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      “Christine, where in the devil did those mongrels come from?”

      As soon as Christine Grey walked through the front door of Farlow Manor, her brother Gus’s surly voice came from the kitchen amidst the sound of excited barking. She had expected this reaction from him when she’d discovered two starving, filthy puppies nosing around some cabbage rotting in the tenant fields near their estate and decided they certainly could not be left to fend for themselves. Guinea, her golden-colored pug, jumped off the little sofa and waddled over to greet her.

      “You’re a good little boy, aren’t you?” she told him, bracing herself to deal with her brother. She didn’t have much respite before Gus rounded the corridor into the drawing room.

      “I thought I told you no more animals in this house,” he said, in something of a growl. “You’ve already dumped three cats on me.” As if on cue, her tabby, Ichabod, streaked across the floor and disappeared under the curtains.

      With his dark curls, even features, and strong build, Gus had been blessed with fine looks and was frequently the object of admiring stares from the local young ladies. The brief flirtations never came to anything, though, for his character was not a conciliatory one. It would take a strong woman to put up with him. His marriage would save Christine from the brunt of his annoying traits, but she could hardly wish him on a lady she liked well enough to call sister.

      “You did tell me, but I did not heed you,” she replied in the pragmatic manner life had taught her to adopt with recalcitrant people. “You may not have the love of dogs that you have for your horses, but you could no more leave an abandoned foal to its fate than I could leave those dogs to theirs.”

      “They must be six months old if they’re a day. They can survive on their own.” Gus glowered at her in much the way their father had done; unlike their sire, he lacked the power to impose his will.

      She picked Guinea up in her arms, comforting herself in the warm folds of the pug’s neck. “I assure you, they were barely surviving when I found them, and they won’t have to do so again while I have something to say. Besides, they are not mongrels. They’re foxhounds and will make fine hunting dogs. Leave their care to me, and you shall be glad of them next autumn when they’re old enough to hunt.”

      She brushed past him without giving him more attention than would be good for him. The more she argued with Gus, the more stubborn he became, she’d learned. It was better to simply remove the opportunity.

      “We are not done talking about this,” he called out from the drawing room.

      “Of course not,” Christine tossed over her shoulder as she entered the second pantry next to the kitchen, where the pups had their temporary bed. She set Guinea down and let him sniff along the sides of the wall as she went to the fenced-in area that kept the pups from exploring their new territory. There, she kneeled on the floor and patted her hand for Guinea to come and meet his new brother and sister. The pug would have none of it.

      “You wish to remind them that you were here first. And you are very right, Guinsey,” she added, crooning the pug’s nickname in a sing-song voice.

      She turned her attention to the foxhounds, who had woken from a well-deserved nap after a copious meal of beef and barley and were now jumping up on the temporary gate she’d created. It would not serve for long, as these puppies would soon be big enough to leap over it. She reached down to caress each of them in turn.

      “You see how much happier you are now that you’re full of food? You look a great deal better already.” She gave them a thorough examination, approving of the bright eyes and clamoring energy that was missing before but noticing the girl’s watery nose augured a cold. They were the most delightful mix of caramel brown, black, and white. How Gus could think they were mongrels… But then, they did need a good wash.

      “Miss, I didn’t care to do so without your permission, but I thought I might give the pups a bath.” Their footman came to stand at her side. “I’ve already filled the wooden tub in the garden and added some boiling water to take out the chill.” Jimmy seemed to love animals as much as she did, which made it easy to trust him with them.

      “Wonderful. Just make sure you rub them dry. There is a bite in the air, and the girl seems to have taken cold.” She stood and smiled her thanks before leaning down to caress the pups’ ears and speak a few more words of encouragement. Then, with Guinea’s nails clicking faithfully behind at her heels, she left them to Jimmy’s care. She’d not had time to think of names for her new dogs, but it would be fun to ponder while she baked something to serve with the tea.
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        * * *

      

      Several days later when the pups, now called Artemis and Hunter, were in excellent form and no longer content with the run of the house, Christine decided it was time to test their endurance on a longer walk. She would visit Philip and Honoria Townsend, who lived a distance of under three miles, which should not prove too much exertion for two energetic hounds. They would have a good rest before returning home. And besides, she needed some company other than her brother.

      The venture carried a risk that one of the pups would wander away. Hunter had that tendency. But she counted on Artemis for keeping her brother in order. Artemis never forgot who fed them. Christine set out with a jar of honey she knew Honoria would enjoy and followed the public road that bordered Philip’s irrigated fields. After some distance—and with a glance at her dogs, who would quickly tire themselves out, running everywhere but on the road itself—she decided to leave the public road and cut through the private path that Philip had cleared after he and Honoria had married. This ran through the woods, along the border of the neighboring estate, the vacant Gracefield Park, and gave more direct access to the thermal spa they had developed on their property.

      It was early October, and the air had turned crisp with the yellowed silver lime and gold-tinged oak leaves crunching under her feet. The dogs were in fine fettle, continuing to stray off the narrow path to sniff at delightful clumps of mystery, and Christine lifted her face to the weak autumn light that pierced the canopy of branches above to shine on the path. The woods smelled glorious. There was an ethereal silence around her except for the snuffling of the dogs, the wind that lifted the leaves, and the crunch of her boots. How she loved her home in Lincolnshire.

      She was perfectly content. At age twenty-two, Christine had not had occasion to marry, and she was now resigned to not marrying. After all, it was unlikely she would meet someone eligible in Horncastle, and deep in her heart she wished to marry a Lincolnshire man who would never wish to leave it. It was even unlikelier that she would develop a sudden fondness for any local bachelor compelling enough to wish to bind her life to his. For all her brother was difficult to put up with, it was easier to bear with the failings one knew than court the risks of the unknown. Those moments when she thought she might like to have children and a husband of her own were becoming less frequent. Her animals filled a good portion of her desire for affection. And the promised pleasures of some uncertain future paled before the contentment of her life at this precise moment.

      There was a fallen log to her right, and a brief movement inside of it caught her eye. Curious, Christine went over to explore and spotted the large eyes and the cutest little ears of a hazel dormouse backing up farther into the log. As a girl, she used to search for and feed the wood creatures. Although the dormouse was not easy to find, her youth consisted of enough time spent outdoors that her patience was often rewarded with the discovery of one. In the three years since she’d moved back to Lincolnshire following her mother’s death, she hadn’t seen even one.

      “Oh, you are looking for a nice place to settle down for the winter, aren’t you?” she said, her smile sounding in her voice at this window of nostalgia the day had brought her. Were there hazelnut trees nearby to add to the creature’s winter store? She couldn’t be sure.

      The distant sound of hooves beating down the path caused her to stand, and the mouse scurried out of the log and out of view. She wondered who could be riding through the woods at such a pace. Philip wouldn’t do that unless there was something wrong. Christine came to the edge of the path with the intention of signaling her presence and wondered how to do so without startling him.

      The horse that came into view was a black stallion she did not recognize. Its rider wore a voluminous cape, but he was not any more familiar to her than the horse, though he appeared to be a gentleman. She slipped back into the woods behind a tree, prepared to conceal herself until he went by. He should not be on a private road, and she must tell Philip and Honoria about him when she arrived.

      Where are Artemis and Hunter?

      The thought seized her and filled her with terror. She had not seen or heard the pups since she veered off the path. They would surely be frightened by the noise and movement, and if they were frightened, they would not act predictably. She hesitated and stepped away from the tree, judging what best to do.

      The rider approached in a cloud of dust at the same time the sound of barking reached her from the opposite side of the path. The yaps grew louder as the pups raced toward her, and suddenly she could not stay still.

      “No!” Christine yelled, jumping onto the path as the rider drew level.

      He swore an oath as both dogs converged on the road in a mass of noisy confusion. Christine froze at first, her blood turning to ice, as her eyes fixed on the terrible sight of both dogs running through the legs of the stallion, which immediately reared. She couldn’t bear it anymore and ran forward to catch hold of the nearest dog just as the horse brought his legs down and reared again. The rider held the horse with an iron grip and was not thrown, but the horse came down a third time and broke into a run as Christine pushed the dogs to safety.

      Her heart pattered as she examined them, and she nearly dropped from relief at the knowledge that neither dog was injured. Some distance ahead, the rider slowed and was bringing the stallion to a halt in less time than even Gus could have done.

      Artemis and Hunter jumped up on her skirt, continuing to bark, then circled around her, skittish and excited after the beast had nearly trampled them to death. Christine trembled still and heard rather than saw the rider bringing the horse back to where she bent over her dogs. He had been irresponsible to ride at such a pace, but at least he had the decency to return to apologize and see to her well-being.

      “Miss!” The man’s voice snapped out an authoritative command. “Whatever possessed you to charge in front of a horse like that?”

      He leapt down from the stallion and led him forward, causing the dogs to begin barking again. His riding cape swirled around his legs as he strode forward, his riding crop gripped in a tight, gloved hand. The fear and agitation that had shot through Christine now turned to fury as she faced him.

      “Are you mad? What man of sense comes thundering down an unknown path through the woods at such a furious pace? A private road, I might add!”

      He ate up the remaining distance toward her, her dogs barking madly around him, and with difficulty kept his horse from rearing up again. Hunter darted forward, and the rider tossed out his boot at the dog. It was more defensive than unkind, but it raised her wrath to the degree that her vision was clouded.

      “Do not touch my dog,” she snapped, her chest heaving. “How dare you add to the sins of your reckless behavior by kicking at him like that?”

      The stranger had strong cheekbones and the kind of wavy brown hair she privately admitted a weakness for. Well, the kind she might admire if the man in question behaved as a gentleman should. He was much taller than she was, but it didn’t stop her from lifting her chin and facing him, arms akimbo, as she challenged him with her gaze. He stared down at her, his expression no more amiable as he continued to control his horse, who fretted and pulled against his hold.

      “I, reckless? What do you call it when you allow your dogs to run headlong into the path of an oncoming horse? And then compound the folly by leaping onto the path yourself just as the horse is rearing up to bolt! Do you have a death wish?”

      The vague thought that he had a point, and that her dogs should be better trained, penetrated her cloud of anger, but what could she do? They were mere pups and had only joined her household days ago. Just now, they were making a great racket and running in between the horse’s legs, then circling around to the stranger in excitement. That he might be even a little bit right only served to make her angrier.

      “What do you expect, sir? This is not a racetrack, nor is it a public road. You should not even be on it.”

      Her eyes betrayed her as they traveled to the handsome coat underneath his cape, noticing the strength that was visible through the tight sleeves as he held the horse still. The gentleman was white around his lips, but when he turned over his shoulder, his voice was gentle.

      “Quiet, Gypsy.” He shushed the stallion, who grew calm, despite the barking chaos that persisted. After a few seconds, he spared her a glance. “Call off your dogs.”

      Christine knew it was difficult for him to maintain his stallion in place with such distractions as barking, racing pups, but she did not care for his tone. He should see she would not hurry to do his bidding.

      “First, tell me who gave you permission to be here.”

      The reins now loosened in his hand, he dropped on his haunches and made a sign for the dogs to come. Traitors that they were, the hounds began jumping on him instead of the horse, their barks turning to panting and squeals of pleasure as he petted them.

      While he was engaged in pilfering her dogs’ loyalty, he lifted his head. “I am aware that this road is private, as it is on my own property.”

      “Artemis! Hunter! Come here,” Christine ordered her dogs, who completely ignored her. The indignity of this prevented his words from reaching her right away. At last they penetrated, and she turned a startled gaze to him. “This cannot be your road. Philip Townsend had it cleared. It is on his property.”

      “You are wrong, miss.” He raised his set of thick eyebrows. “The road was meant to be on his side of the border between our properties, but he did not calculate correctly. He cleared the path on mine, as he was brought to see when I paid him a visit carrying proof.” The stranger broke her gaze and stood, stroking his horse’s nose who now waited patiently. Her pups lost interest and went off to sniff in the leaves.

      “Therefore, you are trespassing on my property”—he glanced at Artemis and Hunter with something like a smirk—“and your dogs are, too.”

      “Artemis! Hunter!” she called again, ignoring his smug look. Insufferable boor. The strange gentleman unsettled her. She did not fear him or fear for her safety, though they were alone in the woods. And with those caramel locks and angled green eyes, he was better looking than he had any right to be. But the fact that he was mostly in the right over their confrontation did nothing to soften her temper. Her dogs continued to ignore her and began exploring the woods again, crossing over on both sides of the path.

      “Good day, sir.”

      She curtsied before turning to continue her walk to the Townsends’, giving a sharp whistle for her dogs to come. It was oddly satisfying. Behind her, she heard at first nothing, then before long came the sounds of him mounting and turning his horse before continuing along the path, this time at a trot.

      Christine had not succeeded in calming her agitation by the time she reached Boden House, but she kept it concealed, an effort to which she was no stranger. Therefore, when a servant brought her to Honoria, she was able to greet her friend with complacency, handing her the honey and admiring the new sofas and chairs which had arrived since her last visit.

      “I’ve brought my new pups with me,” she announced. “I left them with your gardener, who said they won’t bother him any.”

      Honoria’s affectionate eyes followed her son as he toddled over to Christine. “Pups? As in more than one?”

      Christine picked Matthew up and held him, kissing his stomach to make him laugh. “Yes, there are two. I couldn’t leave them. They were poking about in the tenants’ fields, trying to survive off rotten cabbage. They are adorable.” She turned her attention to the child in her arms. “Just as you are.”

      “Are you comparing my son to a dog?” Honoria asked, entirely without rancor.

      “It would be a flattering comparison, wouldn’t it?” Christine asked the baby boy before giving him a kiss on his cheek. “Oh yes, it would. Dogs are lovely creatures. Just as babies are.”

      “I am glad to hear you say so, because I have news.” Honoria’s broad smile gave a hint of what was to come. “I am increasing. Again.”

      Christine had no hesitation in going over to hug her and wish her all the happiness, handing Matthew back to his mother when he reached for her. “That is wonderful news. Your baby will be less than a year in age to Arabella and Theo’s then. When are you due?”

      “In March, I think. Or early April. In any case, soon enough that the dress I had made for the Stuff Ball will likely be too tight by the time the ball comes around. I am not sure I can have it taken out either, because I cut the cloth so close.”

      Christine hid the tiny pang of jealousy that sprang up. Envy was a sentiment she refused to allow in her friendships. It was only that in moments like these, it was slightly harder to reconcile herself to remaining single—when she contemplated the idea of being only an aunt to her beloved friends’ children and never a mother herself. The longing always arose at inconvenient times, just when she had decided she was satisfied with her current status. To distract herself from these undesirable thoughts, she offered to look at the gown and see what might be done.

      As Christine studied the stitches in the dark purple cloth and judged how to add panels, Honoria recounted the most recent changes in the nursery and how news of their mineral bath had traveled as far as Leicestershire. The thermal spa had sprung up naturally in the abandoned mine on their property, and its discovery had helped in restoring Philip’s fortune. They were undergoing more recent renovations to modernize it, and Honoria said Philip was speculating on whether it might not be expanded. Christine listened quietly, and when the conversation had continued long enough in these comforting lines for her to trust herself, she brought up the topic that was on her mind.

      “Do you have a new neighbor? I’d heard that someone purchased the baron’s old estate, but that was a year ago and no one has moved in since.”

      “Oh, yes.” Honoria smiled and glanced at her, forehead knit. “But how do you know? Don’t tell me Gus went to pay a call on him?”

      “No.” Christine gave an unladylike snort. “I believe I encountered the gentleman in the woods on your private road, which he says is his, by the way. Is that true?”

      Honoria leveled her gaze at Christine without returning an immediate answer. She knew her better than anyone. Even better than Gus did, although that didn’t say much since he wasn’t particularly observant.

      “He bothered you. What happened?”

      Christine shrugged. “Nothing, really. It was fine. He merely galloped his horse down the path at such a pace as to endanger man and beast.”

      “Or Christine and pups?” Honoria suggested. “Is that all?”

      “He was truly a most unpleasant gentleman.” Christine pressed her lips together, remembering the way her dogs leapt all over him—the enemy—as though he were their favorite friend. “Even if he did handle the reins well.”

      “Unpleasant? That surprises me. Sir Alexander Thorne paid a call on us to introduce himself and discuss the mistaken property lines, but he could not have been more conciliatory. I thought him most gentlemanly.” Honoria gave an impish smile. “I even thought he might be a good match for my dear friend, Christine.”

      The wavy head of hair, green eyes, and mouth turned down in irritation passed through Christine’s vision, causing her to reply with uncharacteristic bitterness.

      “Oh, yes. ’Tis all I need to achieve bliss. Tie myself to someone who can barely keep a civil tongue in his head, when I already have Gus to fulfill that role.”

      Honoria lifted her hands in surrender and laughed. “Very well. I shall abandon the idea—for now. Come and try my cook’s Shrewsbury cakes. You look in need of a hot cup of tea.”
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      Sir Alexander Thorne set out for his second visit to Horncastle, this time riding Gypsy at a proper, sedate pace. There had been no callers in the week since he’d at last taken up residence at Gracefield Park, after purchasing it a full year ago, and he could only assume the news of his arrival had not yet spread to local society. It was time he took matters into his own hands.

      His ride through the woods brought to mind his disagreeable encounter with the woman from the day before. His object then had been to exercise his stallion who was badly in need of it; however, he had not ridden as a sensible man would. When the shady path in the woods appeared before him, he had raced along it as if being chased by demons. It was as though the anxieties and desires that kept him up at night had taken physical form and chased him across the shire.

      For a brief time, that gallop had brought his ambitions and reality into harmony again, although such harmony never lasted long. It was a heady thing to come close to achieving one’s goals at the young age of thirty-two, and there was no guarantee Fortune would continue to favor him in a world belonging to the nobility and gentry. His own family’s origins were in trade, but now with the purchase of his estate, he was a landed gentleman. All was well, was it not? There had been no need to gallop through the woods of Lincolnshire as though the hounds of hell were at his heels.

      The result of his lapse was that he’d nearly run down a woman mad enough to step onto his path. The image of the dark-haired maiden appearing suddenly in a flash of blue caused a shudder to go through him. There was the surprise and fear from the harm he’d almost caused. Then there was the way she’d yelled at him, going on about how irresponsible he was to ride on his own path. He tried to put the episode out of his mind, but that was not an easy thing to do when he had few acquaintances in his new home to distract his thoughts.

      Alex slowed his horse to cross the short bridge over the River Waring that led into town, still prey to the same futile thoughts about the unknown woman. Even now, the memory of their near run caused him to clench his teeth in irritation—at her for yelling at him like a shrew? At himself for being careless? He could not say. If he was being fair, she certainly hadn’t resembled a shrew in their flash encounter. With dainty features, a slight build, and rich dark hair, she was nothing if not attractive. And her accent and clothing seemed refined, although the circumstances of their meeting left those details hazy. In different circumstances, she might be a woman he sought to gain an introduction to at Almack’s.

      He entered the quiet street that led to the mews and tipped his hat to a handsome couple driving in the opposite direction. They nodded a greeting in turn. The cordial exchange was just the thing to turn his thoughts in a more suitable direction—to his future position in Horncastle. Alex knew he had been particularly blessed with wealth and connections, despite coming from modest beginnings. His father had built the largest iron ore mill in Derbyshire, along with an adjoining forge to turn it to steel, and the family business was thriving under the care of Alex’s older brother, Leonard.

      As if his family wealth were not enough, Alex had also come under the notice of a baron hailing from Lincolnshire, Sir William Winton, and his wife. Their only grandson had been Alex’s friend in the short years before a childhood illness took him. Filled with nostalgia, the baron and his wife continued to visit the bereaved parents in Derbyshire each year, inviting Alex to come to the house so they might talk with him and imagine what their grandson might have become had he lived.

      His father encouraged the relationship to continue through letters as soon as Alex learned to write. This resulted in Sir William and Lady Winton using their connections to obtain Alex a place at Eton, where his first education lay in refining his speech and imitating the mannerisms of the young gentlemen. It was not until later at Oxford that Alex began to grow more secure in his worth as he discovered in himself a talent for engineering and took pride in a skill that he had fostered entirely on his own. In the years following university, he put his talent to good use at the family mill by developing an effective prototype of a steam pump that could be reproduced and sold.

      Mr. Thorne senior had always been impressed with both his sons but declared, before his death, that Alex would be the one to bring the Thorne name into the sphere of the gentry within the space of one generation. His brother did not cease to remind him of this duty—or that Alex must sponsor his nieces in London when they came of age. Even if Leonard had taken a genteel bride, his wife Martha could not boast of connections in fashionable London society, so it would be up to Alex’s future bride. The pressure of all these expectations and ambitions would cause any sane man to gallop across the countryside in an effort to restore his peace of mind.

      Alex dismounted in front of the mews and led the stallion inside, signaling to one of the men there to take his horse. “Rub him down and give him some water and feed.”

      He tossed the stable hand a coin, and the man brought Gypsy into one of the stalls. Alex exited the chilly interior of the stable into the October sun and looked around him at the simple brick buildings with thatched or slate roofs, not unlike the ones in his home in Derbyshire.

      He turned onto High Street with its row of shops, still alert and fresh from the exercise of riding—and conscious of his desire to make a good impression on his future constituents, if all went as he had planned. Streams of people entered the shops or hurried to another destination, some stopping to greet a familiar face. His gaze sought out the ones who appeared to be of the gentry class, and he was gratified to see a number of them amidst the tradespeople. One day, he would be one of those people others sought out, particularly when they learned he had been given a seat in Parliament and owned one of the largest estates nearby. At least, he hoped it would be so. He nodded at a gentleman in passing and it was returned.

      The door to the apothecary was open, and he entered it. The man behind the counter could not have been many more years than Alex, but he had a deliberate way about him that made him seem older than his years.

      “Welcome, sir. How may I help you?”

      “I am in need of tooth powder.” It was nothing urgent, but Alex had to start somewhere, and making the acquaintance of the shop owners was a place to begin.

      After rummaging around on the shelves behind him, the man handed a small jar to Alex. “Here you are, sir. That will be two shillings and five pence, if you please.”

      A young woman with a thin nose and pale lips came out carrying labeled jars, which she set on the shelf behind the apothecary. She examined him curiously, then turned to her husband, communicating to him with a nudge.

      The apothecary asked what she had not. “Have we seen you in Horncastle before?”

      “I have acquired an estate here but have only recently taken up residency. Perhaps you have heard of Gracefield Park?” Alex abhorred boasting, but he knew not how else to let people know who he was.

      “You must be Sir Alexander Thorne.” The woman had found her voice. “The vicar’s housekeeper told us of your arrival.”

      “I am he,” Alex said with a bow. He’d had the notion to introduce himself to the vicar upon his arrival, although it had not as yet produced any visits to his estate.

      He went on, knowing he must mention his bid for the parliamentary seat as well. It would take some time for word to spread. “I am currently a member of Parliament, but I hope to transfer my representation to South Lindsey. I will be running for election here next year and am sure we will be meeting again in the future.”

      “We’ll look forward to it.” The apothecary glanced at the woman at his side before saying, “I am Martin Pasley, and this is my wife, Helen Pasley. Allow me to wish you success in your venture.”

      “You are very kind.” Alex bowed again with a smile and tucked the jar of tooth powder into his pocket.

      He left the apothecary and headed for Mrs. Reid’s creamery. In addition to the dairy products she supplied to the town, which his cook had told him were the only ones she used, Mrs. Reid made cream cakes that he had bought and liked on his last visit. She had been very cordial to him as well, which made this second visit an easy choice. As he cut across the street toward the creamery, he noticed that more than one set of young women directed admiring looks his way.

      Those he firmly avoided, for his aim must be higher. His goal was to secure a wife, issued of a good family, and at ease in society from birth. With a woman like that at his side, Alex’s political success would be assured, and he could fulfill his promise to elevate the family name and launch his nieces into society. He would finally have everything a man could aspire to. It was time.

      He paused outside of the creamery, allowing his eyes to roam in both directions on High Street as he turned the signet ring on the little finger of his left hand. His life, it seemed, was destined to follow the path of an ascending star. Roger Garrick, nephew of a duke, was his closest friend at Oxford, and it was Roger who’d put Alex in the way of the Prince Regent which had led to his eventual knighthood.

      Even his severest critics could not object to this distinction, for the Thornes had put their steel into fabricating the Baker rifles used in the Peninsular War to defend England. Besides that, Alex, himself, had contributed his engineering knowledge and the family’s steel to the construction of Brighton Palace. It was not surprising that Prinny should be pleased with him. Truly, he must cease to fret about his standing. Nothing would hinder his plans, when he had worked so hard to achieve them. The hunt for the perfect wife would begin when Parliament opened in the spring.

      “Good day, Mrs. Reid,” he said, upon entering.

      “Sir Alexander.” She curtsied before turning to reach behind her on the shelf and pull down the tray of cream cakes. “If I am not mistaken, you have come for more of these? You said you would.”

      “You have guessed correctly,” he replied. “I will take four, if you please.”

      Mrs. Reid carried on a steady stream of conversation, speculating about the potential effect of his arrival in a way he was thankfully not required to answer as she wrapped up the cakes. He stayed for a minute longer, knowing how important these simple exchanges were. If he were to reach his goal of exchanging his meager influence in Parliament from the “pocket” borough of Grimsby that Sir William had gifted to him for that of South Lindsey—which had a real constituency and could only be won by fair election—it was essential that Alex begin fostering local connections without delay. After all, now that he’d tasted the pleasure of having a say in the country’s future, his greatest wish was to establish himself more credibly.

      After a few more of these pleasantries, he took leave of Mrs. Reid and decided to visit the draper’s to see what kind of cloth was available if he needed to have something made in a fix. Alex stepped out of the creamery and squinted at the shops across the street, trying to remember which of the buildings housed the draper. While he was thus engaged, he heard a female voice calling out his name. He turned to find Mrs. Honoria Townsend smiling up at him. The pleasure of being addressed—of being known in his new town—brought a smile to his face, and he bowed and returned the greeting.

      “I see you have discovered the delicious cakes that Mrs. Reid offers,” she said with a knowing look at the package he was holding.

      “You might say so, as this is my second time purchasing them.” He glanced down at her basket, which appeared heavy. “Might I carry your basket for you?”

      “That is most kind of you,” she said, easily giving up her burden. “I was returning to the mews as my errands here are finished.”

      “Now that I have my cakes and tooth powder, there is nothing else I need,” Alex replied, easily giving up his plan to visit the draper’s that day. The errand could wait.

      They began to walk forward, and Mrs. Townsend glanced around at the other pedestrians before returning her attention to him. “Are you partial to cakes?”

      It seemed a strange question until he remembered the cream cakes he held in his hand. “I am, I confess. It is not something I ate much of growing up since my father did not approve of indulging one’s sweet tooth.”

      She nodded, a smile hovering on her lips. “I have a friend who is very skilled at baking cakes. Perhaps one day you will try one of hers.”

      He sent her a furtive glance, wondering if this was a prelude to attempting to set him up. He did not want to hurt their fledgling acquaintance by telling her she would catch cold at it.

      “Perhaps one day I will,” he said, noncommittally.

      To his relief, Mrs. Townsend said no more on the subject. “Gracefield House has been vacant for so many years. Do you have much to do in the way of repairs and renovation?”

      “Much to do, and I am quickly coming to realize what a daunting project it is,” he answered. “I know very little about decorating and such things.”

      “Hm!” She furrowed her brows. “Would you take it amiss if Mr. Townsend and I came to call with the aim of walking through your house and offering suggestions? We have been renovating our own home since we married and our experience might be of some use to you. At the very least, we will have names of local tradesmen and workers who can provide a variety of services should you need them.”

      They had arrived at the mews, and the look he sent her was one of pure relief. “Far from taking it amiss, I would be much indebted to you.”

      “Well then, I will speak to my husband about it.” Mrs. Townsend reached out for her basket and he handed it over to her. “He will be busy this week, but I am sure we will be free to come the week after if that is agreeable to you.”

      “Most agreeable,” Alex replied, bidding her farewell with a bow.

      He could hardly believe his luck at this chance meeting and her generous offer. If he needed any sign to convince him he had done right in settling in Horncastle, this was it. All he needed now were more calls and invitations—more entry into local society—and he would be well on his way to winning over the hearts of his future constituents.
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      The next morning held another leisurely examination of his property lines after breakfast, which Alex could scarcely grow weary of. At the end of it, he arrived at the large house and swung down from Gypsy, handing his groom the reins. “It was another long ride today.”

      Quinn brought the horse around to his right side and patted the stallion’s neck. “He’s young enough. He’ll do.”

      Alex nodded and left to approach the front entrance to his home. Gracefield House, simply called, was more like a castle and grander than anything he had ever known. Made of brick, its three floors of windows stretched nine across and even the farthest ends jutted forward like—and it was the most ridiculous notion he’d ever had, but he could not shake it—like a person holding out his arms for a hug.

      His initial reason for settling in Lincolnshire was to take Sir William up on his offer to enter Parliament by representing Grimsby, which was small enough for Sir William to use his influence to elect whom he liked. It did not take long for Alex to admire this part of England for its diversity and beauty, from the fens near the coast to the rolling hills of the wolds and all the beautiful countryside in between.

      He found a way to put his steam pump to use on the coast near Boston, using it to drain some of the remaining fens there, so that they might be turned into land for growing crops. The project was easy to oversee and left him with time on his hands, and he began to aspire to be elected to a seat based on merit rather than favor. That was when he had his solicitor look into properties for sale in the area of South Lindsey. After examining the possibilities, Smithson said that Gracefield Park near Horncastle might suit his needs, and Alex was immediately taken with it. Every time he lifted his eyes to the magnificent structure he owned, he felt the change in his circumstances with a degree of wonder not unmixed with pride.

      The main entryway of the house had been repainted, and as Alex entered it, the clean walls and polished floors gave him a taste of what the rest would look like once he’d had everything redone. The problem, he had already admitted to himself, was that he had little sense of how to decorate each room. What colors should he use? What materials? How would he begin to pick out furniture or artwork? This was well beyond the scope of his talents, and he was looking forward to the promised visit of the Townsends. Smithson had hired men from Lincoln to do the job, but they would do nothing without guidance from him—the very last man equipped to give it.

      If the house had not been in such a sad state, he could have left its complete renovation to the wife he would select in the spring. As it stood, it was impossible to bring a woman with any degree of sensibility to this home without at least setting some things to right before a wedding could occur.

      A footman came to take his riding crop and hat, and he handed the items over. “Have a bath prepared and see that Mrs. Mulhouse sets out something in the way of tea.”

      “Yes, sir,” the footman said, hurrying away to carry out his orders.

      It pleased Alex to be quickly obeyed. Although it was his first time hiring servants accustomed to serving a gentleman, they were behaving as they ought. In Derbyshire, the family servants were more accustomed to serving a merchant and somehow managed to be familiar without giving offense. It was impossible to put them back in their place. Engaging servants was quite a different matter, he’d learned, when attempting to set up a home in the fashionable part of London. He discovered they could be high in the instep, and he didn’t like being laughed at in his own home.

      In a short time, Alex was bathed, dressed, and sitting in his study, ready to go through his correspondence. The tray of tea and refreshments sat untouched at his elbow. His first order of business was to reply to another member of Parliament about sitting in on a committee for the Mutiny Acts. He would not do it, as his interest lay in promoting the Corn Laws. They must not allow foreign grain to be imported, thereby weakening the income of English farmers. And now with his steam pumps at work on the fens, landowners there would be able to grow crops and increase their wealth, which would put them in favor of the Corn Laws, too. That must be where his focus lay if he were to be elected—to make himself valuable to local wealthy landowners.

      Of course, he would have to word his refusal delicately, as his place in the Commons was not assured, representing a mere pocket borough. He took out a piece of paper and began scratching out polite courtesies but had not got far before he realized this would have to serve as a draft, never mind the waste of paper. His reply must be nothing short of perfect.

      There was a knock on the front door, and Alex paused in his work at the novelty. At last, someone had come to pay a call on him. His one and only visit with the Townsends had occurred only because of the confusion over the property border. Apparently, his neighbor had been working from an old map—at least Alex did not think Townsend was attempting to carve out some of the land from Gracefield Park. He had not pegged him as the type. He was even more convinced of his innocence after Mrs. Townsend’s kind offer in town the day before.

      A tap on the study door sounded next, and when Alex called for him to enter, his butler carried in the two cards of the visitors. They belonged to a Mr. Theodore Dawson of Penwood Estate and Mr. Augustus Grey of Farlow Manor.

      “Show them into the drawing room,” he said, glancing at the tea, which he had scarcely touched. “And see that a tray of refreshments is brought to the visitors in case they should wish for something.”

      “Yes, sir.” The butler left to do as he was bid.

      Alex wasted no time in entering the drawing room, where he was pleased to find two gentlemen who looked to be about his age. If he had harbored a secret fear that purchasing an estate near Horncastle would be condemning himself to a life of older, sedate society, this visit, coming on the heels of the Townsends’, relieved that fear at least.

      It looked as though one of the gentlemen could have been related to him, although such a thing was not possible when he knew every relative right down to the most distant. It was not in the hair color, either, for both men had darker hair; but with one of them, he seemed to share some regularity of features and they were of the same build. It was only when the man smiled that he saw the difference. His smile was friendlier and more natural than Alex’s would ever be. The other had a lanky grace and moved with a casual lassitude. In a flash judgment, Alex decided that nothing likely ever ruffled these men. Neither would have faced the precariousness of fitting into society that he had faced at Eton.

      “Mr. Dawson,” he said with a bow, “Mr. Grey, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “I am Theo Dawson,” the one with a familial likeness said as he returned the bow. “Allow me to say the same. I heard about your arrival from Philip Townsend, who is my cousin. I brought our neighbor Gus along to see how you are settling in. That way you will feel free to return the visits should you wish to.”

      “Most kind of you.” Alex smiled and gestured forward. “Have a seat, if you will. I ordered my servant to bring us something in the way of refreshments.” The men sat, and a puff of dust erupted from the sofa cushions, causing Alex to grimace. “My arrival is recent. I am attempting to get the house and land in order, but it is a monumental task.”

      “I understand it has been vacant for some time,” Mr. Dawson said. “Gus here says everyone has been waiting for either a long-lost heir to show up or for someone to purchase it.” Alex gleaned from the comment that Mr. Dawson was a newer addition to Horncastle. Another reason to like the man. They had something in common besides an air of family.

      He explained that he had been one of the first visitors to Gracefield after the house had been put on the market, which could not be done until the solicitors had proven there was no living heir. He then described what little he knew about their efforts and answered their questions about the property.

      The servants were not slow in bringing in a tray with the tea, along with cakes and fruit that would be more appropriate for a social call than the meat and bread he’d initially wished for. Once he’d received the assurance that his guests preferred tea to claret, he waited until everything was set out and the maid had poured the tea—it would have to do in the absence of a female relation to perform the task—before turning his attention back to his visitors and the question Mr. Dawson had asked about the renovations.

      “My objective is to do as much as I can to the estate before the parliamentary sessions open in the spring. Then I will need to go to London.” Alex drank his tea and indicated for the men to help themselves to something from the tray.

      “Do you serve in Parliament? The Commons, I suppose.” Mr. Dawson appeared to be the more friendly of the two and had taken up the bulk of the guests’ share of the conversation.

      “Yes. I will also be running for election here in hope of switching seats. I stand at least some chance of winning since the incumbent is stepping down.” Alex rubbed his fingers free of crumbs from the cake he had set on his plate. “Therefore, I must reside in London in the spring. Do you have a house there?” His guests both sported the attire of country gentlemen. Perhaps they had no higher aspirations than to remain in Lincolnshire.

      “Not I.” Mr. Grey focused on eating his cake, adding between mouthfuls, “I spent enough years living in rented rooms in the city of Bath, with never enough time for sport. Now, I have no ambition to do anything outside of Lincolnshire and hope I may never have to leave it again.”

      “I am originally from Nottinghamshire,” Mr. Dawson said, confirming Alex’s suspicion about him being a newer addition to Horncastle. “But I confess to a similar desire. I prefer to stay on the estate with my wife and child. My last trip to London was fraught with more excitement than I needed, and I have no immediate wish to return.”

      His enigmatic smile did not encourage Alex to ask him to elaborate. Instead he turned to Mr. Grey. “And you, sir, are you married?”

      The man in question helped himself to another cake, needing no invitation to do so, and shook his head. “No, I live with my sister. She runs the home to perfection. I suppose I shall find a wife soon enough, but it is not my most urgent preoccupation.”

      Alex returned no answer as he sipped his tea, quite easily picturing Mr. Grey’s older, spinster sister. He wouldn’t mind having such a relation to see to his home and help with the decorating, although not even the convenience of a spinster relation would have stopped him from seeking a bride.

      He had always wanted to be married—and not just to have a well-born wife to elevate his position. He hoped for conversation by the firelight and even affection. His memories of his own mother were elusive, but from what he’d witnessed of the Baron Winton and his wife, he assumed such a thing must be possible. He could quite easily picture them sitting by the fireside of an evening and sharing news about their day.

      “Where are you from, Sir Alexander?” Mr. Dawson inquired, bringing him out of his reverie.

      “I’m from Derbyshire, near Butterley.” He clamped his mouth shut before inadvertently hinting at the fact he came from trade. It was not that he was ashamed of it, but he generally judged whether to disclose it after further acquaintance. Experience had taught him that the news did not usually serve to raise him in the esteem of the people he spoke to.

      “So not from Lincolnshire at any rate,” Mr. Dawson said with another friendly smile. “I hope you are pleased with it so far.”

      Alex nodded and said he was.

      “Did you attend Oxford or Cambridge?” Mr. Grey asked, which at least showed they thought him enough of a gentleman that the question of his education was an obvious one.

      “Eton. Then Oxford. And you both?”

      “We met in Harrow.” Mr. Grey flashed him a grin. “I introduced Theo here to his own cousin. He and Philip had been estranged growing up.”

      “You are all connected through childhood ties, then.”

      This was just as it had been in Eton. His classmates had had these sorts of relationships that went back through the years; they did not have to learn how to speak and behave in order to fit in. Somehow, he had never managed to break into those circles in his first school. The only reason he had been given admittance to Eton was due to Sir William, and he had not found his footing until he was at Oxford.

      “Nearly,” Mr. Dawson replied with a smile. “As my mother married beneath her—my father was a cloth merchant—my uncle, Philip’s father, did not acknowledge the connection. We nearly missed our childhood years altogether before being acquainted.”

      Alex was surprised by the admission and felt an immediate kinship with his guest. So Mr. Dawson was not a gentleman by birth either—at least not through his father—and yet he seemed to have found his place here. Perhaps they would soon be on a first-name basis.

      He was not able to open up more about his own past before Mr. Dawson asked, “Have you thought about how you plan to restore the walled garden?”

      The question pleased him because it was his desire to plant an orchard where new species could be grafted in. He launched into this topic and found an attentive listener in Mr. Dawson and a distracted one in Mr. Grey. As they followed that conversation thread, he didn’t notice the time pass until Mr. Grey nudged him back to the present.

      “We should be taking our leave.” Mr. Grey stood, and Alex and Mr. Dawson did the same. “You have my card, and I hope you will come to visit us. I am sure my sister will be glad for a visitor. Just don’t let her cats rub their fur all over you. You will never get it to come off.”

      Alex laughed, for Mr. Grey had completed his mental image of the spinster sister. Mr. Dawson gave a weak smile before adding, “Don’t listen to Gus. His sister is a most genial woman, besides being a fine baker. I am persuaded that whatever dainty cakes Miss Grey provides will melt in your mouth. And I hope you will also consider coming to visit us, as well. My wife and I will be happy to receive you.”

      Alex thanked them and showed them to the door, promising to visit that week if they were not opposed.

      “Come Thursday,” Mr. Grey said as he stepped outside.

      “Any time is fine for us,” Mr. Dawson added with a lift of his hand.

      Alex promised he would do so. He would visit Mr. Dawson first, though. He was a much easier man to get along with. Besides, he didn’t have a spinster sister who would only make sheep eyes at him over the heads of the cats perched on her lap.
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