoulders. After a pause, she added, “My deceased husband’s brother accompanied me to Lincolnshire to assist me in settling down, and he told me not to fret over the lack of visits. As soon as he meets the gentlemen in the area, he will request introductions to their wives on my behalf.”

      “Will you be going to the Stuff Ball in Lincoln?” Honoria asked her. “Surely you have received an invitation, because it gathers everyone of note in the shire. You will meet everyone there.”

      “I have received an invitation to that, at least. To own the truth, it is an event I both look forward to and dread,” Mrs. Northwick said, her lips pulling upward to add lightness to her words. “I am charmed by the idea, but as you said, I will meet everyone there. That cannot be but intimidating. And you? Will you go?”

      Honoria looked at her mother before shaking her head. “It will be our first year to miss it, but it is simply not possible. My father must make a last-minute trip to London, and there will be no one to escort us.”

      Her mother reached across to Honoria’s chair and clasped her hand on the armrest in a gesture of sympathy. “I have made the journey in the past, but without my husband here to see to all the details, I fear it will be too much for me. I can manage some exertion but not what I was used to.”

      “Well,” Mrs. Northwick said reflectively, “I have been looking for an auspicious moment to put off my blacks, and I am thinking this might be the appropriate occasion. I could not attend without doing so anyway, since I understand we must appear in green. In any event, my time of mourning has been over for some months.”

      Mrs. Bassett asked the question that Honoria had been longing to ask. “If this is not an indelicate question, perhaps you might wish to tell us more about your husband? If doing so brings pleasant rather than painful memories.”

      Mrs. Northwick’s face shuttered and Honoria sensed that, as tactful as her mother was, it was not a subject that brought any pleasure to the widow. Nevertheless, after a moment she met their gazes. “My father arranged for my marriage to Mr. Northwick. He was in need of an heir, and my father … did not find having a daughter living at home a convenience, I’m afraid.”

      “I understand,” her mother murmured as Honoria stared at Mrs. Northwick in mute sympathy. At least her own parents would never force her into a marriage she found distasteful. And contrary to finding her superfluous, they appreciated her and told her so often.

      “Do you live on your own?” Mrs. Bassett asked.

      Mrs. Northwick appeared to relax somewhat. “For the moment, I live on my own in a large, rambling estate, although I hope to have my son brought to me soon. He is with his nurse in London. My brother-in-law insisted that the nursery was not yet ready to receive my little David and that my presence was needed to supervise its renovation. Indeed, it was in a sorry state …” Her voice trailed away. “Mr. Northwick has taken up residence in the dower house should I have need of him.” A flash of discomfort passed over her features as she said this, and Honoria wondered what could have occurred to put it there. It seemed there was more than one point of difficulty in being a widow, especially one that had no family to rally behind her.

      Perkins entered carrying a heavy tray, and Mrs. Bassett indicated for her to set it in front of them. Honoria darted to her feet to prepare the tea. “Even if we are not to meet at the Stuff Ball,” she told Mrs. Northwick, “I hope we might meet often in company here in Horncastle. I must be younger than you, and as an unmarried woman am not in a position to sponsor you in our society, but I do know everyone and will be happy to make whatever introductions I can.”

      “That is very kind of you.” Mrs. Northwick gave her a genuine smile that turned into a chuckle. “I feel I must confess, Miss Bassett, that I am only eighteen, although I am a widow and have a child.”

      Honoria stared at her. “Eighteen? Why, I am nineteen! I am older than you then.”

      “So you see,” the widow said. “I shall be grateful for your sponsorship.” She hesitated, adding, “And I would be very satisfied if you called me Arabella. That is … if you wish to.”

      “Then do call me Honoria,” she replied. When the visit came to an end, and Mrs. Basset had bid their guest farewell, Honoria walked Arabella to the front door. There was something about her situation that hinted at unspeakable difficulty—something about Arabella’s attempts at bravery that made Honoria long to support her. “I hope you will consider me a friend, and that you will call if you should need anything.”

      “A friend,” Arabella said softly. “I would like that.” From her expression, Honoria had the distinct impression that she had not many of those.
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      The dinner at Farlow Manor occurred the following week, and Philip drove his black-hooded tilbury into the courtyard of the Greys’ home with Theo at his side. They were dressed in evening clothes, and he was glad that local society’s eye for fashion was more forgiving than London’s. He had not been to the tailor since he’d left Town, if one did not count the coat he was having made for the Stuff Ball. Even Theo had entered into the spirit of Lincoln’s annual ball, though he had never before attended one. It had been a simple matter to procure an invitation for him since the ladies outnumbered the gentlemen.

      “I had not contemplated a trip to Lincoln during my stay with you,” Theo said, when he had ended his soliloquy about why his waistcoat should be made from a different wool than his coat. “But since I’m in the shire I may as well go to Lincoln, and what better reason than to attend the ball? From there, it will not be so very far to Mary’s house. I am not without hope that I might convince you to accompany me there and extend our visit.” Mary was another one of Theo’s sisters, whom Philip had never met. At ten years Theo’s senior, she married when Theo and Philip were still in school and, unlike Sissy, had never been home at the same time that Philip visited.

      “There’s time enough to decide that as the ball draws near.” Philip alighted and handed the reins over to the Greys’ servant. His gaze roamed to the open stable, where he ran an appraising eye over the horses Gus had had sent from his uncle’s stable just outside of Bath. There was a new Thoroughbred mare Gus had boasted about, and Philip was eager to see how she held up on a hunt. This was a passion he and Gus shared which allowed them to remain close despite fundamental differences in personality. They were both of them sports-mad. If one proposed a venture, the other was sure to accept.

      The main difference was that though they were each responsible for estates of varying sizes—Philip’s three times as large as Farlow Estate—Philip was much more likely to take a personal hand in the management of his. Then again, Gus’s father had not frittered away his inheritance through unwise investment schemes, and whatever money he lacked for pleasure was made up for by his loose-fisted uncle. Philip’s plunge into adulthood was not by choice.

      A footman opened the door, and Christine came forward as they were ushered in. The Greys’ house possessed an intimate layout with the formal sitting room and morning room both visible from the main door. Despite the lack of grandeur, Christine had managed to decorate the house with an elegance and polish that Philip would probably never acquire in his own larger home.

      She smiled and curtsied before them as Theo bowed at his side. “Miss Grey, I have heard much of you over the years.” He wrinkled his brow as though chasing a memory. “I believe ‘quiet sort’ and ‘great gun’ were your brother’s terms when he mentioned you.”

      This caused Christine to laugh out loud, which was rare enough, and Philip had to admire how Theo set people at ease. He bowed in turn. “That sounds like something Gus would say. But Horncastle has been quiet without you, and you have certainly made your mark. We are all glad you have come back.”

      He glanced around the room and saw that they were not yet complete, as neither Honoria nor the Mercers were in attendance. A knock sounded behind him, and he turned and caught sight of a rich nut-brown cloak through the paned glass.

      Honoria stepped through the door, bringing with her a waft of cool evening air. She turned to her maid, saying, “I will let you know when I am ready, Maggie,” before greeting Christine with the warmth of old friendship. Philip stood the nearest, and she dipped into an informal curtsy before greeting Theo with more ceremony, asking him how he was enjoying his stay at Boden House. He murmured a reply about how favorite cousins made it easy to bear the smoking chimneys, eliciting another laugh.

      Gus entered the room and moved to join them, and if Philip had not been looking at Honoria, he might have missed the change in expression. Her eyes widened, and a blush filled her cheeks before she looked away. He had once suspected she held a tendre for Christine’s older brother, and it appeared the years had not diminished the attraction. Gus bowed before Honoria, then leaned down to whisper something in her ear, causing Philip to speculate whether he also had some interest in that direction.

      But Gus would never do for Honoria. He was much too lazy for someone so industrious. Once the infatuation had worn off, he would only make her life miserable. And as much as Philip was fond of Gus, he had too much esteem for Honoria to wish such a thing on her.

      A servant brought in glasses of sherry, and Gus moved over to hand them to the guests as Honoria rested a hand on Christine’s arm. “I’ve been meaning to tell you. I have met Mrs. Northwick. My mother sent a card welcoming her to the neighborhood, and she paid us a visit in response to it.”

      “Is she indeed as pretty as she is reputed to be?” Gus cut in. “Shall I have Christine visit her?”

      “Yes, quite,” Honoria said, her voice clipped. “But a woman’s measure is not the sum of her looks.” She turned back to Christine. “I found her to be a pleasant person to talk to. I am sure there is much to her story, but she disclosed very little of it.”

      Christine nodded thoughtfully but said nothing further until he and Theo had stepped away from the conversation, and then he heard her tell Honoria, “When we lived in Bath, it was difficult to make new acquaintances. My uncle was prosperous but not precisely fashionable. It can be a lowering thing to find no invitations or cards waiting for you when you return from a walk or the Assembly rooms. I think we should extend some northern hospitality to her.” Honoria murmured her assent.

      “I will need to show you the new Baker rifle I acquired,” Gus said, drawing Philip’s attention. “It’s deadly accurate. As fine a shot as one could wish.”

      “But not quite a hunting rifle,” Philip said. “Not with a bayonet. What did you purchase it for?”

      Gus shrugged. “It’s not made for hunting, but I practice with it anyway. You will not believe from how far away you can hit your mark. You and Theo will have to come shoot with me.”

      There was another knock on the door, and Mr. and Mrs. Mercer arrived, completing their circle at last. Mr. Mercer greeted the ladies, then crossed the room, allowing Philip to introduce him to Theo.

      “I am from Newark-on-Trent,” Theo said in response to his inquiry, and was then led to compliment the beauty of the Wolds, which was precisely the thing to say to the elderly Mr. Mercer. He had grown up in its hills and thought no part of England could be finer.

      “Mrs. Mercer, we are ready to sit down to dinner. May I show you and your husband where I’ve placed you?”

      Christine led the small crowd into the dining room, where a spread of dishes awaited them that included two tureens of soup, a plate of venison, and what looked like pike. Honoria was seated directly across from Philip, and he was able to see her animated face as she spoke to Theo. She showed no shyness as he helped her to the dish in front of her, but asked him about the textile mill she had overheard him talk about to Mr. Mercer. When Mr. Mercer dropped his knife, she leaned down to retrieve it without waiting for the footman, then made sure he had everything he needed before returning her attention to Theo.

      The ladies left the gentlemen to their port following dinner. The men lingered in the dining room over the empty glasses, finally moving as a group and finishing their discussion by the door. After a few patient minutes waiting for a conversation that didn’t concern him to end, Philip was the first to join the women in the drawing room. On one side of the room, Mrs. Mercer sat with Christine, holding her hand in a bolstering gesture and speaking in low tones. It seemed to Philip that she was comforting her on the loss of her mother, and he refrained from interrupting.

      Honoria stood in contemplation before the massive fireplace that had enough room to roast an entire sheep, and probably had centuries earlier. She stared, unmoving, at the painting above it, and Philip stared at her, wondering what she was thinking. Just as he was about to ask, she turned to look at him, her face creasing in an inviting smile that made him take an involuntary step toward her. Behind her, the fire roared with the fresh logs that had been added, whose damp caused the flames to crackle.

      A spark flew out from the fire, and Philip opened his mouth to give a word of warning for Honoria to draw away, when a burning ember fell off a log and rolled out of the fireplace. Before he could quite comprehend what was happening or have time to react, the ember touched the bottom of Honoria’s skirt on the side, and a tongue of fire shot up the light cloth at terrifying speed.

      Honoria shrieked when she felt the scorching heat, and Philip launched himself on her, pressing her to the floor as he threw his arms around her to break the fall. With his body covering her own, he smothered the flames of her skirt and felt the fire penetrate his own clothing to the skin. He hissed at the pain on his inner thighs and calf and pulled to the side to get a better look at her dress. The fire had only been partially extinguished, and in panic, Honoria rolled over and tried to crawl away. Philip seized her ankle to hold her, then beat the rest of the flames from her skirt with his hands.

      When he saw that he had extinguished everything at last, and that she was no longer at risk, Philip sank back, trembling. The men had heard Honoria’s cry and rushed into the room, everyone speaking at once and Guinea barking and running in circles around them. But Philip and Honoria were frozen in place as they held each other’s gazes, and an unspoken current passed between them. In another minute, Gus was at her side, helping her to rise. She looked at him blankly, clearly in a state of shock. Philip stood as well and faced her, and it was then that he felt the pain in his hands and legs and looked down. Honoria followed his gaze to his hands.

      “You have burned yourself.” She glanced up at him, her voice hollow. Her hair had come undone and waves of it fell softly around her face. “I can help you.”

      “Do not fret about me. Are … are you wounded?” He did not mean to be indiscreet, but he could not help but notice where her skirt was in shreds. She followed his gaze and leaned down to part the burnt cloth and examine where her own stocking had been singed away. She turned to block his view of her leg, but he was quite certain it was an angry red.

      “No.” The word was spoken almost inaudibly, but she shook her head to strengthen it. “I am not injured in any significant way. You were quick to assist me.” She looked at him, her gaze catching on his hands. Reaching forward, she turned his palms upwards to inspect them, her touch gentle and firm as she cradled the backs of his hands. “You appear to have sustained the worst of it. Please allow me to dress your wounds.”

      Philip was uncomfortable with the attention, but his hands throbbed and clamored for relief. “Very well. If you know what to do.” He would not mention his legs, one of which had been burnt more badly than the other. He was not sure he would be able to bear having her touch him there.

      Mrs. Mercer was laid prostrate on the reclining sofa, with her husband standing over her and fanning her face. Guinea, who had done with running around the room in the excitement, was now panting at the foot of the sofa. Christine had gone white and appeared undecided as to whether she should attend to Honoria or Mrs. Mercer. But she broke out of her spell when Honoria turned to her, her voice still sounding hollow to Philip’s ears.

      “Will you have your servant bring cold water? As cold as you have. And we will need honey. And oil of rapeseed.” As Christine gestured for the servant to come, Honoria added, “And clean linen strips. But the water first.”

      When the bucket was brought, Philip plunged his hands into the cold water. The relief was immediate, but that only brought to his awareness more acutely the pain in his thighs. Honoria hovered over him anxiously, and when he looked up at her he managed a smile.

      “You must sit, Honoria. You have suffered a shock.” Gus pulled a chair over to her, allowing her to remain at Philip’s side. Christine had overcome her initial dismay and brought Honoria’s cloak, holding it at the ready to cover her damaged skirt.

      She ignored Christine’s ministrations, and at Philip’s side, stared into the brown wood barrel where his hands appeared stark white in the icy water. “The pain is more manageable, is it not?” He nodded, his eyes on her, and she added, “I wish it were possible to remain like this, but I shall have to put a salve on your hands, and when you remove them from the water, the pain will return.”

      “I can bear it.”

      The conversation had resumed in the room, although threads of it touched on what had just happened, with Mr. Mercer recounting an amusing anecdote in an obvious effort to lighten the mood. Theo came over to put his hand on Philip’s shoulder for a brief moment, but he soon stepped back again as though fearing he might somehow make things worse. When the servant reappeared with the rest of the requested supplies, Christine hurried to take them from him.

      As Honoria reached for the cloth strips, she glanced down at Philip’s legs. “Oh! You are burnt here as well. But not as badly. How did I escape more serious injuries?” She turned her large eyes to him. “You must have taken it all on you.”

      Philip looked away. He could not hold her gaze. He shuddered to think what might have happened if he had not been there at just that moment. If he had remained with the men in the dining room … Until a short while ago, Honoria Bassett was nothing more to him than a little friend from the village where he grew up; but now from some unfathomable place, a root of determination sprang up and cleaved his heart in two. One that proclaimed she needed and deserved to be protected. From every ill was the thought that flooded his mind.

      She set the supplies on the floor in front of her, with the strips of linen on her lap, then looked around with a furrowed brow. “I am sorry. I forgot to say this, but I will need a clean wooden bowl and a spoon as well.” Christine gestured to the servant, who rushed away again to do her bidding. Honoria gave a nervous laugh. “I must still be flustered. It is not like me to forget things.”

      “You are not usually the victim I think,” Gus said, coming back to stand at her side.

      “No. Never.” She gave Gus a fleeting smile then looked down to smooth the linen strips on her lap as Philip studied the variety of emotions that flitted across her face.

      The servant was back moments later, and Honoria spooned some of the honey into the clean wooden bowl, then set it down and poured in the oil, which came out quickly and spilled on her dress. She looked over at Christine, who was watching the procedure, and gave a weak smile. “The dress is ruined anyway.”

      Honoria stirred the salve, and bent down to tug at the remaining tights that were underneath Philip’s breeches to give a clearer view of the wounds on his calf of one leg and part of his thigh on both. He was too shocked to react, as he had supposed she would tend only to his hands.

      Using the spoon, she began to spread the ointment gently on his burns, and Philip didn’t know where to set his gaze while she did so. He had sworn he would not let her treat his legs, but she had not asked him before she began her ministrations. It seemed the Mercers were familiar with this side of her, because they did not protest the indecency of it. Or perhaps they, too, were in shock.

      His hands were submerged in the cold water and his legs burned, both from the injury and from the gentle strokes she used to cover the wound with ointment. With the same delicate touch, she wound linen strips around each leg, covering both the burns and where his stockings and the lower part of his breeches remained in place.

      By the time she had knotted the cloth strips neatly, his head was spinning from the weariness following the excitement and her unexpected tenderness. He had not had anyone fuss over him since his mother had died.

      “I am afraid it is time to bind your hands,” she said.

      He pulled them out of the water and held them, dripping, palm up in front of her. She put her hand under one of his to hold it, and again there was that gentle touch that would have stolen his breath had his hands not begun throbbing again with pain. She carefully spread the ointment over the first hand. He fought to keep from making a sound, though the touch pained him. However, she could read the expression on his face.

      “I am sorry,” she said, as she finished applying the ointment and began bandaging the hand. He didn’t respond and she started on his other palm. He was grateful for the quiet conversation around them, as he could only focus on what she was doing and the relentless pain. He was not capable of conversation himself.

      “There. Done. It should heal thoroughly. I only hope the pain will not last long. You must keep it bandaged.” Honoria looked up at him, a tiny smile lighting her face. “Thank you for saving my life, Philip.”

      “Of course.” Philip willed himself to hold her gaze, smiling at her despite the awful throbbing in his hands and now the lesser throbbing that he was aware of on his legs. “Always.”
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      Honoria arrived at home, her cloak covering most of the damage the fire had done to her dress. She paused outside of the drawing room, where she could hear the quiet voices of her parents, having already come to the decision that she would not tell them about the episode. When her father was a boy, he had lost a beloved sister to a fire, although Honoria knew very little about the details. He would be appalled to learn what had happened tonight. It could only bring up memories better left buried. And as he would be leaving the next day, perhaps the thought of something happening to his only daughter might cause him to cancel a trip she knew was necessary. Or he would leave with a heart full of apprehension. She would not do it.

      Upon entering the drawing room, she found her parents sitting together on the sofa and enjoying their last night before her father left on his journey. Honoria smiled at the familiar sight. “I am come home. Good night, Mama. Good night, Papa.”

      “How was your evening?” her mother called out as she turned to leave.

      “Delightful.” Honoria paused at the door. “I believe I have worn myself out from all the emotion.”

      Her faithful maid was waiting for her near the kitchen. On the carriage ride home, Maggie had already tidied her hair and promised to dispose of the dress. Honoria had not been entirely truthful when she declared there had been no hurt done to her leg and murmured for her maid to bring honey, oil, and linen strips to her room without discussing it with others.

      The skin on her leg smarted and stung, but she had not wished to expose her calf in full view of Philip and the rest of the company. In the privacy of her room, she parted the hanging tatters of her dress to examine it. A large patch of skin had turned red on her leg, and blisters had formed. Not as much as the burns on Philip’s hands or legs, but enough that she would need to treat it. It would take time for the skin to heal.

      A soft knock on the door was followed by Maggie poking her head in, then entering holding a bundle. “Here you are, miss. I’ve brought everything you require. Shall I hold the strips for you?”

      Honoria shook her head. She would not like having someone hover about her when she was managing her own hurts. “Thank you, Maggie. You may retire. I will not need you.”

      When her maid left, Honoria went about mixing the salve, applying it before she bound her leg with practiced hands, as though the wound belonged to someone else. But after she had washed her hands and face, braided her hair, and slipped into her nightshift, she laid down and pulled the covers over her, keeping her legs in the open air because she couldn’t bear even the pressure of the quilt or the heat that seemed to emanate underneath it. It was then that she began to tremble uncontrollably. Earlier that evening, in the shock of the moment, the weight of Philip’s body pressed against hers, the bewildering pain she could not make sense of, she had put all fear aside. But now, alone in her room, she could not help but think what if … what if …

      What if she had been burned worse—enough to be disfigured? What if she had died? And here she had been worrying about a ball.

      Her leg pained her, but she could not toss and turn. Eventually, the fatigue of anxiety overcame her, and she was able to fall asleep. As she was drifting off, Honoria wondered whether Philip was able to sleep with the pain of his own, more serious wounds and wondered when he would be able to ride again. It was something he loved to do but now could not do so for a fortnight at least. This last thought was somewhat misty as she began to drift off to sleep—as was the idea that she knew an uncommon lot about Philip who had become all but a stranger to her in the years since he had reached adulthood.

      The next day, the sight of the bright sun streaming through the trees, and the fresh smell of autumn air that crept through the window when she opened it, restored her frame of mind. She dressed quickly, the burns paining her slightly less, and went down the stairs as servants piled luggage in the entranceway.

      “Papa,” she called out, just as he was about to round the corner of the library and enter the drawing room. “I came to see if you needed anything before you left.”

      Mr. Bassett stopped in his tracks and came over, where he put his arm around her, kissing the top of her head. “No. Nothing, my dear. Just don’t fall in love with anyone while I am gone. You know I want to be here to approve your suitor and chase all the rakehells away.” He winked at her. “And take care of your mother, but that I know you will do.”

      Honoria smiled, biting back the peevish words that if he hadn’t insisted on leaving for London right at this juncture, he might examine every single gentleman who stepped forward to claim her hand at the Stuff Ball. It was an unfair accusation, however. He had not chosen the timing of his trip to frustrate her.

      She went outside and stood at the entrance, watching the servants pile two trunks on the back of the coach and place her father’s portmanteau, a smaller trunk, and a basket of food inside the carriage. Her mother was in the drawing room, and Honoria allowed them to have their time together. After all, if it pained her to see her father go, how much more difficult must it be for her mother, who was also invalid from her rheumatism and unable to move about freely. Which reminded Honoria: she needed to collect more stinging nettle on the path near the woods. Her supply to make the infusion to alleviate her mother’s pain was running low.

      In a short while, Mr. Bassett came outside and gave his daughter a last hug before climbing into the coach. A servant held the iron gates open as the coachman pulled out of the courtyard and onto the main street. Honoria followed to the gate and lifted her hand as she watched his carriage go over the stone bridge of the River Bain and out of sight.

      So that was that. It was never as jolly without her father at home. There was nothing like the comfort of being all together as a family. Samuel’s absence she was used to, as he had gone from university to London with only a brief stay in Lincolnshire. But her father was a solid, reliable presence in their world. He had a blustery temper at times, but he loved them fiercely.

      I had better seek out Mother.

      Mrs. Bassett sat in her usual chair, with a blanket over her lap and a book on top of it, which she stared at with unseeing eyes. When Honoria walked into the room, her mother whisked away the expression of melancholy and assumed an air of cheerfulness. “Now it will be just the two of us. We shall have to contrive to keep ourselves occupied. What are your plans for today?”

      “I have promised Philip Townsend and his cousin to bring some of the blackberry preserves,” she answered, taking the chair next to her mother’s. She would not mention the jar of healing ointment she planned to bring as well. “It is the least I can do when the berries belong to him, so I hope you will not forbid it.”

      “You have waited until your father left to ask, however,” her mother observed, with a twinkle in her eye.

      Honoria laughed. “I suppose I did. But really, Papa would have made a big fuss, and all for nothing. It’s just preserves. It is not as though I am planning to marry the man.”

      “Well, as long as you have Maggie with you, I suppose it is all right,” her mother replied. “I should not like to openly flout your father’s authority by encouraging a friendship with Philip Townsend, but even your father will own that you’ve long been in the habit of spending time together whenever the Greys are here. Speaking of which, you hardly spoke two words when you came home last night. Tell me more about the dinner.”

      Honoria had remained firm in her conviction not to tell her mother about the mishap or her ruined dress—it would only distress her. It was challenging to smile in a way that was natural, but she made the attempt. “It was delightful to be once again in Christine and Gus’s company. Philip was there, as you might guess, and his cousin Mr. Dawson as well, who has shown himself to be an agreeable gentleman. He is staying with Philip through to the Stuff Ball, and from there he will go on to visit his sister, I am told.”

      “It is a shame you must miss this year,” sighed Mrs. Bassett. “Well, do give my regards to Philip when you see him today. Even though our families are not supposed to be on speaking terms, his mother was very dear to me. Did you find out if the Greys will be going to the ball?”

      “They are undecided.” Honoria allowed a frown to touch her lips. “And the Mercers have concluded they are too old to make the trip.”

      “A sentiment I can relate to,” her mother said ruefully. “I must be twenty years their junior, but my movements are as stiff as a woman of eighty.” She fingered her faded ribbon bookmark. “I have not given up all hopes of your being able to attend. Even your father has said that if we can find the right situation, perhaps you will have your fun after all. He wondered if we might apply to the Cranshaws.”

      But Honoria had heard that the Cranshaws would not go because Mrs. Cranshaw was in the family way. She had racked her brains but could not think of anybody else who could serve in the role of chaperone—no one that they knew well enough to ask—so she did not allow her heart to hope. It was almost enough that her father wished a solution might be found.

      When she and Maggie arrived at Boden House, Honoria’s gaze roamed the square brick structure with its three floors of evenly spaced windows—seven per floor. There was a stone urn holding a brown fern plant under the portico, and the front door was tucked deep into the walls of the house. She had not been to Boden since she was a small girl and their parents were still friendly. She had certainly never come on her own with only a maid in attendance. However, she had given her word, and the blackberries did belong to Philip. It would be wrong to take them all and not spare even a jar for him. Besides, she had an obligation as a healer to see how his wounds fared.

      When she knocked, it was some time before a servant admitted her. It was long enough that she glanced at Maggie, keeping her criticism to herself, but Maggie’s pursed lips showed she was of the same mind. The servants at Weeton Hall were irreproachable, and the staff at Boden could learn a thing or two from them. Once inside, she took in the interior at a glance, only now remembering that his house also opened into a comfortable sitting room. But unlike Farlow Manor, there were no window panes to reveal the inhabitants to any curious onlookers. Before long, Philip entered the room where she stood.

      His hands were still bandaged, and when he approached her, the stiffness of his movements was barely discernible. “Honoria, you came. I was sure you would not—that your father would not permit it.” He glanced at her maid. “But are you sure this is entirely correct? I have no female relative here to receive you.”

      “My mother has given me permission to bring you the jar of preserves I had promised,” Honoria replied, her heart fluttering when she looked at his bandages, remembering what might have happened had Philip not been there—remembering the protective weight of his body on hers through her searing pain. “I thought I might see to your burns while I am here. I’ve brought some additional healing ointment.”

      Philip glanced at his hands briefly, then turned his intent gaze on her, cocking his head to one side. “And how are your own injuries?”

      She frowned. “I told you I had none. Or none to speak of.”

      He folded his arms, then winced at the pressure on his hands and dropped his arms to his side. “I don’t think you are telling the truth. It is impossible I would suffer burns and that you would have none.”

      Honoria sighed and hugged the preserves and healing ointment to her chest. “It is nothing worth mentioning, I assure you. Yours, however, will take some weeks to heal. What will you do about your horses?”

      This brought his gaze up, a surprised expression in his eyes. “Why do you ask about my horses?”

      “Because I know you value them, and that you love to ride and will not be able to do so with injuries to your hands and legs,” she replied, her words coming out in a breathless rush. “They will need to be exercised, of course, and I am guessing Mr. Dawson will perform the office? I remember when word came that you bought your Thoroughbred stud. Even my father approved of your choice, though he is still not ready to send you a gilded invitation—unfortunately,” she added with a laugh.

      Philip shook his head, smiling, as Theo entered the room. “Miss Bassett, I thought I’d heard that we had visitors. What a pleasure to see you. I hope you have recovered from your ordeal last night.”

      Honoria held up the large jar of blackberry preserves. “I came as promised.”

      Mr. Dawson grinned, revealing a playful, boyish side to him. Upon closer study, he did not much resemble Philip but there was a family air. Philip had golden hair, and Mr. Dawson was darker, but they both had an aquiline nose and a firm set to their chin.

      “I shall take this and save poor Philip’s hands from the pain of carrying it,” Mr. Dawson said. Maggie had sidled into the room behind Honoria to stand near the mantelpiece in the back, and he went to set the preserves there. “Come to think of it, I don’t think he even likes blackberry preserves.”

      Honoria laughed as Philip shot his cousin a wry look, then waited until he returned his gaze to hers. “Will you allow me to examine your hands?”

      He hesitated, then gestured for her to follow him to a sofa in the comfortably faded sitting room. He sat across from her and put his hands on his knees, palms upward.

      Honoria carefully unwrapped the linen strips that she had bound around Philip’s hands the night before. The exposed skin was red and full of blisters—larger ones and more of them than what she’d suffered on her own leg. “I don’t believe we should wash the wounds yet, but Mr. Dawson, if I can prevail upon you to procure some fresh linen strips, I should like to apply more salve and rewrap them.”

      Mr. Dawson had been staring at Philip’s hands in horrified fascination, but at this he straightened and gave a nod. “I shall see that Mrs. Mason provides us with what is needed.”

      He left the room, and as the seconds ticked by in silence, Honoria cradled the backs of Philip’s hands as she examined the skin and tried to ascertain the seriousness of the burns. When she looked up and met his gaze, there was something in his look that confused her, so she slipped her hands from underneath his and sat back. “I must see to your legs as well.”

      Philip shook his head firmly. “My legs are perfectly fine. There is no need to examine them again. The wounds are likely not much worse than your own.”

      “Nevertheless, the bandages should be changed just like the ones on your hands,” Honoria insisted.

      Philip gave her a cutting look. “As you can see, I am wearing breeches over the bandages. Would you have me stand and take them off?”

      Honoria presumed he was trying to embarrass her, but when it came to healing, she did not get embarrassed. “I suppose the buttons would be difficult to manage with your hands as they are. I can wait while you call your valet and have him attend to you.”

      She glanced up and saw the slightest flush on Philip’s cheeks. “I employ no valet. And I have no intention of removing my breeches. You will have to content yourself with healing my hands.” Mr. Dawson walked in carrying strips of linen, and he stopped short at Philip’s words, a look of astonishment on his face. If anything, Philip only grew more red.

      “Stubborn man,” Honoria said to no one but herself. Let Mr. Dawson make what he might of that statement.

      “Only stubborn about certain things,” she heard Philip retort under his breath.

      Mr. Dawson stepped forward with the strips of cloth. “It was not as difficult to find Mrs. Mason as I feared it might be, and to my surprise she was able to hand over what was needed. Here you are, Miss Bassett.”

      Just as she had the night before, Honoria lay the strips over her skirt. She applied fresh salve, before carefully binding his hands in such a way that was protective but not overly tight. “Would you have a pair of scissors nearby?”

      His hands held captive in hers, Philip gestured with his chin toward the writing desk. “In there.”

      Mr. Dawson went to retrieve a pair of scissors that ended up being as dull as any she had ever used, and she sawed at the excess cloth until she was able to cut it. “Well, the bandage is not as neat as I should like it to look, but it will do. The important thing is to keep the wound from becoming infected.”

      “Let us hope it will not come to that,” Mr. Dawson replied.

      Honoria stood and caught Maggie’s eye. “I shall leave you now. I hope you enjoy the blackberry preserves. If there are any problems with the bandages, you must send word and I will come immediately.”

      Philip stood when Honoria did, and he accompanied her to the door, allowing Maggie to exit first. Honoria turned to face him, and he lifted his hands revealing the bandages she had just tied. “Thank you, Honoria.”

      The sound of her Christian name on his lips sparked a strange sensation inside of her—like that of falling. She couldn’t make sense of it, especially since he had said her name before throughout the years they had known each other. It was certainly not the wild heart-fluttering she had with Gus, so it couldn’t be any kind of infatuation. It must simply be attributed to the leftover sentiments of a shared moment that had been fraught with danger. She smiled and answered him with a simple nod before slipping out the door.
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      “I’ll bring the jam to the kitchen,” Philip said when the door closed behind Honoria. He went over to the mantelpiece to take it, balancing it carefully between his chest and the part of his left hand that smarted less. He had an unexplainable urge to be alone with his thoughts, and as he descended the stairs, tried to sort out why his mind seemed wrapped in wool regarding Honoria. It was as though there was a thought he was meant to pull out and examine, but it was too elusive, and this metaphorical veil blinded him to any very concise idea, except an overall awareness of her loveliness.

      His burns pained him. Honoria had not provided him with any further treatment to soothe the pain, but it wasn’t his wounds distracting him. It had been that gentle way she had of cradling his hands in hers as she examined them—the efficient manner she had of bandaging the injury. Her touch was calming, and the sensation of being taken care of was not one he was used to. He found he quite liked it.

      Had his mother been so tender? He could not remember, and as he had never had a sister, he could not say if this was characteristic of the female sex or something particular to Honoria. If her father had not held on to his aversion for Philip’s family, she might have been a sort of sister to him—although he could not claim the direction of his thoughts to be brotherly. Her request that he remove his breeches was outside of enough, her skill in healing notwithstanding.

      When Philip returned to the sitting room, Theo threw down the newspaper he had been reading and got to his feet. “Let us take your chestnuts out with the tilbury and give them some exercise. We can then see how your men are getting on with digging the canal.”

      “A capital idea,” Philip said with a cheer that sounded forced to his own ears. He needed to clear his head. “I must thank you for exercising Crown Glory this morning. Your visit was timely in more ways than one, since you are able to do all I cannot. If only you had brought me your sister, all would’ve been perfect.”

      Theo smirked in response. “I am beginning to think it was providential my sister did not come. This lack of a ready housekeeper is forcing you to realize it is time to settle down.”

      “This again?” Earlier, Philip had thrown his hat on the side table, and he went now to pick it up. He pushed it down on his head with a pat, then gritted his teeth. Clearly, he needed more than bandages to remember that his hands would not be healed for some time. “Your insistence is beginning to be tiresome. Let us talk instead of your settling down.”

      “There is no urgency. I don’t need to run an estate,” Theo shot back cheerfully. “Perhaps you should hire more servants to prepare the house for the eventuality of a permanent mistress? Who knows? If Miss Bassett does not catch your fancy—and I’m not entirely sure she does not; after all, rescuing a damsel in real distress is a quicker path to love than many a ball and stilted drawing room conversation—nevertheless, if you are determined to remain blind, then surely some other woman will catch your eye. Perhaps at the Stuff Ball.”

      Philip was eager to change the course of this exchange, but there was truth in one thing at least. “Yes, I need to see about hiring servants, and as poor as the estate is, it does have the funds for one or two more, at least. But servants require someone to give them direction. And I am not confident in Mrs. Mason’s capacity for the role. She can barely see to her own duties.”

      An indignant squawk rose from the stairwell, and Philip knew his words had carried beyond his intention. It was his luck, of course, that Mrs. Mason would have been within earshot when his tongue was ill guarded. “Come. Let us go to the stables.”

      Theo allowed the conversation to turn to indifferent matters as they had the tilbury readied with Thunder and True harnessed, and he took the reins. Philip climbed in, using his hands as little as possible. He would have been frustrated at the pain and his lack of ability to drive were it not for the fact that he had managed to save Honoria. Every time he suffered from the burns, he remembered that.

      “All this talk of my finding a wife,” Philip said as they drove in the direction of the river. He narrowed his eyes and glanced at his cousin before bringing it back to the project visible in the distance. “You’re not bored and inventing an excuse to leave early, are you? You’ve been here less than a fortnight.”

      It had only taken that first day with Theo, talking late into the night about the irrigation project, for Philip to decide it was time to begin. After all, they had quite a stretch to dig before the ground froze and made the work impossible. His solicitor recommended a young man by the name of John Coates as engineer, and it had been easy to find men who were looking for work, including a navvy who specialized in digging canals of more consequence than his. In just a few days, they had dug a stretch of an eighth of a mile alongside the road that ran parallel to the river and had already installed two basins that would serve as dikes. The pipes under the road that permitted the river water to enter the canal would be put in last. Coates had given instructions for gates to be inserted into the dikes to prevent the canal from overflowing. Philip wanted a certain amount of surface water to keep the soil moist, but he had no wish for it to revert back to the swampy fenland it once was.

      “Bored? No. It is a little slow here,” Theo admitted, his friendly smile removing all offense. “As much as I enjoy our late-night card games and those few times we’ve gone out shooting with Gus, life in Horncastle moves at a slower rhythm than I am accustomed to. However, it does suit me, both the lifestyle and the society. I wouldn’t mind another night such as the one we had at the Greys. Well, I suppose except for Miss Bassett catching fire.”

      Philip shuddered at the memory, and brought the conversation along more pleasant lines. “Maybe you should move here.”

      “Someone has to run the family mill, and if I passed the task off to my brother, even supposing he wished to do it, I would have nothing to live on.” Theo’s voice lost its light tone, and Philip wondered how suited his cousin was to the mill his father had bequeathed to him. But his brother, Anthony, was young still, with another year of school ahead of him and what Theo said was true besides. A man needed something to live on.

      Philip dropped his gaze to his neatly tied bandages. “Society is pleasant in Horncastle, although I have known most of them my entire life, except for this elusive Mrs. Northwick we have yet to meet. From what I gather, not even Gus has managed to win an introduction to the widow.”

      “They’ve made progress,” Theo said.

      Philip pinched his brows in confusion at Theo’s reply until he realized his cousin was looking ahead at the start of the canal they were quickly approaching. The workers had indeed made progress. He would have to measure, but it looked to be as long as a quarter of a mile by now. In the distance, faint shovelfuls of earth flew from where the men dug. “I do believe I will have a field ready for planting as early as spring.”

      “I believe so. Shame I won’t be here to see the water diverted into the canals,” Theo said, laughing suddenly. “Your country ways are rubbing off on me. At my father’s mill, I stand about while the steam engines clatter and cotton floats. As much as I am born and bred to textiles, what I wouldn’t give to spend more time outdoors in the open country.”

      Philip shook his head with a grin. “So not quite as slow as you claim.”

      “Only slow where the absence of the fairer sex makes⁠—”

      “Ah, look. There’s Mr. Mercer.” Philip was out of the carriage as soon as it had come to a stop. The gentleman had come to measure the progress at Philip’s request, and he went over to him now.

      “How good of you to come, sir. Has Mr. Reid given you his opinion yet on how much the diversion will affect downstream?” Both Mr. Mercer and Mr. Reid were gentlemen farmers with land on the edge of the Wolds, and they had served Philip as advisors and father figures since he’d begun to take an active hand in his estate. Mr. Reid, in particular, had experience in irrigation methods.

      Mr. Mercer lifted his hat to Theo, who was sitting on the tilbury. “Afternoon, Dawson. Philip. Burns healing all right?” At Philip’s nod, he turned his gaze back to the men working on the canal. “You say the land on the other side of the public road is yours as well?”

      “Yes, up through to where it meets Mr. Bassett’s woods. When my ancestor acquired the land, he bought it with the public road already in place. My property extends to the river but no farther.”

      “I crossed paths with Reid yesterday, and he plans to pay you a visit, but he’s busy at present. After coming to see the project, he’s confident your man, Coates, knows his work,” Mr. Mercer said. “The basins and the dikes you’re putting in place are not overly deep, which will prevent too much of the river water from being diverted. Therefore, it should not greatly affect things downstream.” Mr. Mercer stepped back to allow a man to push a wheelbarrow past their group. “This was an ambitious project, but it seems it will work. However did you come up with the idea?”

      Philip looked down, unable to hide his smile of satisfaction. “I fell into conversation with a gentleman from Spalding when I was in London last year. He explained how he had created a system like this for one of his fields that was prone to drought, and I realized that something like that might work with mine. I only wished to have your advice to be sure I would not be doing something that risked changing the landscape or weakening the river’s current.”

      “But you did not wait for our advice before beginning to dig,” Mr. Mercer said in a dry tone that masked humor.

      “I had not time to waste,” he replied as Theo hopped down from the tilbury to join them.

      “Ah, the impetuousness of youth.” Mr. Mercer chuckled.

      “I would not have begun diverting the water without hearing both your and Mr. Reid’s opinions.” Philip looked ahead and squinted against the sunlight. “Mr. Mercer, you will have to excuse me. I fear they are digging at an angle rather than removing that thick brush.”

      He went over to speak to Coates, who explained that he trusted the advice of Tom Hull, the older man of bent, wiry stature, who had been a career navvy but could no longer do the hard work of digging the large navigation canals. He led Philip over to where the tangled knot of roots lay visible in the trench. “He tells me the canal walls will hold better if we deviate rather than uproot.”

      “Ay.” After this monosyllabic confirmation, Hull hurried over to pull a wagonload of dirt that workers were pushing up a makeshift ramp. Philip stayed to see the progress until Mr. Mercer arrived at his side with Theo and proposed they come by and taste Mrs. Mercer’s shortbread.

      The following day, he and Theo were just finishing their breakfast when Gus appeared in the dining room, either having been let in or taken it upon himself to enter. “You’ll both be attending the Stuff Ball in Lincoln, is that not so?” he asked without preamble, taking a seat at the table and reaching for the pitcher of ale.

      “Yes, both of us. Why—are you?” Philip had assumed Gus would not attend because of his recent period of mourning and return to Horncastle.

      Theo, lounging in a chair with his boot on the wooden footrest of the table, tugged off a cluster of grapes from its stem and popped one into his mouth before responding. “Following the trip to Lincoln, I’m trying to convince Philip here to accompany me to visit my sister in Leicester. I’m sure there’s room for another if you’d like to join us.”

      “Well, I do think I will take my sister to the ball because she’s pining to go. But it would not be wise for me to stay away from Horncastle for too long. The few tenants I have seem to have forgotten my existence.” Having finished his ale, Gus leaned back and crossed his legs in front of him. “A quick jaunt to Lincoln should not be problematic, and I own to having my own reasons for wishing to attend the ball.”

      Theo lifted an eyebrow. “The widow?”

      Gus laughed. “Perhaps. It has been some time since my prospects for pleasure have been anything but to frequent watering holes packed with aged residents. I’m finding any company under the age of thirty to be attractive.”

      Before he could think better of it, Philip was pushed by an internal impulse to ask, “What do you think of Honoria?”

      Gus turned confused eyes on him, and Philip realized that after such a sudden question he would need to elaborate, though he did not wish to betray what he suspected—that Honoria’s heart was for the taking if Gus was interested.

      “Well, she is your sister’s closest friend, and I imagine she must be continually at your house. Have you ever considered her?” Philip asked. It seemed the room had taken on a strange tension once the question was out, but Philip thought it might only be from how interested he was in the answer. Perhaps it betrayed something in himself.

      Gus shrugged at last. “I don’t know. She’s a pretty little thing. Perhaps she has some odd notions, but to be honest, I’ve never really thought much about her in that way.”

      “Odd notions?” Philip raised an eyebrow. “There’s nothing odd about her.”

      “I suppose not.” Gus was silent for a minute and picked at the fringe on the arm chair. “She traipses about town on errands of what she calls healing. A woman practicing any form of medicine is not something I can recommend. She’d best leave that to the sawbones. And truth be told, I’ve had enough healing to last a lifetime in Bath.”

      Philip suffered a prick of annoyance. “Her healing came in handy when I was covered with burns.”

      Theo, likely recognizing from Philip’s tone that he was about to say something provoking, hastily interrupted. “You said you’ve come with an invitation?”

      “Ah, yes.” Gus sat upright. “Why don’t we set out for Lincoln together? We can stop along the way for a picnic. Christine was very keen on the idea when I suggested it.” Gus didn’t seem to have noticed Philip’s irritation and grinned with no hint of self-consciousness. “Mrs. Northwick will be going apparently, and I thought we might invite her to join us as well. After getting an introduction to the widow from Mrs. Reid, I’ve not found any way to further our acquaintance. This picnic could be just the thing.”

      “A capital idea,” Theo replied, glancing at Philip.

      Philip suspected that Gus’s interest in traveling caravan lay in the widow rather than in their own company. “With my burns still healing, I cannot ride with you. But there is no reason we can’t travel together. Theo, you’ll need your horse in any case. I’ll take the carriage, and have Jim drive.”

      “Well, that’s that, then.” Gus slapped his hands on the table and stood. “Fishing anyone?”

      Theo looked at Philip and shrugged. “Why not?”
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      Two weeks before they were to set out for Lincoln, Philip and Theo went by to invite Gus for a game of cards. Christine opened the door and stepped back, allowing them to enter.

      “I am to understand that we will travel to Lincoln together,” Theo said, bowing his greeting. Christine smiled and answered with a nod.

      “It will make for a merry party, will it not?” As soon as the words left Philip’s lips, Honoria entered the room from the corridor that led to the kitchen and service rooms behind. She was carrying a bundle of simple ivory cotton and had three pins pinched between her lips. Her eyes immediately sought out Philip’s bandages, which gave him a jolt of recollected pain that mingled with his pleasure and surprise at seeing her.

      Honoria removed the pins from her lips and tucked them into the cloth. “I have been wishing to visit you and see about the burns, but I did not dare come again without an invitation.” She smiled up at him, and it struck a soft blow to his heart making him temporarily forget the pain.

      “You need not wait for one,” Philip replied with such promptness that it was followed by a flash of embarrassment. He had sounded too eager and was sure everyone would notice. He forced his voice to deepen when he added, “I must ask you for the measures of that ointment you put on my hands so I might have some more made up.”

      “May I take a look to see how they are healing now?”

      Philip made a show of reluctance, but he was anxious for her to take his hands in hers once again and soon agreed. They moved to a set of chairs on the side of the room while Theo drew Christine into conversation about what sorts of improvements they were making at Farlow, pulling her out of herself with all the ease of a man who was genuinely interested in others.

      Honoria carefully unwrapped the bandages and studied the injuries while Philip studied her. She scrunched her nose in concentration and he watched, fascinated at the changes in her expression. At last, she shook her head. “It’s not healing the way I had hoped. Does it still pain you?”

      “Not overly much,” Philip said carefully. It still pained him, but as he did not know how long such a wound generally hurt, he could not say if it was in the realm of normal or not.

      Honoria looked up at him and the little frown between her eyes did not disappear. “You needn’t put on a front with me. I fear there might be an infection forming. I will clean it now and reapply more salve, but if it still pains you in two days, I believe you should send for Mr. Blackwell.”

      “If you think it necessary.”

      Gus walked into the room, and as Honoria’s back was to him, she did not yet notice. “I’m just going to make up some salve and fetch water and clean linens so that I might bind it again.” She released his hands and stood, turning and coming flush up against Gus.

      “Playing doctor again, Honoria?” Gus took her hand in his, and from where Philip sat, he had a clear view of them both. Honoria’s expression was conflicted between joy at his taking her hand and annoyance at his dismissive comment.

      “Has Christine told you of our plan? The idea to ride to Lincoln with Phil and Theo and stop for lunch?” Gus released her fingers and winked at Philip.

      Honoria pasted on a smile. “Yes, it sounds most diverting. It is a shame I cannot join you.”

      “Ah, is that so? Indeed a shame.” Gus lifted his hand to greet Theo before turning back to her. “Well, let me not keep you from tending to poor Philip here.”

      Philip had not realized she would not be attending the ball. The prospect of going seemed to dim with the news. And why had he never noticed how dense his friend was when it came to women? Gus said all the wrong things.

      “Right.” After a brief conference with Christine, Honoria slipped away to fetch what was needed.

      Gus took the seat she had been occupying, crossing one leg over the other. “I believe we did the right thing by proposing this picnic. Now I just need to pay a visit to Mrs. Northwick to see if she will join us.”

      “I understand she has her brother-in-law to look out for her. I am not sure she will require our escort.” For the first time in his friendship with Gus, Philip’s voice held a sharp edge.

      Gus dismissed the brother-in-law with a shrug. “I’m sure he will be keen to join us as well. Perhaps he will wish to play the gallant to Christine. In any case, we cannot let a small issue like that prevent us from attempting the plan. I can just see it now. The pretty widow settled with us on the blanket, taking grapes from my fingers⁠—”

      “I will need my chair back.” Honoria had returned with the linen and other supplies, and her voice was clipped.

      Gus got up without a word, then glanced at Philip’s open wound. “That is looking ugly. Perhaps you should get it looked at.”

      When he left to join Theo and Christine, Philip leaned in to murmur, “I would trust any wound in your care. Don’t listen to Gus.”

      “He treats me like a little sister, but I am a woman grown.” Honoria’s obvious irritation did not extend to her ministrations which were exceedingly gentle. Philip had difficulty concentrating with the delicate way she washed and dried the wounds, applied the salve, and held his fingers as she began to wind the strips around them. “And I am very good at healing. Even Mr. Blackwell said so.”

      “You are,” Philip agreed. He waited in silence while she finished wrapping the linen, and this time she had sharp scissors to trim the edges. She tied a knot and tucked the ends into the bandage. “Why are you not attending the ball?”

      Honoria darted a glance up at him, then gave a sad shrug. “My mother is not well enough to go, and my father and brother are not here to accompany me.”

      “It’s a shame. I should have liked to dance with you.”

      She met his gaze for a long moment, and although it seemed his words had brought her pleasure, he could see her thoughts were divided and that part of them she kept hidden from him. “I would have liked that.”
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      Honoria entered the drawing room carrying a small basket of almond biscuits, covered by a white cloth, which Mrs. Sands had just finished baking. “Mama, I have decided to visit Arabella Northwick. Might I have your permission?”

      Mrs. Bassett stood beside her chair, one hand on the armrest and the other holding her lower back. “Of course you may go.” Her voice was thick with pain.

      “Oh! You are standing with no one here to help you.” Honoria rushed forward, irritated with herself for not having come to check on her mother earlier. Grasping her arm, she led her back to her chair. “Did you not ring? I would have come to you had I heard something.”

      Her mother sank into the chair and paused for a moment to catch her breath. “I did not wish to disturb anyone. My book was just out of reach, but I thought it not so far I could not manage. Perkins forgot to hand it to me when she assisted me earlier, and she is now laid up with a headache.” Mrs. Bassett leaned back and closed her eyes. “It is troublesome not to be able to move about freely, but please don’t let my pain hinder you from your visit. Mrs. Northwick will be delighted to receive you, I am sure.”

      Honoria pulled back to look at her mother and bit her lip, thinking for a moment. “I will just fetch you some nettle tea before I leave, and make sure Perkins has some headache powder. I hope the infusion will make you more comfortable. I have harvested as much nettle as I could find and now have it drying. There should be enough to last us through the winter.”

      Without waiting for an answer, she hurried off to ask the cook to put water on to boil, and after bringing some headache powder to Perkins, brought the medicinal drink to her mother. “I’d like to see if I can make this into a salve as well—one that won’t sting. I will try that later tonight, and we can put it on your knee first to see if there is any improvement before we attempt it on your hands.” Honoria leaned down and kissed her mother on the cheek, then went over to retrieve her basket.

      “See that you bring Maggie with you. It’s farther than most of your visits, and even if it is a countryside you know well, you must not go unescorted.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Honoria went outdoors where Maggie was already waiting for her, her thoughts dwelling on her mother’s condition. Her boots crunched on the gravel as her mind calculated how long she should steep the nettle to retain its healing powers while entirely removing the portion that stung. This thought naturally led her to wonder how Philip fared and if his wounds had started to dull in pain the way hers had. She hoped he had taken her advice and consulted the doctor. Maggie followed her in silence to the stables.
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