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      A Brother’s Concern for his Sister

      Friday, January 4, 1839, Grandby and Son, 300 Oxford Street, London

      “I say, Grandby, you’ve managed to make this space into quite a museum,” Lord Michael said as he studied several artifacts displayed around a luxurious office. The rich woods, green carpet, and gas-lit chandeliers would have been expected in a gentleman’s study in a Park Lane townhouse. They were not as expected in an office in Oxford Street.

      “This is actually my father’s office,” Tom Grandby said as he turned to lead them into his own. “He’s done far more traveling than I have, and his brother-by-marriage owns Wellingham Imports, so it’s been easy for him to acquire his collection.”

      “Yours is not so bad, either,” Lord Michael said as he hurried to a wall of shelves laden with interesting artifacts and a stunning Wedgwood vase. Unlike Gregory Grandby’s office across the hall, most of these items were more ancient—a Roman glass bottle, a Greek vase, a globe made of agate, and several marble slabs carved with reliefs—and they were displayed appropriately. “But it looks as if there’s something missing,” he commented, noting the top of a caryatid was bare.

      “That pelike from Greece was due to go on there,” Tom replied as he indicated the central artifact on his display shelves. “But an archivist from the British Museum warned me it might be accidentally knocked off its pedestal should I mount it on the caryatid. When I learned the vase was from 350 BCE, I of course took his recommendation.”

      “350 BCE, you say?” Michael repeated in awe. “From where did you acquire it?”

      “Lord Henley found it for me in Athens,” Tom replied, referring to an archaeologist who was currently working on a dig in Greece. Tom indicated they should sit. “Tell me, my lord. What brings you to London?”

      The second son of the Duke of Somerset took the proffered chair and settled into it just as Tom’s secretary entered with a tea tray. He went about pouring cups of tea and placing plates of cakes before each gentleman, and then he exited as quietly as he had arrived. He left behind the tea tray which featured an array of biscuits and more small cakes. “I was about to say business, but I must admit, I miss this kind of hospitality,” Lord Michael said as he lifted his cup. He held it as if in salute, and Tom did the same with his. “I’m in a quandary, and I’m hoping you can help.”

      Tom furrowed his brows. “What is it?”

      “Nothing I say can go beyond this room,” Lord Michael warned.

      “I’ve never divulged any of my investors’ business,” Tom reminded him. “Nor will I start.”

      “My father does not fare well,” Lord Michael said quietly. “And my older brother is taking advantage.”

      Tom straightened, his tea forgotten. “How so?”

      “He’s looking to get his hands on our inheritances.”

      “But—”

      “He can’t, not really,” Lord Michael was quick to say. “But he’ll go to great lengths if he runs short of his own blunt, and I expect he’ll run out before he inherits the dukedom. With Father’s mind not always where it should be—he’s become very forgetful, somewhat confused—I fear Jeremiah will only grow bolder in his attempts at taking over the dukedom before he’s entitled to do so.”

      Tom dipped his head. “I’m sorry to hear it. What can I do?”

      Lord Michael sighed. “My oldest sister is safe, since she’s already wed and her dowry has come under her husband’s control,” he explained. “Not so with my youngest sister, however. She has her funds deposited with the Bank of England. I’ve just come from there. I spoke with her banker and told him to be sure to mention you when next she meets with him,” he added.

      “Oh?” Tom furrowed a brow, wondering what the spare heir of the Somerset dukedom had in mind for the sister.

      “I’ve also told Vicky to contact you about an appointment, but... I don’t know if she will. She’s living in an unentailed property just north of town. I’m fairly sure her inheritance won’t allow her to buy it from the dukedom, but I don’t want Jerry getting his hands on it, or selling it out from under her, either.” Michael paused and then indicated the leather satchel he had brought with him. “I actually have the deed to the property with me. I took it from my father’s study. Just to keep it from Jerry.”

      “Probably a good idea, as long as someone else knows you have it,” Tom hedged.

      “Well now you know. I told Mother. She agreed I should keep it safe, of course.”

      Tom leaned forward, a frown firmly in place. “Have you told her brother?” he asked, referring to Michael Cunningham. Since the man had made his fortune for the Cunningham viscountcy with investments in coal and gas extraction, Tom wondered why the nephew didn’t invest with  the uncle. Why he didn’t trust Michael Cunningham to know what was happening in his sister’s family.

      Lord Michael inhaled slowly and shook his head. “I don’t want to get other family members involved in this,” he said in a quiet voice. “I had hoped as he grew older, Jerry might take his responsibilities to heart. Spend less at the gaming tables Spend less on... everything, I suppose. But his choice of friends has not helped in the matter. One in particular is the reason Vicky is living at Fairmont Park... well, never mind about that. She needs a sound investment for her inheritance—”

      “Has she already reached her majority?” Tom asked, finding he was growing more curious than he should.

      “Indeed. And she won’t marry, although after what happened last year, I can’t say I blame her.”

      Tom was about to ask what had happened, but thought better of it. Meeting a potential client for the first time was always more about discovering what they wanted him to know about them. What they wanted him to do for them. All the rest didn’t matter. All the rest wasn’t really any of his business. “Are you looking for an agent to sell the property?”

      “No!” Lord Michael said. “Vicky has already spent blunt on improvements. Intends to live there for the rest of her life, if she’s not pushed out by our brother.”

      “So... you just want her fortune secured in a long-term investment?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that what she wants?”

      Lord Michael’s eyes darted sideways. “I hope so.”

      Against his better judgement, Tom allowed his curiosity to get the best of him. “Tell me, does your sister know this about Lord Jeremiah?”

      Lord Michael grimaced. “I told her yesterday.”

      “And?”

      “Well, I’m still alive, but it was touch and go there for a time.” The words weren’t said with any amusement.

      “Angry, was she?”

      “And I was just the messenger,” Lord Michael said, an eyebrow arched in annoyance. “If Jerry had been there, I think she would have done him bodily harm. Probably run over him with a horse, whipped him with a crop, and then stomped on him for good measure.” He glanced around the office while Tom visibly winced. “Tell me, Grandby. Do you own a house or... a mansion somewhere?”

      Tom blinked at the sudden change of topic. “I just took a room at Arthur’s a couple of months ago,” he replied, referring to the men’s club in St. James Street. “My family’s estate is Woodscastle, down in Chiswick.”

      “Woodscastle,” Lord Michael repeated quietly. “Isn’t that next door to Merriweather Manor?”

      Resisting the urge to laugh, Tom said, “I wouldn’t call it next door, exactly. It’s just down the road, though. As well as on the other side of it. My father grew up at Merriweather Manor, so everyone who lives there now is a cousin or a relative of some sort.”

      “Oh? So you aren’t betrothed to any of the young women who live there?”

      “Although I rather like my cousins, I’m not of a mind to marry any of them,” Tom replied with a grin.

      Lord Michael’s widened eyes suggested he was unaware of the current occupants of the estate. “Will you inherit it?”

      “Merriweather Manor? No. I rather imagine my banker will end up with it,” he replied, remembering it was James Burroughs’ father, Lord Andrew, who had seen to renovating the pile two decades before.

      “Will you inherit Woodscastle?”

      “Mayhap a part of it. I don’t intend to reside there, though,” Tom replied, wondering at Lord Michael’s interest in the estates. “Too far from town.”

      Lord Michael’s expression brightened. “Is there any chance you’re in the market for a house with a park and grounds? New stables? A track, perhaps?”

      Tom paused and regarded the duke’s son with a wary eye. “Wait. Are you thinking to sell me Fairmont Park?”

      Lord Michael finished off his tea and sat back, his chest puffed out. “If Jerry bankrupts the dukedom, my father will need money to pay servants and staff. To pay bills. I will not see my mother left a pauper,” he said in a quiet voice. “If I sell Fairmont Park, I can put that money into an escrow account. Protect it from Jerry.”

      “You would sell your sister’s house out from under her?” Although he didn’t intend to sound angry, Tom certainly felt it on the woman’s behalf.

      “With the condition it be let back to her until such time as she either marries or decides to live somewhere else,” Lord Michael explained. “Besides, it’s not really her house,” he added. “She just... lives there.”

      “But she sees to the upkeep? Manages the servants? Pays the bills?” Tom guessed, ready to chide the man for taking advantage of his sister.

      “Yes, yes, and... and she trains horses there.”

      The fact that the property had new stables and a track now held meaning. “Trains horses for... what, exactly?”

      Lord Michael once again grimaced. “Racing, of course. She’s damned good at it, which vexes Mother to no end but has Jerry all excited about the prospect of his nag winning at some of this year’s races,” he explained. “Something more for him to lose money on,” he complained.

      “Does she train your horse, too?” Tom asked lightly.

      “Yes, but I don’t bet everything I own on whether it wins or not,” Lord Michael replied defensively.

      “Hmm. Well, am I to expect her to come here to the office to meet with me?”

      Lord Michael shook his head. “Doubtful. Could you go there? I mentioned I would ask you on her behalf.”

      “Was this before or after she threw a vase at you?”

      Blinking, Lord Michael allowed a self-deprecating grin. “She values the vases far too much to throw them at anyone,” he replied. “She’s more likely to lash out verbally when she’s vexed. Which is how I left her company yesterday.”

      “She was not happy with the thought of the house being sold?” Tom guessed.

      Lord Michael rolled his eyes. “I didn’t even get that far with her. I only told her what our brother was doing.”

      Tom had a mind to laugh, but he certainly felt no humor and managed to hold it in. “Where exactly is Fairmont Park?” he asked. “I can pay a call there tomorrow. Speak with her ladyship, if she’ll see me.”

      Lord Michael pulled a paper from his satchel. A rather well-drawn map of the northern London environs filled the sheet. He passed it over to Tom. “Just there,” he said as he pointed to where a vast estate had been circled.

      “It’s huge for so close to town,” Tom remarked. “How is it a duke owns such a property and not the dukedom?”

      “Father bought it with his inheritance expecting he and my mother would live there. Back when his older brother was still the Somerset heir apparent. And still alive,” he added with an arched brow.

      Tom stared at his client, just then remembering that Jeremy Statton, Duke of Somerset, was the second-born son. He had only inherited because his father and older brother had died in a boating accident. “Interesting,” Tom murmured.

      “Will you take a look, at least?” Lord Michael implored.

      Allowing a shrug—it couldn’t hurt to look—Tom said, “I will. But I am not going to be the one to tell your sister why I’m looking,” he warned.

      “Noted,” Lord Michael replied. “Oh, and she despises being called ‘Vicky’ by people she doesn’t know.”

      Not wanting to start off on the wrong foot with a potential client, Tom asked, “What is her name, exactly?”

      “Victoria. Lady Victoria,” Lord Michael replied. “And she was named long before our queen was born,” he added as he gathered his satchel. He suddenly sighed. “Oh, dear. I haven’t exactly painted Vicky in a very pleasing palette,” he murmured. “She really is a rather pleasant young woman when you get to know her. But maybe not quite the kind of girl your mother hopes you’ll marry when you’re finally of a mind to do so.”

      Tom blinked, deciding it best he not mention his mother’s preference for the kind of girls she wanted for her sons. They certainly couldn’t be classified as young, innocent, insipid English misses. His mother wanted her sons to be challenged by their mates, mostly so she would have allies at the dinner table.

      He absently wondered if Lady Victoria would fit the bill, but quickly shook off the thought.

      He was not in the market for a wife.

      “I do hope you can help,” Lord Michael said, just before he took his leave of the office. “And thank you again for the tea and cakes.”

      Tom stared after his client, a dozen questions coming to mind. He only hoped Lady Victoria would know the answers. Especially if he was going to take her on as a client.
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            PAYING A CALL ON A BANKER

          

        

      

    

    
      A few hours later, Bank of England, Threadneedle Street, London

      An umbrella held in one hand and her reticule clutched in another, Lady Victoria regarded the huge building before her with anticipation as snow fell from gray skies.

      “Would you like me to come in with you, my lady?” her driver asked as he assisted Cummings, the lady’s maid, from the unmarked town coach.

      “That won’t be necessary, Mr. Thompson. I’ve an appointment.” At least, she hoped she did. She had dispatched Cummings’ husband, a footman, earlier that morning with a note explaining she wished to see Mr. Burroughs. Cummings had returned to Fairmont Park with word that he had left the note with a clerk and been told someone would see to her ladyship when she arrived.

      Victoria bristled at the thought that she might end up in the office of a clerk who knew nothing of her funds, or worse, knew nothing about why she wished to speak with Mr. Burroughs.

      Anxious for the protection of a roof and the promise of warmth, she hurried up to the bank doors. A footman was quick to open one as she closed her umbrella, and she and Cummings entered the venerable establishment.

      Seated behind a counter, the receptionist immediately stood when she approached. “How do, miss? How may I be of assistance?”

      “Miss Statton to see Mr. Burroughs,” she said in a hoarse whisper. Having heard the echoes of her boot heels on the marble floor, she didn’t wish to announce her presence to everyone who stood about in the lobby, nor did she want the receptionist to know her true identity.

      The receptionist consulted a book and nodded. “He’s expecting you. Would you like to leave your umbrella with me?”

      “Thank you, but no.” She handed it to Cummings.

      “Right this way.”

      The young man led her down a wide corridor with wood doors on either side, some open to reveal carpeted offices while most were closed.

      The door to Mr. Burroughs’ office was open only a few inches. After knocking, the receptionist listened and then opened the door and held it as Victoria and her lady’s maid entered.

      “Oh, there must be some mistake,” Victoria said when her gaze fell on the blond-haired, blue-eyed man who sat behind a massive oak desk. “I am scheduled to see Mr. Burroughs. Mr. Andrew Burroughs.”

      The receptionist’s eyes widened. He dared a glance at the tall man who had quickly stood upon seeing his caller.

      “Miss Statton, this is—”

      “Lady Victoria, I am James Burroughs,” the banker stated. “My father, Lord Andrew, is retiring from the bank this week,” he added as he stepped around the desk and moved to take her hand. “I do hope you’re not... offended I am taking this meeting instead of him.”

      Victoria watched as he lifted her gloved hand to his lips. “I suppose that depends on whether or not you can help me, Mr. Burroughs.”

      His reference to ‘Lord Andrew’ had her stiffening. The name implied his father was a duke’s son, but not the eldest. She quickly wracked her brain in an effort to remember to which ducal family Lord Andrew belonged. Burroughs was the family name of the Ariley dukedom, which meant James was the grandson of the late Duke of Ariley. The nephew of the current Duke of Ariley.

      

      “May I take your coat, my lady?” Before Victoria could even answer, James stepped behind her and helped remove the redingote, revealing an emerald wool carriage dress. Other than the black frog closures at the neckline and down the front, the gown was void of decoration. Lady Victoria’s green eyes appeared especially striking given the color of her gown and the small emerald hat mounted to the side of her elaborate coiffure of raven hair. If James hadn’t already developed a tendre for another young woman, he might have been tempted by the lady.

      Lady Victoria didn’t strike him as a woman in want of a husband, however.

      Cummings was about to accept the coat, but the receptionist stepped in and had it hung on a coat rack before he bowed and took his leave of the office.

      “Have you come far this afternoon?” James asked as he held the chair in front of his desk for her.

      “Not far. I live just north of the city,” she replied. “I have recently taken Fairmont Park as my own.”

      James furrowed a brow. “I fear I’m not acquainted with it. I’ve only been back in London a few days,” he explained. “And am more familiar with estates on the southwestern side.  However, I’m quite sure I can be of assistance with whatever it is you require.”

      

      Victoria sighed, sure Andrew Burroughs would be more familiar with her situation. He had been the one to arrange her first withdrawal in order to cover the costs associated with the work she had already had done at the estate. Now she would have to explain her situation to his son. “Fairmont Park is an unentailed property of the Somerset dukedom,” she said. “Now that I’ve reached my majority, I have agreed to see to its renovation.”

      Nodding his understanding, James moved a pile of papers from the side of his desk to the middle. “You’ve a good deal of money deposited with this bank,” he murmured. “And it looks as if you’ve already completed some of the renovations?”

      “Indeed,” she replied, curious as to what was written on the paper he was perusing at that moment.

      “Do you expect to spend all of it on the house and grounds?”

      “I do not. In fact, I am looking for an investment opportunity.”

      

      James immediately thought of his friend, Tom Grandby. Following in his father’s footsteps as an investor involved in a number of industries, Tom had been making money for his clients for over a decade. “Have you something in mind?”

      She shook her head, then said, “I was hoping you might have some suggestions.”

      He settled back in his leather chair and regarded Lady Victoria a long moment. “As a banker, I’m not really allowed to advise you on investments other than what we offer here at the bank. Fiver-percenters, for example. But I can at least recommend an investment advisor. Someone who can set up a subscription for you, or find a long-term investment for your funds.” He noted her look of disappointment and quickly added, “As a member of the ton, however, I might be able to suggest a few options.”

      “Whom might you suggest as an advisor?” she queried.

      “The Grandbys. Tom, specifically, since his father, like mine, is on the verge of retirement. He’s a master at making money for his clients in a number of industries, most recently railroads and steam-powered engines. He has his office in Oxford Street,” he said as he wrote something on a card.

      Victoria’s face brightened at hearing the mention of steam-powered engines. “And the options you would suggest?”

      “What is your timeline?”

      “A decade or two,” Victoria replied.

      James blinked. “That long?”

      “It’s necessary, yes,” she said in a quiet voice. “I need to ensure the money is not easily accessible. By anyone.”

      “Does someone have a claim against you?” he asked, suspicion evident in his voice.

      Victoria sighed. “I’ve a brother who has managed to squander most of his inheritance, and I don’t wish for him to lay claim to mine.”

      James understood her concern. With her funds tied up in a long-term investment, her brother wouldn’t be able to access it. “And the rest?”

      “I’ll need it to continue work on the house and grounds,” she replied. “For living expenses and the servants’ pay, as well. So I would prefer if those funds could be... hidden somewhat. Deposited under a pseudonym. One that he would not know.”

      Furrowing his brows, James considered her plight. “I take it you are not yet married?”

      “I am not.”

      “But you’ve already received your inheritance, so you have reached your majority.”

      “I have.”

      “You have no other male relative who could—?”

      “Not here in London.” She didn’t mention her brother, Michael, only because she didn’t know how long he would be in town.

      James cleared his throat and regarded her another moment. Although he was usually attracted to a typical blonde-haired, blue-eyed English miss, he could imagine there were a number of young men in London who would find the raven-haired, green-eyed beauty who sat before him more to their liking.

      Men like Tom Grandby.

      At the age of four-and-thirty, the second-oldest Grandby son was still unmarried. Given the fortune he was accumulating with every investment, he would require an heir. Which meant he needed a wife to produce said heir. His friend hadn’t yet made his choice, nor had he even courted anyone. Meanwhile, James had already decided to take one of Tom’s sisters to wife.

      Marriage to Emily Grandby promised a quiet life free of chaos, just the way James wanted to continue living his life. He hadn’t yet told Tom of his intentions to marry Emily, but there would be plenty of time for that later.

      He straightened in his chair as he devised a strategy for Lady Victoria and her funds.

      “If you employ Mr. Grandby as your advisor, I would suggest you meet with him in person. Either at his office or at your home.”

      “Of course.”

      “He’ll ask what your interests are in terms of an investment.”

      “What do you suggest I tell him?”

      “Well, what are your interests?”

      “I train horses, Mr. Burroughs. Race horses.”

      James blinked. He blinked again. “Your... your own?”

      “My family’s as well as a few from other stables. The Marquess of Reading has placed a couple of his colts in my care. But please understand, I have no interest in investing in horse racing.”

      About to ask why, James had to remind himself that horse racing was one of the most uncertain of all the possible money making ventures. Anything could and did go wrong in the world of racing. Even a sure bet sometimes lost a race.

      And horses were expensive.

      No wonder her eyes had widened at the mention of steam engines.

      “Have you ever seen a steam-powered bus?” he asked.

      Victoria said, “Of course. I’ve even ridden on one or two.”

      “Are you familiar with their operation?”

      She shook her head. “Are you?”

      James allowed a slight grin to lift his lips. “I recently moved here from Bath. We had a steam bus service from Bath to London, one in which I have an investment. Let me tell you why.”

      For the next half-hour, James explained all the benefits of steam buses as well as some of their drawbacks while Victoria took notes in a small notebook she pulled from her reticule.

      “Where might I find more information?” she asked when he had finished his list of pros and cons.

      James considered the query. “A library, perhaps. Or you might gain an audience with someone at the steam bus company that services London.”

      “Very well,” she said as she stood. “I appreciate your time, Mr. Burroughs. If you could see to changing the name on my account to V. Statton, I won’t take up any more of your time.”

      Quick to stand when she did, James stepped from behind the desk and moved to take her coat from the rack.

      “I will see to it. I won’t allow anyone but you to access your funds,” he promised. He held the coat open for her, a grin forming as he considered what Tom Grandby would think of the young woman.

      “Good day, sir.”

      He handed her his card. On the back, he had written Tom’s information. “Good day to you. I look forward to learning what you decide.”

      He walked her to the door, gave her a bow as he settled a kiss on the back of her gloved hand, and wished he could be a fly on the wall when she and Tom would meet for the very first time.
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            OF BUMS AND HORSES

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday, January 5, 1839, Fairmont Park, just north of London

      “An Arabian, is he not?” Tom Grandby guessed, hoping he wasn’t far off the mark. His only knowledge of horses extended to the Cleveland Bays he had purchased for his town coach and a high-perch phaeton. He rarely had a chance to ride, and he didn’t even attend horse races unless he happened to be in the same town as a race when it was taking place.

      “He is a Thoroughbred, if that is your real question,” Lady Victoria Statton replied. Her green-eyed gaze turned onto the interloper who had been watching her ride at the edge of a racing track. “And who might you be?” Despite the falling snow, she didn’t wear a riding habit nor even a wrap of any kind.

      Nonplussed by the annoyance the young woman showed him, Tom gave a bow. “Thomas Grandby, at your service, my lady.”

      She quickly dismounted, not bothering to ask for assistance as she swung a leg over the saddle and hopped down. Neither did she curtsy but instead returned her attention to the horse, examining the animal’s left side with a look of worry. “Are you here about a horse?” Dressed in what appeared to be a jockey’s riding habit—a tight-fitting jacket and breeches—and with her jet black hair pinned up and stuffed under a velvet jockey’s cap, she looked as if she were a tall boy from a distance.

      The young woman had been riding the animal astride when Tom first approached the track. Given she was the only person at the track and having been told he could find her there, Tom knew he had the right person.

      At least, he hoped the stableboy had understood his query.

      When he had asked as to the whereabouts of Lady Victoria, the stableboy had to give it some thought before he said, “Oh. You want Vicky.” Then he had directed Tom to the track.

      Victoria bent over to examine the horse’s foreleg. When her caller didn’t immediately answer her question, she arched a brow. “Are you staring at my bum?”

      Embarrassed, Tom blinked and quickly glanced away. Then he noted the tone of her query and wondered if she were daring him to admit that he had, indeed, noticed and was impressed by the shape of the bottom encased in the tight riding breeches she wore. “Admiring it, if you must know,” he replied. “I have never before seen a woman wearing men’s riding breeches. Now I’m left wondering why more of you do not.”

      She straightened, her eyes wide with what might have been anger. About to admonish him, she couldn’t when he added, “If you did not wish for me to notice your perfect bum, then perhaps you could have refrained from bending down in my presence.”

      The young woman rolled her eyes and returned her attention to the horse’s foreleg. “Or you could have been a gentleman and simply turned your gaze onto the landscape... or the horse.”

      “I prefer scenes of beauty when I am given the option,” Tom responded, nearly shocked upon realizing he had spoken the words out loud. “And I cannot believe I just said that,” he murmured. “I meant no offense. Truly.”

      What the hell was wrong with him? He wasn’t a rake, or a scoundrel. He never behaved this way with a woman, and he had a mother and five sisters who could attest to it.

      Something about Lady Victoria had him behaving in the oddest manner.

      

      Victoria Statton, second and youngest daughter of the Duke of Somerset, couldn’t decide if she should feel offense or humor by her caller’s odd comment. Learning the man thought she had a “perfect bum” had her deciding against expressing anger toward him. Annoyance was enough. “I cannot train a horse dressed in a women’s riding habit. Especially for racing,” she said on a sigh.

      “I’m sure I wouldn’t know,” Tom replied.

      She dared another glance at him. “Because you’ve never owned a racehorse?” Her eyes narrowed. “Or because you’ve never ridden a horse?”

      

      Inhaling slowly, Tom decided the truth was best. He had already annoyed her, and he didn’t wish to further anger a potential client. “I have never owned a racehorse, it’s true. I can ride, but...”

      Victoria straightened, her gloved hands gently smoothing both sides of the horse’s leg and up to its withers as she did so. “You do not?”

      The oddest sensation passed through Tom as he watched her rise and then direct her green-eyed gaze entirely on him. At that moment, a thought of riding her was quickly replaced with one of her riding him—astride, atop his prone body—and him helpless but to allow her to do so.

      Where had that thought come from?

      It hadn’t been that long since he had ended his liaison with his mistress. Although Liza had been perfectly fine when they were in bed together, she lacked an education. As such, she couldn’t keep up her end of a conversation involving any of his interests. She couldn’t understand his concerns for events that occurred hundreds of miles away when she knew only of what happened in the neighborhood in which she lived.

      After two years of twice-weekly trysts, he had given her a bracelet, paid off her debt with a Bond Street modiste, and said his farewells. That had been six months ago, and although he had missed the intimacy of their relationship, he had not missed the boredom that came with it.

      Tom swallowed and felt grateful that his greatcoat was hiding the evidence of his sudden erection. The fashion-forward tight trousers with a front fly instead of the breeches featuring fall-fronts of the past few decades made hardened manhoods that much more apparent.

      “I can ride a horse. I just... I do not find I have the time for it these days,” he explained.

      “If you are not here about having a horse trained, then why are you here?”

      With all the talk of bums and horses, Tom had completely forgotten he had come to the manor house for a reason that did not include bums and horses. “Lord Michael asked that I pay a call. This is Fairmont Park, is it not?” he asked as he gazed at the back of the estate home. It was by no means as huge as some country estates tended to be, but the grounds were extensive. As were the stables. He thought the building might be large enough to hold twenty or more of the beasts. Then there was a manse for the grooms, a separate carriage house and, at the other end of the house stood a long orangery built of brick.

      It was Victoria’s turn to blink. “What was your name again?”

      “Grandby. Thomas Grandby. Your brother asked that I call on you regarding—”

      “An investment, yes,” she murmured. “Forgive me. I thought you would be older.”

      His eyes darting to one side, Tom wondered if she was expecting a visit from his father instead of from him. “My father, Gregory Grandby, started our firm some forty years ago, but he is for the most part retired these days.”

      The familiar refrain—Victoria remembered James Burrough’s comment about his father’s retirement—had her nodding her understanding. She took up the reins of the Thoroughbred and indicated they should walk toward the stables. “Have you your father’s same knack for making money?”

      Tom gave a start at hearing her query. Unless it was a mention of pin money, women rarely spoke of blunt. “I do, although I will admit I’m a bit more conservative than my father in my approach to choosing investments.”

      “Why is that?”

      He allowed a shrug and then noticed she was about to step onto a pile of horse manure that lay in their path. His reaction was to quickly reach out, lift her by the waist, and carry her over the excrement, which had her letting out a yelp of surprise.

      “Whatever are you—?”

      “Forgive me, but you were about to foul your boots,” he explained, as he set her down beyond the manure.

      “It would not be the first time,” she replied, her annoyance apparent as she seemed to struggle to regain her balance. After a moment, her expression softened, and she said, “I am grateful you saved my boots from excrement, however. Thank you.”

      The comment had Tom nodding. “Hobys, are they not?”

      She regarded him with an expression of curiosity. “They are.” After a pause, she added, “I am surprised a man who does not ride would know such a thing.”

      “I am well aware of Hoby and his custom boots, my lady.” Tom didn’t add that the original owner of the boot maker’s shop was a client of his father’s, nor did he allow his gaze to return to the boots. For a moment, he was sure one of them was different from the other, the shape of the sole much wider.

      Victoria led the horse to a stableboy, who took the reins from her. “Wrap his left foreleg, will you, Jemmy? And just to be safe, keep him in his stall for the rest of the day.”

      “Yes, my lady,” the boy said before hurrying off.

      “Is something wrong with the horse?” Tom asked when she returned her attention to him. “He was quite impressive in his run.”

      “Possibly. And I cannot take a chance.” At seeing his continued interest, she added, “He’s one of Lord Reading’s two-year-olds. I am training him for the racing circuit.”

      Tom was secretly glad Lord Michael had told him about Lady Victoria’s avocation. Otherwise his expression would have betrayed his shock. “But... I thought the marquess had his own trainers,” he murmured.

      “He does,” Victoria acknowledged. “Just not enough of them for his current crop of colts.”

      “Ah. I understand he is one of the best horse breeders in the country,” Tom said. He knew that much because the marquess was another of his father’s clients. Lord Reading’s investments in horse racing meant his fortunes might require more conservative investments to help cover the losses for years when his nags failed to win at the track.

      Which was rare.

      “I do believe his wife is the horse breeder in that family,” Victoria remarked as they made their way to the back door of the Portland stone manor house. Despite the weather, a gardener was seeing to trimming the boxwoods that bordered the base of the house.

      “You refer to the Marchioness of Reading?” Tom asked, hoping to gain a bit of respect from the young woman. He knew Constance Fitzwilliam Roderick. Knew of her skills when it came to matching dams to sires to achieve horses who could display both stamina and speed.

      Randall Roderick, Marquess of Reading, was always quick to sing his wife’s praises. With Constance having given birth to three boys during their twenty-year union, the marquess had his heir, a spare, and a jockey, not to mention the four bastard sons he had fathered prior to his marriage.

      “And you said you knew nothing of horse racing,” Victoria accused as she allowed him to open the manor’s back door.

      Expecting to step into the kitchens, Tom was surprised when they instead ended up in a wide, carpeted corridor.

      “I’d like to change clothes before we speak,” Victoria said, noticing the leather satchel that hung from one of his hands. “Can you afford the time? I can see to it you have a comfortable place to write letters.”

      Impressed she would consider his time valuable, Tom nodded. “Much appreciated.” The extra time would give him an opportunity to look at the house.

      They passed several doors before she led him into a parlor. At the back, a card table was set up near a window. A pot of ink and several quills were on display in a silver-handled carrier.

      “This will do nicely,” he said as he admired the inlaid table, sure it was a Chippendale.

      “I like to write letters here instead of in my salon. The light is so much better,” she explained. “Let me help with your coat.” She moved to stand behind him and held onto the collar of the greatcoat as Tom pulled his arms from it. Then she draped it over one arm. “I’ll have Clark see to some tea and cakes.”

      Tom bowed before she turned and took her leave of the parlor.

      At the sight of her retreating figure, he swallowed.

      Hard.

      Besides the perfect shape of her bottom, she displayed a slight limp that had her hips swaying in a manner that could only be described as arousing.

      Her unusual attire not withstanding, Victoria Statton was unlike any of his other clients. As to whether or not he would take her on as a client, he wasn’t yet sure.

      But he found he didn’t mind waiting in her well-appointed parlor as he wrote a letter, drank tea, and occasionally remembered what she had looked like in her riding clothes.

      Perfect bum, indeed.
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            A FOILED ATTEMPT AT PRESSING A POINT

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, Carlington House, Mayfair

      The sound of someone entering his house had David Carlington, Marquess of Morganfield, moving to the threshold of his study and angling his head around the door frame. The servants had the day off—it was Sunday—and Alfred, the butler, was spending the day with his aged mother in Cheapside.

      When David realized the identity of the intruder, he stepped out of his study and regarded his son from head to toe. Then he frowned. “Where have you been?”

      Christopher, Earl of Haddon and heir to the Morganfield marquessate, tapped his fencing foil against his right leg before he lifted it in front of him. “Paris,” he replied. “Bertrand finally had time for me.”

      Bertrand referred to Francois-Joseph Bertrand, a fencing master who emphasized speed and mobility in the sport. Having received a missive that the master could accept Christopher as a pupil, but only for a fortnight, the earl had taken the next ship to France without so much as a word to anyone.

      At least, to anyone but his mother, Adeline.

      Christopher thrust the foil forward and then stepped back, his weight evenly distributed over both feet. Other than the lacy cuffs that extended beyond the sleeves of his navy topcoat, he was dressed in the current fashion—buff trousers, tasseled boots, and an embroidered waistcoat featuring a shawl collar. The aforementioned topcoat, pinched in at the waist, flared out in pleats and nearly reached his knees. “I’ve had to unlearn everything I learned at university,” he said.

      Unimpressed, the marquess arched a brow. “I should hope not.” His son had studied political affairs at Oxford and actually seemed to have retained much of the information when he had returned to London in 1818. In the past two decades, he had taken on the day-to-day responsibilities of the marquessate in addition to accepting a writ of acceleration so that he might attend sessions of Parliament before his father’s death.

      “I meant about fencing, of course,” Christopher countered. “This new style is quite economical and far easier to learn. I can hardly wait to employ it when I’m next at the fencing academy,” he continued. Then he glanced around the hall. “Anything of note happen whilst I was away?”

      “Two weddings and two betrothals,” his father replied. “Which means four fewer eligible ladies to choose from.”

      Christopher gave a start. “I was only gone three weeks!”

      David allowed a shrug. “It seems the parson’s trap works quickly when a young man—or lady—is of a mind to marry. Given your age, you really should consider it, and soon.”

      Bristling at the reminder he hadn’t yet taken a wife, Christopher allowed a sigh. “Anyone I know?” he asked as he and his father made their way into the Carlington House study.

      “Lady Angelica and Sir Benjamin—”

      “I knew they were betrothed.”

      “Lady Anne and Lord Hexham—”

      “She was far too young for me.” Christopher furrowed his brows. “I have a niece Hexham’s age,” he said, referring to his sister Elizabeth’s second child, Christina. “Who’s betrothed?”

      “I expect Gabe Wellingham will marry a ceramist whom he met whilst working at the British Museum.”

      “That’s unexpected.”

      “And James Burroughs—Lord Andrew’s son—has set his cap on one of the Grandby daughters.”

      Christopher’s eyes darted sideways. “Hmm. I think Emily was the only one left unmarried, but it’s not like she was royalty. Her father doesn’t even possess a title.”

      “No, but he has money. I rather imagine her settlement will be huge,” David remarked as he poured them both a brandy. “And I rather doubt Burroughs was in need of any of it.”

      Dropping his foil on the room’s only sofa, Christopher regarded his father with a look of suspicion. “When I left, I was under the impression all was well with the Carlington coffers,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “I’ve been seeing to the books.”

      “They still are,” David quickly replied. “What I’m trying to make you understand is that your options for a wife are growing more limited.”

      “Nonsense,” Christopher argued. “I’m not even—”

      “If you’re about to say ‘forty,’ then allow me to set you straight right now, son. You are one-and-forty and not far from two-and forty. There are those at White’s who are placing bets that you’re trying to follow in your godfather’s footsteps—”

      “There is nothing wrong with Torrington’s footsteps,” Christopher argued, referring to Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington. “He waited to marry, and his countess still gave him an heir.”

      “Who is now married,” David was quick to say. “And in Italy. He’s probably already got an heir on his new wife.” When Christopher rolled his eyes, he added, “I got Elizabeth on your mother during our wedding trip in Rome.”

      “Really, Father,” Christopher said with disgust. “I didn’t need to hear that.”

      “No? Then hear this. I’m about to have your godfather arrange something for you.”

      “You wouldn’t dare!” Not that Torrington would choose a poor match for him—the man had done rather nicely for some of his godsons, at least for those who hadn’t arranged their own marriages—but he really didn’t wish to have a wife forced on him. Especially one not of his own choosing.

      Outside, snow was falling again, the gray skies casting a gloom over Mayfair that was made even more gray from the coal soot that erupted from the rows of chimneys atop every single mansion and townhouse in London.

      “Not that I would expect you to wed a daughter of the aristocracy, but it’s past time you wed someone,” David murmured. He took a drink from his rummer and set the glass down on his large desk. “At this point, I would have suggested your mistress, but apparently she quit you sometime back. Something about you being an arrogant ass?”

      Christopher recoiled at hearing his father’s words, more so because his father knew he’d had a mistress than that she had quit him. “Did Delilah come to you for money?” he asked in alarm.

      “No,” David replied. “I have my own source when it comes to learning about who’s bedding whom in this town. What worries me is why she would say such a thing about you. Are you behaving poorly with the fairer sex?”

      Anger building—why would Delilah make such a claim?—Christopher shook his head. “Not that I’m aware.”

      “You are awfully proud,” his father argued. “Which probably works well on the piste. But it does you no favors elsewhere.”

      Christopher raised his chin but then thought better of providing a retort and quickly lowered it.

      Yes, he was proud. He was educated. He was heir to a marquessate. He was handsome, at least to those women who were attracted to his dark auburn hair, decent height, and hazel eyes. His nose was more hooked than he would have liked, but it suited his angular face. And he had a chin, which was more than he could say for some of the other men his age.

      Thanks to his inheritance, some of which he had claimed upon his twenty-fifth birthday, he had a fashionable wardrobe, several pairs of custom boots, his own town coach with four shires to pull it, a phaeton, his own cologne from Floris, a membership at White’s and another at Brook’s, and his own table at his favorite London coffee shop.

      He could have any woman he wanted.

      “I will prove to you that I can find a suitable match,” Christopher said. “Why, I may have to choose from among many,” he boasted.

      “Make it quick,” David replied. “You’re not getting any younger.”

      Pulling his shoulders back, Christopher downed the rest of his brandy, retrieved his foil from the sofa, and took his leave of the study, determined to prove his father wrong.
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            LEARNING ABOUT A LADY OVER LUNCHEON

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, back at Fairmont Park

      “I do hope Clark has seen to tea for you,” a female voice said from the door to the parlor.

      His attentions entirely on the letter he was penning to a fellow investor, Tom gave a passing glance toward the door, thinking a housemaid was addressing him. “Yes, he’s been very attentive, thank you.”

      He did a double-take when he realized the woman wore a coral day gown, the neckline decorated with a white eyelet collar. Her black hair was pinned up in a neat bun atop her head. She looked familiar, but for a moment, Tom couldn’t remember where he might have seen her.

      Rising to his feet, he gave a bow. “Good afternoon, my lady.”

      He watched as the young woman made her way into the deep parlor and dipped a curtsy. “Good afternoon, Mr. Grandby. I apologize for taking so long. My lady’s maid insisted my hair be repinned,” she said.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/the-choice-of-a-cavalier-high-res.jpg
Yy
THE CHOICE
OF A

AVALIER

A SENSUAL TALE OF HOW TO COME
BETWEEN A GIRL AND HER HORSE

'I‘HE,‘HEIRS OF THE ARISTOCRACY





OEBPS/images/twistedteacup.jpg





