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Leo (July 23 - August 22): The fixed fire sign is ruled by the confident sun, which informs their positive, cheerful, vibe. Driven and self-assured leaders, they tend to be oriented toward taking action in life, and they're born feeling like they can accomplish their wildest dreams thanks to a glimmery combination of magnetism, luck, and endlessly believing in themselves. Although they might struggle to step out of being self-focused, they can be extremely loyal, devoted, and adore showering their loved ones in playful energy and all of life's finest things.
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Aries (March 20-April 19): At their core, Aries do things their own way. They are unafraid of conflict, highly competitive, and honest. They throw themselves at the world eagerly and without fear. Aries are driven by a desire to prove themselves and their strength.
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Chapter One

 

 

Lady Victoria Barrett held her beautiful new painted fan in front of her face to hide her laughter. Her friend, Miss Pinny Albright, simply laughed aloud, not caring who heard her, but that was Pinny.

“Oh, ripping good one, Lady Victoria,” Lord Gillford said, smiling warmly at her.

Lord Sheppey had burst out laughing so loudly heads had turned in their direction, but Victoria was used to that. Usually, it meant she and her friends would attract others who would want to join their circle.

“Good evening.” Mr. Crosbie shouldered his way between Pinny and Lord Sheppey. He looked as sweet as ever—his blond hair was like gold in the candlelight. and his summer-blue eyes were smiling. It was really his round face, though, which gave him that cherubic look.  

Victoria cleared her throat to swallow her giggles and lowered her fan. “Good evening, sir.”

“I do so hate to break up this jolly group, but I believe you have promised the next dance to me, Lady Victoria,” he said, holding out his hand to her.

“What? A second one?” Lord Sheppey said in mock affront. “You wouldn’t allow me a second dance, Lady Victoria. I must object!”

Victoria just laughed. “That is because you asked too late, and I was already promised.”

“To Crosbie?” Lord Gillford asked, looking over the man in question. “In that waistcoat?”

Mr. Crosbie was clearly insulted. With a tug on the offending article of clothing, he asked, “And what is wrong with my waistcoat? I think it quite elegant.”  

“Boring,” declared Lord Gillford.

“I disagree, my lord, it is elegant.” Victoria rushed to assure him. “What do you think, Miss Albright?”

She considered the simple navy-blue garment. It was shot through with swirls of silver thread. “No, I must agree with Lord Gillford on this one. If it were red or a brighter blue, it would be more interesting.”  

“But less elegant,” Mr. Crosbie countered.  

“Perhaps, but certainly more eye-catching.”  

He frowned. “If I were going with eye-catching, I would have worn pink like Sheppey here. But I wasn’t,” he finished with a self-satisfied look.

“I say!” Lord Sheppey objected, but before he could continue, Mr. Crosbie held out his hand once more saying, “Lady Victoria, I do believe the dance is starting. If you will excuse us?”

Victoria took his hand and allowed him to lead her through the center of their little circle and out onto the floor.

“Don’t tell him I said so, but I have to agree. Lord Sheppey’s waistcoat is a little much,” Victoria said after performing her curtsy to begin the country dance.

Mr. Crosbie gave her a happy smile. “I knew you had excellent taste.”

They moved apart with the steps of the dance, but when they came back together, he said, “Your gown this evening is particularly becoming. The green of the embroidery brings out the beauty of your eyes.”

“Thank you, sir. ‘‘ She was pleased someone had noticed. She and her mother had spent ages with the modiste, looking for just the right shade of green thread for the woman to use for the leaves that covered the bodice of her gown and then trailed prettily in a few stripes down the skirt.

“Are you free for a drive in the park tomorrow?” he asked as they held hands and circled about. “If it is not raining, that is?” he quickly added as they were forced to move apart.

“It has been raining a great deal this Season, hasn’t it? But sadly, no, I am at-home tomorrow. I do hope you will come.”

“Of course. So long as I get to spend time with you, I don’t much care where we are.”

At that, Victoria could feel her face grow warm, and she didn’t even try to stop the smile from spreading across her face.

“I do so love your smile,” he said before releasing her to sashay around the gentleman next to him. “It brightens your whole countenance,” he added when she stood in front of him again.

“Are you saying that my face is otherwise dull?” she asked, deliberately teasing him.

He looked so horrified for a moment she couldn’t help but laugh. “I am just funning, sir.”

The relief in his expression almost made her laugh again.

“You are a cruel woman, my lady,” he told her.

“Yes, but you love me despite that.” She batted her eyelashes at him, and this time, it was he who laughed.

“That I do.”

Victoria’s heart stuttered, and it had nothing to do with the exertion of the dance.

She deliberately kept their conversation light and meaningless for the remainder, but she could see the warmth in his eyes.

Afterward, he walked her back to her mother when she pointed the lady out to him. She was standing with Lady Preston, and they both nodded approvingly when he bowed to them and then offered to fetch Victoria a glass of lemonade.

“Thank you, sir, I would appreciate that greatly,” Victoria said.

“You have done it again, Lady Victoria,” Lady Preston said after the gentleman had walked off on his errand.

“Done what, my lady?” Victoria asked when the woman didn’t continue immediately.

“Captured the attention of one of the most sought-after gentlemen of the Season,” the woman clarified. “I believe it is unheard of to do so three Seasons in a row, and I was rather hoping to introduce Mr. Crosbie to one of my clients.”

“Oh.” Victoria wasn’t certain what to say to that. She quite liked Mr. Crosbie, and surely her parents would not be able to find anything to object to should he propose to her. He was handsome, wealthy, and came from an excellent family.

“We shall see what comes of this one,” was all her mother said before the gentleman returned with Victoria’s lemonade.
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Thomas, Earl of Brentwood, sat at his desk methodically working his way through the estate’s accounts for the month, adding up numbers, calculating expenditures versus income. It was tedious work. Thank God, it only needed to be done once a month. But this was what came from merely jotting things down as they happened instead of keeping a running total.

The knock on his door was welcome. “Come.”

Two of his tenant farmers, Jack Harris and John Miller, came in, both holding their hats in their hands and looking very uncomfortable. Thom didn’t wonder why. They never came to him, usually it was he who went to them to see how things were getting on.

This meant something was wrong. Thom stood and strode toward the bell. “Some ale, gentlemen?”

They both stopped and looked at each other, clearly unsure whether it was polite to drink his lordship’s ale or rude to refuse. Thom rang the bell, taking the decision for them. As he expected, Joseph, the footman who had likely shown the men in, came in a minute later bearing a tray with three mugs of ale.

They each took one. Thom lifted his to the men. “To an abundant crop.”

He was about to take a drink when he noticed his toast had only made the men look even more wretched. Bloody hell. “To your health,” he tried again.

This time both men lifted their mugs and mumbled, “And yours,” before drinking. Thom waited as the two men gulped down the ale. One stopped, lowering his mug while the other drained his.

“What seems to be the problem?” Thom asked. He tried to keep his voice sounding concerned and in control.

Harris, who had only drunk half his ale, set the mug down on a nearby table. “It’s the fields, m’lord.”

Miller wiped his sleeve across his mouth. “They’re bogs,” he added.

“With the last big storm, the drainage system gave way,” Harris said.

Thom put his own mug down next to Miller’s with a sigh. “I suppose this shouldn’t come as a surprise. We’ve been repairing that system again and again for the past few years.”

“Yes, m’lord, but now it’s well and gone,” Harris said.

Thom nodded. “I probably should have replaced it last autumn.”

“Nay, m’lord, it were too wet last autumn. The spring woulda been a better time,” Miller said. 

Harris nodded his agreement. “An’ since we didn’t plant anything…”

“Yes, you are right, gentlemen. If only we’d known what shape it was in, I could have done so.  

“Well, I suppose there’s nothing to be done but replace the whole thing.” Thom turned and went back to his account book to see if he had enough cash on hand for such an expenditure.

“Don’t need to replace all o’it,” Jack said, “just the part—”

“No, Mr. Harris, I will not do the job by halves yet again. If you recall, that is what we did the year before last. This time we’ll replace the whole thing, and then we won’t have to worry about it for many years to come,” Thom said, cutting him off.

The man pressed his lips together, not happy. “If ‘n ya do that, m’lord, then all of our farms will be under water for this growing season at the least,” Miller pointed out.

“I know and I am sorry for it, but it’s better to do it all at one go.” Thom stopped to think of what might be done for the men. Both they and their families relied on the income from the land to feed and clothe themselves. Thom just couldn’t let them starve for however long this took.

He made a quick decision. “Until the drainage system is done, you both may count my acreage as your own, and as soon as your fields are ready for planting once more, you will return mine to me.

“That’s very good of you, m’lord, but then what’ll ye farm?”

Brentwood thought about this. He couldn’t survive on the rents alone. Thom had his own farm that he counted on for income just as his tenants did. He turned and looked out the window. His study faced the back of the house, and if he stood on one side and looked off beyond the garden, he could just make out the chimneys of Wood Hall.

His neighbor’s property not only abutted his own but cut a large chunk out of the southwest corner. Wood Hall had been the thorn poking into his side ever since he’d inherited the earldom. It had done the same to his father and his grandfather before him, and not one of them had managed to convince the Barrett woman who owned the property—and it had always been a Barrett woman—to sell it to them.

To make matters worse, the current owner didn’t even live in England! She had married and moved to America, renting out the estate. Thom knew the last tenants had left at the beginning of the year, six months ago, and no one had touched the place since. He had men searching for Mrs. Grant, née Barrett, in Boston, the last place she was known to be. He had to hear from them soon.

Until then, Thom wondered, would anyone even notice if he just borrowed a few fields? Hell, he’d even rent them, paying the woman a fair price for the use of them, but he didn’t know what condition they were in or if he would lose money just making them farmable again.

With a low, nearly inaudible growl, he turned away from the window. The two men were still standing there, staring at him.

Thom forced a smile onto his face. “Don’t worry about me, gentlemen. I’ll survive for what will surely be only one season.”  

Joseph saw the men out even as Thom turned back to stare out in the direction of Wood Hall.
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That evening was an unusual one—both Victoria and her parents were all home for dinner. Usually, her father ate at his club with friends. Lady Stafford was frequently invited to dine with friends of her own, and sometimes, those invitations were extended to Victoria as well—especially if there were to be young gentlemen there. But somehow this evening none of them had plans other than to stay at home.  

Victoria hadn’t realized this until she went into the drawing room before dinner, thinking she would join her mother for a spot of madeira before eating. She stopped just inside the room. “Papa!”

Her father turned around and cocked his head a little to the side. “Good evening, Victoria.”

She came farther into the room. “Good evening to you. I’m surprised to see you. Are you not dining at your club?”

“No. I thought it would be a pleasant change to sup with my lovely wife and my beautiful daughter.” He playfully tapped her nose with his forefinger like he used to do when she was a little girl.  

As always, it made Victoria giggle. “Well, I am happy you decided to do so. I feel like I haven’t seen you in an age.”

“I was telling him exactly the same thing, my love,” Lady Stafford said, coming over and handing Victoria a glass of wine.  

“Yes, well, I am here now and plan on spending an enjoyable evening with my ladies.” He accepted a glass of brandy and then raised it in a toast. “To a relaxing evening.”

“A relaxing evening,” Victoria echoed, lifting her own glass.  

Her mother nodded her agreement.  

“So, tell me all,” Lord Stafford said, making himself comfortable in a chair by the fireplace.  

“I don’t have much to tell,” Victoria’s mother said. “We had a good number of visitors this afternoon. That was very nice.”

“Both gentlemen and ladies?” Lord Stafford asked.

“Of course. There were a number of gentlemen Victoria has danced with or spoken to at the parties we have attended. A few young ladies, hoping to draw the attention of the men away from Victoria, were in attendance as well.”

“Oh, Mama. They were my friends and as much there to see me as they were for the gentlemen,” Victoria protested.

Lady Stafford gave a noncommittal shrug. “And a few of my acquaintances joined us as well.”

“Including Lady Marron who stayed late to gossip with you,” Victoria said, giving her mother a sly smile.

“Well, naturally. And it was a good thing she did since Mr. Crosbie also stayed later.” Victoria’s mother raised her eyebrows at that, as did her father.

“Oh? Mr. Crosbie? Isn’t he the son of Lord Lunsdale?” Victoria’s father asked.

“Yes. His second son,” Victoria confirmed.

Lord Stafford nodded. “His older brother is married, I believe, and has a son if not two.”

“I think just one,” Victoria said.

“So, no prospects there.”

“Papa, just because Mr. Crosbie is not going to inherit a title doesn’t mean he is without prospects. I believe he is expecting to inherit a property from his maternal grandparents.”

Lady Stafford nodded. “According to Lady Marron, his mother is one of six daughters. Can you imagine?”

Her husband shook his head. “Must have been terribly disappointing.”

“The title will go to some cousin, I believe, but not all of the holdings are entailed, and those that are not are being given to grandchildren.” She looked at Victoria for confirmation.

“Yes, that’s what Mr. Crosbie told me. There are three properties which his grandfather is free to bestow on whomever he pleases. He is giving the largest to Mr. Crosbie, as his mother is the eldest daughter of the family, and he’s got two male cousins who will also inherit.” She turned back to her father. “So, you see, Papa, even though he’s a second son he’ll still have a good income.”

“Is this what you were discussing when you were perambulating down the length of the drawing room this afternoon?” Lady Stafford asked.

Victoria hedged a little. “Yes,” she said, drawing out the word. “And well, he proposed,” she added more quickly. “He’s a very nice young man, Papa. He’s considered the catch of the Season, isn’t that right, Mama?” She looked at her mother, hoping for support.

Lady Stafford didn’t smile. “He is considered so by some people.”

That was not exactly the confirmation Victoria was hoping for. Still, she turned back to her father. “He said he was going to speak with you very soon—perhaps even tomorrow.”

Before her father could respond, the butler came in to announce dinner.  

Once they were all settled at the table and the footman began serving the soup, Lord Stafford said, “I will discuss Mr. Crosbie with your mother and ask around at my club as to his reputation.” He paused while a bowl was placed in front of him. “Hand me the bread as well, John,” he said to the footman.  

“I believe it’s—” Victoria started.

Her father shot her a look that stopped the words on her lips. She lowered her eyes to the soup sitting in front of her. “But you don’t want to hear from me and what I’ve heard,” she said.  

“That is correct. You do not have an unbiased opinion. I will speak to those who do and come to my own determination as to whether he is good enough for you. I will then talk it over with your mother as I have done with every suitor who I deemed potentially worthy. And there will be no further discussion. You know this, Victoria.”

“Yes, Father,” she whispered. He is doing this because he loves me, she told herself. He only wants what’s best for me. But oh, how she wished he would leave this decision up to her for once! 

After Lord Stafford had finished his soup, he turned back to Victoria. “Actually, I received another proposal for your hand this morning.”

“Really? From whom?” Victoria asked, surprised she’d not known that another gentleman was even thinking of offering for her.

“Lord Mason,” her father said. He helped himself to the platter of meat John had placed on the table after Michael had removed the soup bowls, then replaced them with dinner plates.  

Lord Mason was a pleasant enough man, but not one Victoria counted among her closer friends and admirers. In fact, she couldn’t remember even seeing him at any parties recently—and she would have remembered. A An unusually tall man with bright red hair was hard to miss. He generally towered over everyone around him. It had made dancing a little awkward as Victoria had to be more than a full foot shorter. But that wasn’t what concerned her the most. “Doesn’t he run with a rather fast crowd?” she asked her father.

He nodded as he’d just taken a bite of his food, and his mouth was full. Once he was able, he said, “I didn’t say I accepted his suit, just that he offered. He is entirely the wrong sort for you. He is known to drink, gamble, and generally play deeply.”

“Oh dear! You did turn him down, didn’t you, my lord?” Lady Stafford asked from the other side of the table. With just the three of them there, they had all been placed together at one end of the table, so they wouldn’t have to shout to each other down the length of a table, which could seat twelve comfortably and had been known to have as many as sixteen sitting around it, although that had been a little tight.  

“I did, naturally. I’m certain he is on the lookout for a wife with a fat dowry, and while Victoria’s is quite sufficient, I have no desire to tie her and myself to such a fellow. Once he runs through Victoria’s money, I have no doubt he would be back on my doorstep asking for a loan.”

“Well, that’s a relief. But now you have Mr. Crosbie to consider. How many is that this Season, Victoria?” her mother asked.

“How many proposals?” Victoria clarified. She then had to give it a thought. She’d had five last Season, six her second, and seven her first. “With Mr. Crosbie and Lord Mason, that’s four for this season,” she told her mother. She then gave a little laugh. “They seem to be getting fewer with each year, but I suppose that is to be expected,” she added with a shrug.  

“Yes, I suppose so,” her mother said vaguely.  

Victoria sincerely hoped her father would allow her to accept Mr. Crosbie’s proposal. He was a very nice man, easygoing with a good sense of humor, and wasn’t too hard on the eyes either. And really, if her father didn’t allow her to marry him, she seriously began to wonder just how many more proposals she would receive. Her good friend Miss Abernathy had mentioned that she’d heard some men saying they didn’t even see the point in proposing because they were sure either Lord or Lady Stafford would find some reason to refuse them. Victoria, herself, had been happy with quite a number of the proposals she’d received, but her parents had only even seriously considered one or two, and even then, they’d been ultimately rejected for one reason or another. Privately, Victoria wondered if they didn’t want her to marry at all.  

There was nothing she could do about it, however. 


 

[image: ]

Chapter Two

 

 

The private parlor at the Bird and Stone was already crowded when Thom showed up. As the local magistrate, it was up to him to see that the law was followed, and he took it upon himself to be an unbiased arbiter of disputes. The only catch to this was that, unless it was an emergency, he only heard arguments once every fortnight.

Thom’s father had done the same, even taking it one step further by donning his parliamentary robes and horsehair wig. Thom had tried that the first time he’d held what had commonly become called “the earl’s court.” The wig had been itchy and the robes hot, so he decided it was fine to dress in his ordinary clothes. The people got used to his informality and still came filing into the parlor each month.

“Afternoon,” Thom said, shaking the hand of Mr. Dillon who owned the local butcher shop.

“Afternoon, m’lord.” The man looked appropriately serious for the occasion.

Thom moved on to bow to Mrs. Banes, one of the finest pastry chefs Thom had ever had the pleasure of tasting their creations. “Madam.”

“M’lord,” she said, giving him a little curtsy. And so he continued around the room greeting people until he came to the table behind which he sat to hear cases and complaints.

Mr. Michaels, the parish vicar, was in charge of keeping the roster—if you wanted to present a case, you had to register with him first. He would then call people forward when their turn came.

Thom slid into his seat next to the gentleman. “It doesn’t look like we have too many today, Vicar,” he commented, leaning over to take a look at the list.

“No, my lord,” the man agreed.

Mr. Michaels then stood and in his powerful voice, which filled the church every Sunday, he called forth the first names on the list. The third case to be heard was that of Mr. Talbot, whose property abutted Thom’s to the east.

“My lord,” he bowed.

“Yes, Mr. Talbot, how may I help you today?” Thom asked.

“Well, sir, it is Mr. Miller’s fields. His drainage system is shot. When his fields aren’t draining properly it spills over onto my land,” the man said.

“Ah, yes, I do apologize for that. It is my fault. However, I have great plans for those drains—a new type of drain that is more efficient and longer lasting. I have people coming to show me, and both Mr. Miller and Mr. Harris, how it works and to guide us in its installation. I assure you, the problem is being addressed. I do, however, have to ask for your patience as this new system is put in.”

The man didn’t look at all happy.

“If you would like, when the men come to do this work, you may join us in learning about it ,and then if you decide to implement it yourself, I could, perhaps, help offset some of the expense.”

Now the fellow just looked confused.

“The system is called a tile drainage, and it requires special clay tiles to be put into the ground. When I have them made for my fields, I could also have what you would need made for you—at my expense.”

“You would pay for these tiles for me?”  

“Yes. You would need to pay for them to be installed, of course,” Thom explained, and then quickly added, “This would be as recompense for the bother the flooded fields are causing.”

The man nodded. “Yes, well, all right. That sounds fair, I guess.”

“Excellent.” He turned to the vicar who called the next case, and Mr. Talbot shuffled off to sit back down at one of the smaller tables on the side of the room where observers and those awaiting their turn sat.

These damn fields were costing Thom more and more money, he thought as the next group of people got themselves organized.

He was going to lose his profits because he’d offered his own fields to Harris and Miller so they wouldn’t starve, but he had to replace the drainage system, which was going to cost a great deal. Now he had to pay for tiles for Mr. Talbot. He began mentally pulling money from various investments when the next case pulled his attention back to the matter at hand.

“…is refusing to pay what he owes!” the grocer was saying.

“Because you’re askin’ for more than what I borrowed!” said a scruffy man in leather breeches and boots caked with mud.

“It’s called interest,” the grocer growled.  

“All right,” Thom interrupted before the other man could respond. “Mr. Grant, you lent Mr.—”

“Crawley”

Thom nodded. “You lent Mr. Crawley money?”

“Yes, m’lord.”

“At what rate of interest and for how long?”

“Twenty percent to be paid back in a month.”

Thom widened his eyes. “That is a rather hefty rate. Mr. Crawley, were you aware you would be charged this?”

“He told me I’d have to pay more, but he didn’t say how much.”

“Mr. Grant, is this true?”

The man stared at the floor a few feet in front of him and said nothing.

“I see. Mr. Crawley, you will repay Mr. Grant what you owe him, plus another five percent. Can you do that?”

“But—” Mr. Grant started to protest.

“It is a more than fair rate of interest, Mr. Grant,” Thom said. He turned back to the other man. “Mr. Crawley?”

“Yeah, I can do that.”

The case was dismissed, and another scruffy-looking man came forward. He was followed by Mrs. Banes, the baker.

“Mr. White,” the vicar said. “He has been accused of stealing.

“Mrs. Banes, would you care to tell me what happened?” Thom asked the woman.

She gave a little curtsy. “Yes, m’lord. I was in my shop slicing off a piece of a loaf for Mrs. Nixon. I had my back turned toward the counter as I did so, but then I heard footsteps. I turned and found this man with his hand on my meat pasties, which were sittin’ on top of the counter coolin’. Before I could even scream, he had grabbed three o’them an’ run. I saw him again a few days later and demanded he pay for what he stole, but he said he didn’t have the money. The vicar here got him to promise to come here today. I have to say I’m surprised he’s come.” She turned and looked the man up and down, but not unkindly. 

“Mr. White? Your side of the story, if you please,” Thom said, turning his attention to the man who was now shifting his weight from foot to foot.

“I was hungry, m’lord. That’s all. I was hungry.”

“Do you not have work?” Thom asked.

“No, sir. I work on the farms laborin’. I usually work for Lord Savage, but he didn’t need as many men this year and so didn’t hire me back this season.”

Thom frowned. He hadn’t heard that Savage was having any difficulties, but perhaps… Well, that was none of his business. “I see. And have you tried to get work with any other landowners in the area?”  

“I tried a few,” he said.

“Well, try some more, and if you don’t find work, I’m sure there are some businesses around the village that could use a strong man like you. Keep trying, Mr. White, and come back when this court meets next in two weeks.”

“Thank you, m’lord,” the man said as he rocked back and forth.  

“Mrs. Banes, can you wait another fortnight to be paid for your pasties?” Thom asked the baker.

She frowned, clearly not wanting to do so.

“It would be a kindness in the eyes of the Lord,” the vicar said quietly.

She gave a reluctant nod. “All right. Two weeks.”

“Thank you, that is very good of you,” Thom said, before turning and giving the vicar a nod of thanks.

“That is all we have for today, my lord,” Mr. Michaels told him.

“Very good. Then, we are dismissed.” Thom always wished he had a gavel to bang to make that sound more official.  

As everyone in the room shuffled out, Thom turned to the vicar. “Mr. Michaels, have you noticed if there are more men out of work recently? There was the case of another thief just trying to feed himself last time we met here, and today we heard about Mr. White.”

The vicar thought about this for a moment, but it didn’t take him long to say, “I do believe you are right, my lord. I have heard from about eight men who came to the vicarage looking for food. Mr. White makes nine.”

Thom nodded. With all the expenses he had at the moment, he didn’t have the funds to hire more farm hands, but he wasn’t the only landowner in the area. “I think I may pay a call on Lord Glendale and Lord Savage to see if they can hire a few more men.”

“You might want to speak with Mr. Talbot and Mr. Pearce as well. They don’t have large holdings, but they might be able to take on another man or two.”

“Excellent thought.” He stood. “I shall do so tomorrow.”

The vicar reached out his hand, and Thom took it. “You are a good man, my lord. And your care for this parish and those within it is greatly appreciated.”

“I am just doing my duty, Vicar.” Thom gave the man a friendly pat on the back before going out and joining the townspeople who’d stayed to have a pint in the tap room.  


[image: ]



“No! Did he?” Pinny asked, her eyes round with surprise and curiosity.  

Victoria just nodded, but she was certain she had a silly smile on her face.  

“And you just told me about it now? After we have walked all the way to the Serpentine and back?” Her friend was aghast.

“Well, I wasn’t certain I wanted to say anything at all,” Victoria admitted. “I don’t know if my father will give his assent. Last night at dinner he said he would need to look into his reputation and speak with my mother about it.”

“But surely, he knows Mr. Crosbie is quite wealthy,” Pinny said, continuing to walk toward the entrance to the park.

“Oh yes, he does. And I reminded him that he’s inheriting an estate from his grandfather. I just don’t know if that will be enough. I mean, honestly, I believe my father is motivated by status more than money when it comes to choosing a husband for me.”

“Hmm… well, Mr. Crosbie’s father is the Viscount Lunsdale.” Pinny was beginning to sound worried—nearly as worried as Victoria felt.

“Yes, but he is not his heir.” Victoria came to a halt, pulling her friend off the path so they wouldn’t be blocking any other pedestrians. “Pinny, what am I going to do if he rejects Mr. Crosbie? The end of the Season isn’t that far away, and so far, he and my mother have rejected every suitor I’ve had. This is my third season! I don’t know that it would even be worth my while to have a fifth.” Tears burned in Victoria’s eyes, but she blinked them away.

Pinny took both of her hands, holding them tightly. “A fifth Season is not unheard of, and maybe… maybe you could speak with your parents about this. Find out what sort of gentleman they would accept.”

Victoria nodded. “I’ve tried to do so, but they just fob me off saying that none of my suitors have been good enough. But who would be good enough? The son of a duke? I don’t know any, do you?” 

Pinny shook her head. “No. Hopefully…” She stopped and sighed, releasing Victoria’s hands. “I don’t know, Victoria. We can only hope they accept Mr. Crosbie.”

A quarter hour later, Victoria returned home. She was just pulling off her gloves when Mr. Crosbie came from her father’s study. One look at his face and she knew what her father’s answer had been. She rushed forward to him. “Don’t tell me he—”

Mr. Crosbie just nodded. “He has rejected my suit. I don’t… I don’t know why.”

“What did he say?”

“That I was not good enough for you.” The man looked pained and a little affronted, as he had every right to be.  

Victoria couldn’t help it. She stamped her foot on the ground. “According to my parents, no man is good enough for me. This is—” Mindful of the gentleman standing before her, she refrained from saying anything more about all of the suitors who had been rejected. “I am so sorry, Mr. Crosbie. So very sorry.”  

She reached out a hand to him, and he took it. Looking directly into her eyes, he lifted it to his lips. “Not nearly as sorry as I am, my dear Lady Victoria. I assure you, not nearly as sorry as I.”  

As soon as the gentleman had gone, Victoria went up to find her mother. As she’d hoped, the lady was in her sitting room, working on the embroidery project that had taken her the better part of a year, and it still wasn’t finished.  

“How was your walk with Miss Albright?” her mother asked, looking up from her needlework.

“It was very nice, but what greeted me when I returned wasn’t.” Victoria sat on the sofa next to her mother.

“Be careful of the tablecloth, my dear,” her mother said, gathering the material closer to her.  

“Mother, Papa rejected Mr. Crosbie’s suit.”  

“I know, dear, he simply wasn’t—”

“Good enough. I know. None of my suitors have been good enough, or if they were, they weren’t wealthy enough, or if they had money then… When will you both be satisfied?” Victoria knew her frustration was seeping into the tone of her voice, but she just couldn’t help it. She was frustrated. Frustrated and angry.  

“My dearest girl, you are our heart. Our child. The man you marry needs to be exceptional in everything.”

“But Mama, there is no such man.”

Her mother just reached out and patted her hand. “There will be, and when you meet him, you’ll know—and so will we.”


[image: ]

Chapter Three

 

 

Thom just stared at his solicitor. The man squirmed.  

That’s good, Thom thought. I want you to feel anxious. Nervous. Scared.

“I… I could send more men out,” the man said finally.

Thom nodded slowly.  

“And they… er, they could search other cities as well—Philadelphia, New York, Washington.”

“And Atlanta,” Thom added.

“Oh yes, Atlanta.” The man scribbled this down on a piece of paper with a dull stub of a pencil.  

“I want each city scoured. And have them continue searching in Boston—that was the last place Mrs. Grant was known to be. You will find this woman.” He kept his voice low because he knew that was much more terrifying than yelling could ever be.  

“Yes… yes, my lord.”  

“The next time you hear from your men, I want it to be that they have found her. Is that understood?”

“I… er, they shall do their best, my lord.”

“Not good enough. I want her found.” His voice was practically a growl.

Thom sat back in his chair and waved the man away. Before he left the room, however, Thom called after him, “I want a report as soon as may be.”

“It takes time, my lord. It can take as long as—”

“Three months for a ship to get there, I know.” Thom sighed and then wiped a hand down his face. He had to be patient. He knew this, but it was just… difficult, especially when he needed that land now. This season.  

For not the first time, he wondered what would happen if he simply took the land. If he planted those fields. They abutted his own, and no one was living there now. Who would know—aside from the men who worked for him? And from them to the rest of the village. And he was the local magistrate. He, above everyone else, was supposed to follow the law. How would that look if he was the one breaking it?  

No, he couldn’t. He couldn’t do that. He had to be patient.

A knock interrupted his musing. “Come!”

Janey, Thom’s butler, came in and stood in front of his desk, his head bowed, his hands clasped in front of himself. “My lord, I am aware that gossip is frowned upon, but...”

“But you’re going to share some with me anyway?” Thom prompted when the man paused.

“Yes, my lord.”

“Well, if you feel it is something important of which I must be made aware, go ahead.” Thom sat back and wondered whether he was soon going to be seeing whoever this gossip was about in his “courtroom.”  

“There is soon to be a new resident at Wood Hall.”

Thom sat up at that. “Do you know who?”

“No, sir. All I know is that a new maid has been hired as a daily and another to help with cleaning the house from top to bottom. Apparently, whoever is coming is bringing only a footman and steward.”

OEBPS/image10.jpg





OEBPS/image4.jpg





OEBPS/image2.jpg
—_—

€z

L j
\gm "W





OEBPS/image6.jpg





OEBPS/image8.jpg





OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
MEREDITH BOND

INNOCENT





OEBPS/image3.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg





OEBPS/image1.jpg
ANESSA BOOKS






OEBPS/image5.jpg





OEBPS/image7.jpg





OEBPS/image9.jpg





