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      For those who took a while to figure themselves out,

      this book is for you.
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      My books will always be about the power of kindness and hope and will always have a HEA, but please note that this book does contain the death of a parent and deals with the subsequent grief.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Gerry

          

        

      

    

    
      Geraldine Hartford was, at six and twenty, very ready for romance.

      One might wonder how a nextborn of genteel birth, pretty face, friendly temperament, and quick wit could have reached such an age and remain unattached. As it happened, many people did wonder that, including her closest friends who came to visit her one chilly Sunday afternoon in December 1817. 

      There was her cousin, Rose Hearst, a nosy and impetuous woman who tended to get into scrapes. Her wife, Julia—a lovely and even-tempered woman—tended to get her out of them. Along with the Hearsts, Gerry’s best friends included the Ladies Windham and Lizzy Canterbury, who all sat together in the small sitting room. 

      “How is business?” Julia asked, accepting a cup of tea.

      “Capital,” Gerry replied. Julia smiled, her cheek dimpling. 

      “Of course business is good,” Lady Caroline Windham said. 

      Where Caro was flirtatious and bold, her wife Maria was calm and good-natured. Lizzy Canterbury had a cheerful and chatty disposition. 

      “Half the town is in love with you,” Caro continued, “And the other half isn’t of the feminine persuasion.”

      Gerry laughed. “Very kind of you to say.”

      “I know you think I’m just flirting,” Caro said, tapping Gerry on the nose. “But it’s the truth.”

      “We know you’re flirting,” Rose said, her eyes narrowed. Maria Windham ducked her head to hide her grin.

      Caro smirked. “Well, perhaps I am. But that doesn’t mean I’m any less earnest. Everyone adores you, pet.”

      Rose turned a beady eye to her cousin. “I rather think it’s time you settled down.”

      “You sound like Veronica,” Gerry said, wrinkling her nose at the thought of her sister-in-law.

      Rose grimaced. “Nothing of the sort. You know I don’t mean anything cutting. I mean to say that you’re far too pretty, too clever, and too nice to be single. I think it’s past time we rectified it.”

      Gerry took a sip of tea and didn’t reply. She had gone through two London Seasons. She had learned that as much as she enjoyed dancing, pretty dresses, and being sought after by handsome gentlemen, the prospect of marriage paled in comparison to that of a career in magic.

      “I’m not sure Gerry needs marriage to be happy,” Maria commented. “She’s doing very well as she is.”

      Caro tutted. “Don’t be silly, my love. Of course she wants to be married. Rose is perfectly right. We ought to rectify it.”

      Rose, who was not overly fond of Caro, looked disgruntled to have the lady agree with her. Julia grinned at her wife knowingly and said, “It’s all very well for us to scheme on our friend’s behalf. But perhaps Gerry ought to be the one to decide what she wants in this matter.”

      “Thank you, Julia,” Gerry said.

      “That doesn’t mean we can’t help her along,” Lizzy chimed in. “Why, I’m sure I wouldn’t be married if Julia hadn’t made sure Roger and I were invited to the same functions. Come to think on it, Gerry was part of that scheme as well.”

      “That’s different,” Gerry said. “You two are perfect for each other. Anybody could see that.”

      “It was simply a matter of putting you two together so you could see it too,” Julia added.

      Rose huffed. “There must be some eligible men in town who might suit.”

      “The vicar is very nice,” Lizzy put in helpfully.

      “Does it have to be a man, pet?” Caro said. “You are surrounded by men, you know. Perhaps you need a change of scenery.”

      Gerry laughed. “I’m afraid I am quite certainly of the masculine persuasion.”

      Caro sipped her tea and muttered, “You never know.”

      “Mr. Bowden is supposed to be very attractive for a man. Isn’t he?” Maria supplied.

      Both Rose and Lizzy grimaced.

      “Certainly not,” Rose said. “He’s a cad.”

      “He is attractive,” Lizzy said. “He was the most attractive man in town before, well, your family moved here,” she added with a grin at Gerry. “Of course, it’s hard to compete with the likes of Mr. and Mr. Kentworthy or Mr. Standish or Lord Finlington.”

      “I beg you not include my brother in any sort of ranking of the most attractive men in town,” Gerry said.

      Julia smiled. 

      “I am, as Maria correctly pointed out, perfectly contented,” Gerry said.

      “You mean you really don’t wish to be married?” Lizzy asked, looking disappointed.

      “As I said, I am perfectly contented.”

      “So you would like to be married,” Caro said.

      Gerry shrugged. “He would have to be a man who lives here or is willing to live here and will be supportive of a nextborn wife who works. I am not at all sure that is likely to happen.” She glanced at Caro. “I am telling you now in case you take it into your head to parade a bunch of single gentlemen in front of me. I might enjoy the spectacle, but I fear you will be disappointed when I don’t accept them.”

      “We have your blessing then?” Rose said, leaning forward. “To try to find you a suitable match?”

      “Do stop putting words in my mouth, dear,” Gerry said.

      “That wasn’t a no,” Rose murmured.

      Gerry sighed. “I am sure I will pose far too great a challenge. I don’t wish you to get your hopes up.”

      “Well, that is certainly the wrong way to discourage them,” Julia said cheerfully.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Charles

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles Kentworthy stepped into the sitting room where the ladies were having tea. He had a standing invitation to join all of Gerry’s social calls and he always enjoyed the opportunity to catch up with her friends. “And how are we all doing today?” he said.

      As he might have predicted, he was greeted cheerfully by Julia, Rose, Maria, and Lizzy, and greeted indifferently by Caro. To his surprise, Gerry looked flushed. He wondered what had made her blush so. While the entire Hartford family was adorably prone to blushing, Gerry was usually not easily embarrassed.

      Intrigued, Charles took a seat and exchanged polite pleasantries with the assembled ladies. The conversation was frivolous and largely inconsequential. By the time the visitors left, Charles was still completely in the dark as to why his sister-in-law seemed ever-so-slightly disconcerted.

      Not one to avoid a difficult conversation, he waited until the room was empty of guests and turned to Gerry. “Everything all right, darling?”

      “Oh yes,” Gerry said in an airy tone. “Everything is quite all right, Charles.”

      “Gerry,” Charles said. “What is it?”

      She raised an eyebrow, impertinent girl. 

      He cocked his head, waiting.

      Finally she sighed. “It is nothing, Charles. My friends have all taken it into their heads that I need to be matched with someone. That’s all.”

      “And you don’t want this?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure I’m in the mood to have a procession of suitors who won’t suit.”

      Charles’s mind was already whirring. He had long been worried about Gerry remaining unattached, so he not only hoped her friends would succeed in their matchmaking, but was trying to come up with ways he could help. He knew her well, so he said none of this and instead gave her a charming smile and said, “But, darling, think of the entertainment. Think of the beauty. You must allow me to join you. We can exchange notes.”

      She giggled. “I can’t imagine you’ll find much beauty in the few prospects there are to be had in this vicinity. But you’re welcome to join. I’m sure I would love to exchange notes.” Then her eyes narrowed. “But don’t take it into your head to meddle too.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he lied blithely.

      Judging by her expression, Gerry didn’t believe him for a second.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Basil

          

        

      

    

    
      Truth be told, Basil Thorne had enjoyed better Christmases than the Christmas of 1817. For on the 25th of December of that year, he received a letter from his stepmother detailing how his father had fallen ill, and requesting that he return to Tutting-on-Cress immediately.

      As a result, Basil was much subdued over the course of the holiday. His closest friend, Modesty Munro, did her best to console him. She offered to go with him, but he rejected her offer, much as he wanted to accept. It hardly seemed fair to have her join him during such a forlorn event, and he was quite sure he would not be an enjoyable companion. 

      So she ordered a dinner with his favorite dishes and reminded him that it had been an age since he had visited home, and wouldn’t it be nice to see his siblings again? She attempted to distract him by asking all about his siblings, but Basil was embarrassed to admit that he had little to say about them; it really had been a frightfully long time since he’d gone to visit.

      “They’re more along the lines of half-siblings,” he explained.

      “What does ‘along the lines of’ mean?”

      “Well, in this instance, it means they are, in fact, my half-siblings.”

      She tutted and said they were no less family. Ashamed, Basil agreed.

      Modesty sent him off, making him promise to write with any news, and assuring she would come at a moment’s notice if he needed her. It was late at night by the time Basil returned to his lodgings. It would have been mad to attempt to travel at such a late hour on a holiday, so he spent the evening preparing for the trip instead. He oversaw the packing of his things and ensured he was leaving nothing behind in the hotel. If his father’s health was truly failing, it was better to be prepared for the worst. In which case, he was unlikely to take a pleasure jaunt to Bath in the near future.

      Basil went to bed, slept fitfully, and then travelled by hired carriage to his father’s estate in Tutting-on-Cress. It was not a pleasant journey. Basil had little talent for working magic, so speed spells were quite out of the question, as were warming spells. Thus, the journey was cold and long. It took him nearly three days, even though he paid to change horses. By the time he arrived in Bedfordshire, he was exhausted and anxious.

      His stepmother, Mary, came out to greet him, looking tired and drawn.

      “I’m so glad you came,” she said, clasping his hands.

      “I would have come sooner had it not been for the holiday,” he said, unsure whether to kiss her cheek or not. He settled for squeezing her hands instead. “How is he?”

      “He is alive, but doing poorly. You’ll find him…much altered.”

      He could readily believe it, considering how long it had been since his last visit. She led him into the house and up the large staircase to his father’s bedroom. Along the way, she shooed some of her children back to their rooms, so Basil saw them only briefly before they disappeared behind closed doors. He didn’t entirely mind; he was too concerned to be able to properly greet his half-siblings anyway.

      One of the girls was sitting by his father’s bed—Levinia, he thought her name was. She looked very mournful and tragic and she wrapped Basil in a startlingly tight hug, despite being much shorter and smaller than he was. He was a little stunned, as he was unaccustomed to embraces, much less embraces from young girls. 

      Mary pried her off. “You know better than to embrace people without warning,” she scolded gently.

      Levinia sniffed. “It is so good of you to come to us in our hour of need.”

      Basil grappled for a sufficient response. “To be sure.”

      “Let’s give them some privacy,” Mary said. She walked her daughter out of the room, leaving Basil alone with his father.

      Basil approached the bed, feeling very unsure of himself. The fact of the matter was, he barely knew his father, barely knew his whole family, really. His mother had died when he was very young and his father, filled with grief, deemed himself unable to properly care for his son on his own. Consequently, Basil spent most of his life at Eton and Cambridge, surrounded by peers. It was a wonder of this age, really, that he turned out to be as responsible and practical as he did. He considered himself to be a man somewhat aloof in temperament. He wasn’t cold by any means, but he believed he tended to come at life from the practical side. 

      When Basil was still at Eton, his father remarried and started to have a great many children. Basil quite liked his stepmother, but he also felt as though his father’s new family was something separate from himself. As a result, he stayed away to avoid reminding his father of his earlier grief and to allow his family to live their own lives in peace. It had been a lonely existence, being adjacent to domestic bliss without partaking in it, but he had stood firm in his resolve to look to his family’s happiness rather than his own. For years, he contented himself that the sacrifice had been to his family’s benefit, but as he approached his father’s bed, Basil wondered, not for the first time, if that had actually been a poor choice.

      Nevertheless, his father did not seem to hold it against him. He held his hand out for Basil, who took it, uncomfortable with the show of affection.

      “I’m here, Father,” he said, feeling a bit silly saying it. He had meant to sound reassuring, but now it just seemed like he was stating an obvious fact.

      “Basil, my boy,” his father said, sounding weak and tired. “I’m so glad you’ve come. My one regret in life is that I have failed to know you as I ought. Can you ever forgive me?”

      “To be sure, sir,” he replied, a bit at sea. “I should not have stayed away so long.”

      Mr. Thorne shook his head. “I should have sent for you sooner.” He sighed. “But what’s done is done. I’m sure you are aware that the estate and property are all going to you.”

      “Is this really the right time to discuss this, Father? I’m not—”

      “Yes,” Mr. Thorne insisted, squeezing Basil’s hand tightly. “It is all going to you. The house in London and this one as well. That is how it is meant to be. I’m sure you deserve it and I’m sure you will take good care of it. I was not a very good father to you, but I am comforted that in this, at least, you may have some security and happiness.”

      Basil sighed. This was not a particularly cheerful conversation. But he supposed he had to inherit practicality from someone, so he gave his father his full attention. “Thank you, Father.”

      “But Mary…and the children…there is so little for them. Basil, son, I beg you to look after them. Please see to it that they live in comfort.”

      Basil was struck by the request. Did his father think him a monster? He wrapped his other hand around his father’s and said, “Please do not fret about it. I promise you they will be well looked after. And they shall be welcome to stay here for as long as they have the need or the desire to do so.”

      Mr. Thorne smiled—the first smile Basil had received from his father in many years. “Thank you,” he whispered.

      Wishing to give his father time to rest, and needing rest himself, Basil excused himself. He fetched his stepmother and then went to bed.

      The following evening, Mr. Thorne died, surrounded by all of his children and his wife. Basil decided, as somber an event as it was, that it was not an altogether unpleasant way to die, if one had to do such a thing. 

      Later, he offered his stepmother his arm as they walked to the funeral, and he didn’t complain when Levinia cried against his chest and got his coat dirty. He scooped up the littlest one and carried her in his arms, surprising himself as well as everyone else. 

      When all was said and done, he sat down with his stepmother, Mary, and assured her what he had assured his father. “Please know that even though the estate has been passed down to me, I have no intention of turning you out. This house is yours for as long as you have need of it. If I am to assist with guardianship of the children, we can talk about their dowries and whatnot as they get older. I have no desire to see my own family be destitute.”

      Mary embraced him, which came as a bit of a shock. Although, he reasoned, it shouldn’t have. After all, she was a very emotional sort of person. Then she opened the door of the sitting room where the children had been crowding to eavesdrop. Mary seemed thoroughly unsurprised to find them there.

      “We have some good news at last,” she told them. “Your brother is allowing us to stay at Verdimere Hall.”

      The children gasped as if they hadn’t overheard the conversation.

      Levinia clasped her hands together, her eyes watery. “At our darkest hour, a hero emerges.”

      Basil thought he saw one of the twins roll her eyes at this. 

      “And even better,” Mary continued as if Levinia hadn’t spoken, “he is going to stay with us.”

      “Oh, I say,” Basil tried to interject. Had he said he would stay? He honestly couldn’t remember anymore. But he supposed it wouldn’t really do for him to leave his stepmother and half-siblings without a firstborn in the house. 

      No one noticed his interjection and Basil was suddenly surrounded by a great many arms and smiles and tears and embraces and it was all, frankly, a bit overwhelming. He could barely keep all of the children straight, let alone countenance being embraced by all of them at once.

      Later, he snuck away to the library and found the family Bible. Sophia was the oldest, seventeen, which alarmed him because it meant that he would have to think about dowries and spouses sooner rather than later. Then came Levinia, who was fifteen, and the twins, Arabella and Elias, both twelve. Grace was ten, Martin was seven, and little Lucy was two. Seven siblings. What on earth possessed his father to sire eight children in his lifetime?

      Basil sighed and began committing the names and ages to memory. Sophia came in while he was attempting this. He was a bit embarrassed to be caught in the act but she gave him a brief, small smile.

      “There really are a frightful lot of us,” she remarked.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Clever of you to use the Bible.”

      “Thank you. I thought I’d better know ages if I’m to be in charge of dowries. Good to know how much time I have.”

      “Are you really going to stay here?”

      “Your mother certainly seemed to think so.”

      She frowned. “Oh. Are you not staying then?”

      “I suppose I should,” he said. “It wouldn’t do to leave you all unprotected. I believe you are all under my care now. Besides, I feel as though I have stayed away for too long as it is. I really ought to have tried harder to get to know my father. And my family.”

      She took a seat next to him at the table. “That will be nice. I’ve always wanted to have an older sibling.”

      “Why? Don’t you have enough siblings as it is?”

      She smiled her small smile again and it occurred to Basil that his oldest half-sister was a fairly serious sort of person. She leaned forward and pointed to one of the names. “Levinia is very romantic and very ready to fall in love. She tends to think everyone is beautiful. She likes poetry and paints very well. The twins are inseparable. They want to sail the world for King and country when they grow up. Bel will be the captain of their ship and Eli will be the first mate. Mind you don’t mix that up.”

      Basil frowned. Was she joking? He couldn’t tell.

      She went on. “Grace is quiet. Plays the pianoforte beautifully. She’ll be brilliant at it someday. She is shy but very sweet. Martin is the most athletic. He is always running around and getting his clothing dirty. Lucy asks a great many questions, her favorite color is blue, and she is the most affectionate of all of us.”

      She sat back as if that was the end to the matter.

      “What about you?”

      She blinked at him. “Well,” she said. “I’m the oldest. I like to read. I like to write. For a long time I’ve wanted to become a writer, although I daresay that is not a practical decision.” 

      “Well,” Basil said, “Pen and paper cost very little these days. Not a bad choice, all things considered.”

      “At any rate,” she said. “That should give you a fair enough idea of what I’m like.”

      “Enough to be going on with, at least,” he agreed. 

      “And what about you?”

      “Well, let me think. I am the oldest by a good many years—”

      “How many?”

      “It is not strictly polite to ask that, you know.”

      “Yes, but you’re family.”

      “I was fifteen when you were born.”

      Her eyes widened. “Goodness,” she said. “You’re rather more like an uncle than a brother.”

      “Rather, yes. What else? I too like to read. I like to ride. I do not like sugar in my tea.”

      “Are you married?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Haven’t found the right person yet, I suppose.”

      Sophia looked interested. “Person?”

      Basil waved a hand dismissively. “I have no preference. Perhaps I’m like Levinia in that way.”

      Sophia didn’t seem to have anything to say to that, but later, Levinia herself came and found Basil and proclaimed herself delighted to find another person in the family who appreciated beauty. Basil was confused by the compliment.

      “Sophia keeps her opinions to herself,” Levinia explained. “Bel doesn’t seem interested in anybody. And Eli, bless him, does try, but he is a little young, you understand.”

      “A little young to appreciate beauty?”

      She nodded. “It is very tiresome. I have long wondered how I came to be the only one of my siblings to find practically everybody I meet beautiful.” She clasped his hand. “But now I know that you think so too and it is too, too wonderful.”

      “I’m glad my persuasion pleases you,” he said.

      “Will you tell me about the most beautiful person you’ve ever met?”

      “I’m…not sure I can think of anyone at the moment,” he admitted. “Well…”

      “Yes?” she said, leaning forward.

      “There was a young lady—is, I should say. She is very beautiful.”

      “What’s she like?”

      “Her name is Modesty Munro. She’s…she’s my best friend. I proposed to her, actually and—”

      But then Martin ran in because he was trying to avoid bath time and Basil forgot to explain to his sister that his proposal to Modesty had been rejected.
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      From Basil Thorne

      Verdimere Hall, Tutting-on-Cress

      

      To Modesty Munro

      23 Royal Crescent, Bath

      
        
        12 January 1818

      

      

      Dear Modesty,

      It would appear I am staying in Tutting-on-Cress indefinitely. The more I’ve thought about it, the more it makes sense for me to stay, at least for a while. Particularly as I am now taking responsibility for them all. Well, I’m not exactly taking responsibility for Mary. You know what I mean.

      At any rate, I am sorry that it will likely be some time before I see you again. I would invite you to come visit, but everything is in such a state, I do not believe I would be a very good host. Besides, I’m not certain if we can have visitors with Mary in mourning. I’m sure I should know these things, but I was quite young when my mother died. And I believe it is somewhat different with widows. At any rate, I shall learn more and invite you when I can.

      The countryside is quite nice and the house is lovely. The children are all remarkable, although we are still barely acquainted, so I shall have to give you a more thorough report when I get to know them better. One thing I can tell you is that we all look decidedly related, which is rather nice. It is also unsettling considering the fact that we’re virtually strangers. But our skin is all the same shade of golden brown, our eyes are all dark brown, and some of us even have the same shape of nose! Well, I suppose we have our father’s nose, which isn’t all that extraordinary. But it feels extraordinary; it has been so long since I’ve found myself in the company of those who resemble me. I am sure I have painted the most egregiously inadequate picture for you, but I promise to do better later.

      Hope you are well.

      Affectionately,

      Basil

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Sophia

          

        

      

    

    
      For most of her seventeen years, Sophia Thorne had lived the life of an oldest child.

      She always knew she had a half-brother who was significantly older from her father’s first marriage. But Basil had been so separate from their lives that it was easy to forget about him. If he was remembered, he was thought of as more of a distant relation. But by the end of January, whether Basil knew it or not, he had been accepted as one of them. The Thorne family had adopted their brother with the same care with which he had chosen to take care of them.

      “I hope his fiancée is as nice as he is,” Eli said one afternoon. Levinia had recounted Basil’s proposal to her siblings.

      “He hasn’t mentioned her recently,” she said. “Do you think she cried off?”

      “I think he’s trying to be respectful,” Sophia said. “After all, when they get married, she’ll be the lady of the house.”

      “What if she’s horrid?” Grace said.

      “Then we’ll dispose of her,” Bel said casually.

      “Then we’ll find him someone more romantic,” Levinia said.

      Bel rolled her eyes.

      “There are plenty of eligible young people nearby,” Sophia said. “I don’t think we’d have a problem finding him an alternative if it came to it.”

      “And he’s so agreeable,” Eli said. “Not to mention a wealthy and handsome firstborn. He’s sure to be a catch.”

      “Exactly,” Sophia said. “And his fiancée might be wonderful. But we can keep our eyes open for any viable options just in case.”

      Levinia and the twins nodded in agreement. Grace looked dubious, but she shrugged, content to let Sophia handle things. After all, Sophia usually did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            Gerry

          

        

      

    

    
      Gerry was relieved when Christmas came and went with no signs of her friends or brother-in-law interfering. By the end of January, she was hopeful that everyone had forgotten their schemes. When Rose and Julia called on her for tea, she discovered that this assumption was decidedly incorrect.

      “It really isn’t fair,” Rose said in a forced casual tone, “for you to forever be hosting our teatime visits.”

      Gerry frowned in confusion. “I don’t mind.”

      “Of course you don’t,” Julia said. “But we would be happy to have you over some time. Mrs. Bailey, our cook, makes the most divine shortbread.”

      “Oh, yes!” Rose said, enthusiastic. “You really must call on us. Won’t you, Gerry?”

      “Well, of course, if you really want me to,” Gerry said.

      “Unless you’re too tired to leave the house on your day off,” Julia said.

      “Oh, well,” Rose said in an annoyed way. “If that’s the issue, then I suppose we can keep coming here.”

      “No,” Gerry said. “I wouldn’t be too tired. I’d be happy to come visit you. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize I was offending you by forever hosting.”

      Rose grinned, making Gerry immediately suspicious. “Oh, we don’t mind!” Rose said cheerfully.

      “Would next Sunday do?” Julia said.

      Gerry saw that she had fallen into a trap. Rose and Julia were up to something and she was now neatly caught prey. “I would be delighted,” she said politely.

      “Wonderful!” Rose said. “Maybe we can invite Lizzy too. A-and maybe the Ladies Windham?” she added doubtfully.

      Gerry tried not to laugh. “It’s your house, dear.”

      Rose glanced at Julia and then said, “No, of course we should invite them too.”

      Julia deftly changed the subject and the two ladies left an hour later. 

      Gerry sat alone in the sitting room feeling vaguely annoyed. It wasn’t that she opposed the idea of marriage; on the contrary, she was quite enthusiastic about it. But she wanted to find someone on her own terms and in her own time.

      Charles walked in while she was still mulling through her thoughts.

      “How was tea?” he said.

      She smiled at him. “It was lovely, thank you. The Hearsts have invited me to call on them next week.”

      Charles looked amused. “Indeed? Well, I’m sure that will be pleasant. They have a lovely cottage.”

      She gave him an arch look. “Yes, it has been far too long since I’ve gone to see them.”

      He nodded soberly. “Quite negligent on your part, darling. Would you like me to accompany you?”

      She resisted the temptation to roll her eyes. “No, thank you, Charles.”

      “If you’re sure—”

      “Yes, Charles, I’m quite sure I can handle whatever suitor Rose, Julia, Lizzy, Caro, and Maria see fit to show me.”

      He laughed. “Caro too? I wouldn’t have thought Rose would ever ally herself with her nemesis.”

      Gerry chuckled. “Rose is very dramatic sometimes.”

      “Hmm,” Charles said. “It would seem alliances can be made for a common goal.”

      “Yes,” Gerry agreed. “Especially in such desperate times as these.” She stood to go, tired of the conversation.

      “Are you in desperate times, darling?”

      She forced a smile. “Not at all. I was only joking.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      She sighed. “I don’t want people to throw suitors my way. It was exhausting in London and I’m far too busy now.”

      Charles gave her a careful look. “That is perfectly understandable. Although I regret to tell you that suitors are a necessary prerequisite to marriage.”

      “Yes, well, I rather wish I could simply chance upon someone who becomes a friend, like Gavin did with you. There is nothing romantic about being forced to make small talk on the basis of mutual single status.” She hadn’t meant to say that much and seeing Charles’s thoughtful expression, instantly regretted it. She gave him another cheery smile and said, “Ah, well. You know how Rose and Julia are. I daresay it’s a taste of my own medicine after I helped Lizzy find her Mr. Canterbury.”

      She hurried out of the room without waiting for Charles to respond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 6


          

          
            Charles

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles watched Gerry leave. Clearly it was time to take action. To do that, he needed to talk to a very particular person. He sent for the carriage and went in search of his husband, Gavin, and found him in the library.

      “Charles,” Gavin said as he walked in. “Do you know if we have a copy of Randolph’s poems?”

      “Randolph?” Charles said.

      “Yes, Cynthia Lacey Randolph. She’s been doing some exciting new things in poetry.”

      Charles hid a smile. Only Gavin would say such a thing. “Really? I’ve never heard of her.”

      Gavin made an impatient noise. “Well, she’s mixing poetry and magic or something. I don’t understand it. But I’d hoped we might have purchased a copy at some point.” He glanced at Charles. “You keep buying me new books and I wasn’t sure if you might have come across it.”

      Charles grinned and stepped forward to wrap an arm around Gavin’s chest. “Yes, that does sound like me,” he said. “But if she’s combining poetry and magic, perhaps Bertie will know more about her.”

      “Oh,” Gavin said. “That’s a good thought. Should I write to him?”

      “Well,” Charles said, pulling Gavin against him. “I was just thinking how nice it would be to go and visit him. Care to join?” He leaned down to kiss Gavin’s cheek.

      Gavin frowned. “In the middle of the afternoon? That’s very unusual, isn’t it?”

      “Well, I have something I want to discuss with him. I’d like to do it while it’s on my mind.”

      “Are you sure you want me there?”

      Charles chuckled. “I always want you around, my heart. But even if Bertie and I need to talk in private, I expect you’ll be busy in his library.”

      Gavin tilted his head thoughtfully. “Yes, that’s true.”

      Charles took advantage of the opportunity to kiss Gavin’s neck.

      Gavin cleared his throat. “Well, should we be going then?”

      Charles hummed in agreement and pressed another kiss. Then he pulled away, took Gavin’s hand, and led him to the door.

      Once they were settled in the carriage, Charles pulled Gavin against his shoulder. 

      “Is everything all right?” Gavin said quietly.

      “Of course,” Charles said, surprised. “Why shouldn’t it be?”

      “Well, you don’t usually need Bertie in the middle of the day. Nor do you usually need to go visit him personally. I feel as though you two write letters practically daily. Is there an emergency I should know about?”

      Charles smiled and kissed the top of Gavin’s head. “No emergency,” he said. “I just want his advice on something.”

      “Then I suppose it’s just as well we didn’t invite Gerry or Pip to join us.”

      “Yes,” Charles agreed. “It is just as well.”

      Gavin sat up suddenly. “Is this about one of them?”

      Charles cupped Gavin’s chin and leaned forward for a kiss. 

      After a moment, Gavin pulled away and gave him an arch look. “You did not answer my question.”

      “Yes, it’s about one of them.”

      “Should I be concerned?”

      “No.”

      Gavin narrowed his eyes. “Is there a reason you’re not telling me about it?”

      “I certainly can, but I don’t think you will approve.”

      “Are you meddling again?”

      “Everyone needs a hobby, darling.”

      Gavin groaned. “You’re right. Don’t tell me.”

      When they reached Bertie’s house, they were let inside without introduction and informed that his lordship was in his study. Charles offered Gavin his arm and led the way through the large house.

      Viscount Bertie Finlington was a gentleman of sophisticated taste, sharp wit, and good humor. He also happened to be one of the most powerful spellcasters in the country, but this last bit was less generally known. Charles had known Bertie since they were children and had practically grown up with him. Bertie was unendingly loyal and a great source for advice. Charles was not ashamed to admit that he often went to his friend for guidance.

      He and Gavin found Bertie kneeling on the floor of his study and leaning forward on his elbow as he chalked a sigil into the wood.

      Bertie glanced at them over his shoulder and said, “Why, darlings! What a delightful surprise! Give me a moment, will you?”

      “Of course,” Charles said.

      Bertie finished what he was doing and sat back on his heels. He gave the sigil another long look then nodded as if satisfied. “Good a place to stop as any,” he said as he stood. “To what do I owe the honor?” He strode up and kissed Charles on the cheek and then did the same for Gavin.

      Gavin blushed, as he usually did with this greeting.

      “Gavin and I were wondering if you might have a certain book in your library. What was the name of it, dearest?”

      Gavin looked up at him in surprise. “But what about—”

      Bertie put a hand on Gavin’s shoulder. “I’m happy to help, my sweet. Although I confess my poetry collection is rather slim in comparison to yours.”

      Gavin turned back to Bertie, still blushing. “Cynthia Lacey Randolph?”

      “Ah, wonderful timing, m’dear. I just received a copy of her work last week.”

      Gavin brightened. “You did?”

      “Yes. I haven’t had a chance to look through it yet, so this is quite fortuitous. Perhaps you can tell me if there is any spellwork worth trying.”

      “Oh,” Gavin said. “I can certainly try. Although I’m sure you will be a much better judge of that.”

      “Well, in all honesty,” Bertie said in a confiding tone, “I’m not sure how I shall parse through her poems to get to the spells. I do not possess your keen understanding when it comes to poetry. So I would consider it a great kindness if you were to read it and tell me your thoughts.”

      “Thank you,” Gavin said shyly.

      Bertie smiled at him. “You sweet thing. Let’s go to the library then, shall we?” He cut a glance at Charles and then led Gavin out of the room.

      Charles knew the look and stayed in the study. He didn’t move from his spot as he had no idea what spell Bertie was casting and didn’t wish to mess it up.

      Bertie returned a few minutes later. “You know your husband is quite adorable,” he said as he shut the door. He gave Charles an assessing look. “Very convenient that Gavin had a poetry emergency right when you needed to talk to me.”

      “Yes, I was very pleased.”

      Bertie led the way around the spell on the floor to a sofa by the window. “I expect he’ll be busy for some time. Now, what is this visit really about?”

      Charles smiled. “It is time to find Gerry a husband.”

      Bertie looked amused. “Is she aware of that?”

      “Well, it would appear all of her friends have taken it into their heads to start matchmaking. So I expect she’s painfully aware.”

      “Julia?”

      “And Rose, Lizzy, Caro, and Maria.”

      Bertie raised an eyebrow. “Rose and Caro together? My, how unprecedented. I take it, however, that you do not intend to join them?”

      Charles shrugged. “I am not sure our scheming styles are quite the same. Besides, I rather think Caro would not appreciate my assistance. She is not overly fond of male intervention. I won’t get in their way, of course, as it will be very convenient if they do the initial search for suitors. They intend to invite Gerry over for tea, along with whatever eligible gentlemen live nearby. I confess I don’t think there is anyone suitable in the vicinity. At least no one I’ve met.”

      “Poor Gerry,” Bertie remarked. “She’s in for a great many tea parties with a great many unsuitable gentlemen.”

      “She might be grateful for the distraction when the John Hartfords come to visit. At the very least, it will save her from some of their inevitable lectures.”

      “I forgot about that. When is the dreaded oldest Hartford sibling coming?”

      “In a month or so, I think.”

      “Remind me again why he’s coming?”

      “He wants to make amends, I think.”

      “From what I’ve heard, that might be difficult to do with his wife along.”

      Charles chuckled. “Yes, it certainly will be. But I can’t deny that I appreciate him making the effort. Now to the matter with Gerry…”

      Bertie leaned back against the sofa. “You know I’m always delighted to see you, darling, but I confess to being thoroughly baffled as to how I can help.”

      “Gerry is a romantic, but she is convinced she will not find love in a conversation organized by others.”

      “Not an altogether incorrect assumption.”

      “She let slip that she wants to meet someone accidentally and become friends with them, much like Gavin did with me.”

      Bertie barked out a laugh. “Poor darling. She doesn’t realize that you orchestrated that entire introduction?”

      “It would appear not.”

      Bertie looked thoughtful. “I suppose if a gentleman did something similar for her, it would feel more romantic than a drawing room suitor.”

      “Here’s hoping we find someone who will.”

      “I’m still mystified by my role in this.”

      “Gerry’s friends are going to be setting her up with suitors. We need to be on the lookout for someone who will suit Gerry and then see that they are thrown together in more organic ways.”

      “So when this paragon of romance is identified, I am to coincidentally invite them both to the same events, recommend the fellow go to Gerry’s shop, and give directions to places that will happen to cross her path?”

      “Yes! Just like that. If you invite them both over for tea, it won’t be nearly as obvious. And anything else you might happen to think of. I trust your judgment. And I thought you might throw a ball when we need to give them a final push.”

      “Sounds like an enjoyable challenge.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      “What do you have planned?”

      “Nothing yet, but I wanted to be sure of your involvement first.”

      “You don’t even have to ask, m’dear. You will keep me informed?”

      “Oh, darling, you will most certainly be my first co-conspirator.”

      Bertie laughed. “Splendid. Who else do you have in mind?”

      “Laury and Seb are due to come back in a month or two.” Charles was fairly certain Seb, the youngest Hartford sibling, would be delighted by the opportunity for meddling; the young man had an uncanny talent for mischief. His betrothed, Laurence Ayles, was significantly less puckish, but Charles suspected he would be pleased to be a part of the scheme.

      “Poor Gerry. She doesn’t stand a chance, does she?”

      “We’ll find someone who will make her happy and then she’ll forgive us. Don’t worry.”

      “Do we need to send for Julian?”

      Bertie’s cousin, the Dukex of Molbury, was known to be an adroit matchmaker, but Charles was less than keen to ask for help. “We’ll keep them in reserve for now,” he hedged.

      Bertie nodded, satisfied. “Shall we go extract your husband from his poetry or give him more time?”

      “As long as he knows he’s not disturbing us when he returns, I think he’ll be happy reading for a while longer. Besides, we haven’t talked in an age.”

      Bertie pulled something out of his pocket and flicked his wrist in the direction of the door. The door opened. “It’s been about three days, in point of fact. But, yes, I agree, we’re quite overdue.”
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Chapter 7


          

          
            Basil

          

        

      

    

    
      After he had been at the estate about a month and a half, Basil began to assess his situation. He had prepared as well as he could for a long stay in Tutting-on-Cress, but it occurred to him that more country-appropriate attire might be agreeable. He waited another week before saying as much to his stepmother. She had been so grief-stricken, poor thing, he was doing his best to leave her in peace. 

      She replied with far more enthusiasm than he anticipated, saying, “Oh, wonderful. When you go to the village, would you be so kind as to take Elias? He has gotten so gangly, you know, he has outgrown most of his clothes. And of course, Arabella will want to go too. If you bring Sophia along, she can help keep an eye on them.”

      Basil had no idea how the minor shopping trip had gotten so out of hand, but he knew better than to argue. Besides, he was tolerably sure that bringing some of the children would give his stepmother some time to herself. He called for the carriage and loaded up five of his half-siblings (somehow, Levinia and Grace joined them as well, although he couldn’t figure out how that had happened). Elias and Arabella climbed up to sit with the driver, so he didn’t have to worry about space. Although he was worried about the two children sitting up top. What if one of them fell off? Was that liable to happen? He really had no knowledge of what children were apt to do. 

      What ought to have been a quiet and uneventful stroll alone in the village turned into a bit of a scramble. The children were all well-behaved, but they had a great many questions and wanted to go to all of the shops. Grace eschewed Sophia’s hand in favor of Basil’s and Levinia tucked her hand around his other arm. Sophia took charge of the twins. 

      “Basil,” Elias said, skipping sideways next to Levinia, “are you going to get another coat like the one you’re wearing now? I think it’s very fine.”

      Levinia gasped. “Is that not the most beautiful gown?”

      “You mustn’t point,” Sophia muttered.

      Levinia dropped her hand, looking thoroughly unrepentant.

      “Can I have a coat like yours to match?” Elias asked.

      “Exactly how much are you going to buy for Eli?” Arabella chimed in. “He doesn’t go anywhere, so I don’t think he needs so very much.”

      “Will you be getting riding boots?” Elias asked, ignoring his sister. “Do you like riding, Basil?”

      Levinia squealed. “That is the most beautiful bonnet I have ever seen! Don’t you think so, Basil?”

      “The shop is just around the corner,” Sophia said.

      “What are the tailors in Bath like?” Elias asked.

      “What do you know of tailors?” Arabella asked her twin. “You are hardly a sartorial expert.”

      “I’m hardly a sartorial expert either,” Basil said.

      “But you wear such fine hats!” Elias said.

      “The brim on your hat is most distinguished,” Levinia agreed.

      “Can I get a fine hat too?” Elias asked.

      Basil glanced around, feeling hard-pressed to respond to all of the questions. Grace did not say anything. Basil was, truthfully, grateful that at least one of the children was shy and quiet. Although he had to admit that Sophia was quiet too, in her way. When he considered further, he was of a quiet nature too. The thought warmed him suddenly, to see a similarity between himself and his siblings—well, two of them anyway. Thus cheered, he took Elias to get measured and fitted, and Sophia and Levinia took charge of the other two girls to wander in the shops.

      He was worried about finding them again, but no one else seemed to think this might be a problem. When he strolled out an hour later with Elias, he realized why: Arabella was standing sentry in front of one of the shops, looking very dignified and important. As Basil approached the building, he saw the rest of the children through the shop window, and he hurried inside to see what havoc they may have wreaked in his absence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 8


          

          
            Gerry

          

        

      

    

    
      When the extraordinarily attractive stranger with skin the color of bronze and dark brown eyes was led into the shop by the Thorne twins, Gerry wondered briefly if marriage was more possible than she’d previously supposed. The gentleman had the same complexion as the Thorne children, which led Gerry to believe he was a relation of some kind. He was one of the handsomest men she’d ever seen, and, as her friends had pointed out, she knew a lot of handsome people. He seemed very bewildered to be dragged about by two children, and she was instantly charmed. 

      Thankfully, Sophia Thorne stepped forward and quickly provided explanation: “Miss Hartford, please allow me to introduce my brother, Mr. Basil Thorne.”

      Gerry curtsied. “A pleasure, Mr. Thorne. I did not know the Thornes had an older brother.”

      The gentleman bowed and said, “Well, technically, I’m their brother by my father’s first marriage. So really, I’m more of a…” He tapered off after a glance at Sophia. “Well, that is. Yes. I am. Their older brother. Sorry. I have a tendency toward pedantry. Been out of town, though. Just moved back in December when my father…well…you understand.”

      “My sincere condolences, sir,” Gerry said.

      He gave a brief little smile that reminded Gerry very strongly of Sophia’s brief little smiles. “I daresay he was happy…at the end. To have all of his family about him, you know. Couldn’t ask for a better way, I should think.”

      “No, I don’t think you could,” Gerry said, smiling warmly at him.

      “Basil just bought me loads of new clothes,” Elias put in.

      “Can I have new clothes, Basil?” Arabella said. “It isn’t fair that Eli should get new things just because he’s a mite older.”

      “It isn’t because he’s older,” Mr. Thorne said. “It’s because he was growing out of his clothes.”

      “Well, whenever I grow out of my clothes, I get Levinia’s cast offs. And that’s not entirely fair.”

      “I suppose it isn’t,” he agreed. “But I believe that is more a matter for your mother than for me, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but you might actually buy me something,” Arabella said.

      Mr. Thorne looked flummoxed by this logic.

      “Enough, Bel,” Sophia put in. “Sorry, Basil,” she added. She ushered the twins away, following them to ensure they didn’t continue to interrupt.

      He watched them walk away and then seemed to look about himself for the first time. “This is a charming shop.”

      “Thank you.”

      He blinked at her. “Er…?”

      She smiled. “I’m the spellmaster.”

      “Oh!” He didn’t seem bothered by this, only surprised. “Well, then my compliments, Miss Hartford. Very charming.”

      “Mr. Fenshaw, the former spellmaster, left it to me when he retired. I’ve been running it ever since.”

      “Ah.” He waved a hand in his siblings’ direction. “I didn’t realize a spell shop would prove so entertaining to them. Although I’m sure magic is a good science for them to explore.”

      Gerry grinned at him. “Sophia is very talented with magic, as I understand. Perhaps magical talents run in your family?”

      “Good God, no,” he said. “At least not with me. I’m hopelessly terrible at magic, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh, not hopeless, surely,” she said with a wide smile.

      He looked a bit dazed for a moment, then murmured, “Well, we can’t all be gifted.”

      The compliment did much to endear the gentleman to her. “What are you good at, then?”

      He gave an embarrassed but amused huff. “I’m not sure I’ve ever considered myself particularly good at anything, really. I was tolerable in school. But that was mostly because I was diligent rather than naturally clever.” 

      “I’m sure you don’t give yourself enough credit, sir.”

      “I’m not attempting any sort of false modesty,” he said, a bit hastily. “I believe myself to be passably good at many things, but exceptional at none of them.” He smiled briefly again and Gerry was distracted by noting his very nice teeth.

      In an apparent effort to divert the conversation, he glanced at a few of his siblings roaming around the shop. “My siblings all seem to be terribly clever, though. And very talented. Did you know the twins are going to command ships some day?”

      Gerry laughed. “I do! We’ve discussed it when they’ve come in. They want me to design a spell for them to assist with navigation.”

      He gave another small smile. “Very practical of them. I hope you will let me know when you need to be paid your commission.”

      “You will be funding their adventures, then?”

      He shrugged. “Someone has to, haven’t they? That is, I think they’re my responsibility now. Of a sort.”

      Gerry decided he was adorable.

      “Basil?” Levinia Thorne tucked her hand around the gentleman’s arm. “Might we go to the bookshop after?”

      “Levinia wants to see if you’ll buy her poetry by Lord Byron,” Grace put in. “Mama won’t let her.”

      Gerry stifled a laugh. Mr. Thorne looked at a loss. “Well, if your mother won’t permit, Levinia, I’m sure I couldn’t—”

      “But he’s so impossibly romantic, Basil!”

      He glanced around, probably hoping for Sophia, but she was still busy entertaining the twins. “Perhaps something else, Levinia?”

      She sighed and wandered away.

      “Are you a lover of poetry, Mr. Thorne?” Gerry said.

      He cleared his throat. “Well, I do not think I appreciate it quite as much as I ought to.” 

      Relieved to hear this, she said, “Neither do I. But there is a nice pocket volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets in the bookshop. Very pretty and set at a decent price.”

      “In this bookshop?” he said, gesturing behind him.

      She nodded.

      He let out a relieved breath. “Thank you, Miss Hartford. I’m sure that will do nicely.”

      Grace was still standing nearby. “If you get her a book, everyone else will expect a gift too,” she said solemnly.

      “Oh, dear,” he said, looking down at her. “Will they really?”

      She nodded.

      He looked apprehensive. “What would you like?”

      Grace seemed pleased by the question. “I believe the bookshop has some sheet music.”

      “All right then.”

      “Sophia will ask for a spell,” she added.

      “Oh,” he said, looking back up at Gerry. “Well, I don’t mind that. We’ve spent such a long time in your shop. We ought to pay you something for it. I daresay they’ve all been quite entertained here. I would hate to disrupt your business and then not properly thank you for it.”

      Gerry chuckled. “Not a disruption, Mr. Thorne, I assure you. Your family has been visiting my shop regularly for quite some time. I always enjoy it.” She beamed at Grace, who smiled shyly back. 

      Gerry’s assistant, Pip Standish, put a light hand on her arm. “Forgive me for interrupting you. I believe we may be out of levitation spells.”

      “Oh, of course,” she said. “Pip, have you met Mr. Thorne? Mr. Thorne, this is my assistant, Mr. Standish.”

      The two gentlemen bowed.

      “Mr. Thorne, please excuse me. It would appear I have to put together some spells. Levitation is very popular, you see. But it was a pleasure to meet you. I hope we might see you again soon.”

      Mr. Thorne stammered that he would be delighted.

      Gerry strolled to the back of the shop, feeling pleased.

      By the time she came back out, the Thornes had left. She wasn’t surprised; it would have been difficult to keep that many children excited about a spell shop for a long time, but she was a trifle disappointed. After all, Mr. Thorne had been very attractive and charming. The challenge was going to be in keeping the gentleman a secret from Charles and her friends. She had no interest in being matched with him. If such an attempt was made, Gerry felt sure the lovely Mr. Thorne would lose all appeal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 9


          

          
            Basil

          

        

      

    

    
      Basil felt winded when he finally reached home. This was partly due to the large party that had been deemed necessary for the shopping trip and partly due to his mind still reeling from his interaction with the spellmaster. She had been so very pretty and friendly, Basil had felt a little tongue-tied in front of her.

      “How was the shopping trip, dears?” Mary said, coming out to greet them.

      Lucy and Martin came scampering down the stairs, as if Basil and his charges had returned from a long journey instead of a few hours in the village. Lucy tugged on Basil’s pant leg until he picked her up.

      “Really,” Mary tutted. “You’re much too big to be carried about like that, Luce.”

      Lucy leaned her head on Basil’s shoulder and didn’t respond.

      “It was wonderful,” Levinia said. “Basil bought me the most divine book of sonnets. Isn’t it too beautiful, Mama?”

      “Very nice,” Mary said appreciatively.

      “And wait until you see the clothes Basil got me,” Elias put in. “They’re positively smashing!”

      Mary ushered everyone into the sitting room and rang for tea. Basil was grateful. He was pretty sure he needed tea. As soon as he sat down, Lucy clambered onto his lap and Grace nestled onto the sofa next to him.

      “And he bought me a new atlas!” Arabella said.

      “It’s our atlas,” Elias protested.

      “No, you got new clothes. The atlas is mine. But you can use it,” she added kindly. “Sometimes.”

      “What did you get for me?” Martin said, looking impossibly unkempt for the early afternoon. Frankly, Basil had no idea how the child managed to always be covered in dirt. He almost said soap, but that would have been unkind. Besides, Sophia had encouraged him to get the little ones sweets, so he handed one to Martin and the other to Lucy.

      Martin took his, pleased, and ran outside.

      “I see you went to the spell shop too,” Mary said, gesturing at Sophia’s spell bag. “Really, Basil dear, you don’t need to spoil them.”

      He tugged at his collar. “Well, it was not exactly intentional, ma’am. But I did wish to be fair, considering the expense put forth for Elias’s wardrobe.”

      “You are too kind to us, dear boy.”

      Grace leaned her head against his arm and Basil realized he would likely need that arm for tea. He raised it and she accommodatingly leaned into his side. 

      “We introduced him to Miss Hartford,” Sophia said.

      “Oh, she’s such a dear girl,” Mary said. “So pretty.”

      Luckily, Basil was spared from responding to this observation by Levinia saying, “And he met Mr. Standish. Isn’t Mr. Standish the most beautiful man you’ve ever seen, Basil?”

      “Er…” Basil said, trying to remember if he had even noticed Mr. Standish. He had been so distracted by Miss Hartford, he’d barely seen anyone else in the shop.

      “I don’t think he’ll go for you,” Elias said suddenly.

      “And why not?” Levinia said, affronted.

      Her younger brother shrugged. “I don’t think he likes girls.”

      Levinia sighed. “But he smiles so prettily.”

      “You can’t marry him either,” Arabella said, pointing an accusatory finger at her brother. “No husbands allowed on ship.”

      Elias ducked his head. Basil couldn’t read the emotion behind it—was it embarrassment? Disappointment? Then he realized he had no idea what to do with that emotion even if he did figure out what it was. He supposed he was the closest thing his siblings had to a father now. Would Elias be looking to him for relationship advice? That thought made Basil feel dreadfully uncomfortable. He didn’t have much experience in romance. His proposal to Modesty had been one made of fondness rather than romantic attachment.

      He was so caught up in these swirling thoughts that he barely noticed when Mary handed him a cup of tea.
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      Sophia called for an emergency family meeting that evening.

      Family meetings were taken very seriously in the Thorne household. The signal was turning the porcelain shepherdess in the dining room to face the fireplace instead of the window. It was the easiest signal that the adults in the house would disregard, but the children would all notice. Anyone could request one as it was easily reachable even by Lucy. Furthermore, Mrs. Thorne had never cared for the shepherdess statuette, saying the facial expression had been painted to look too simpering, so she didn’t seem to mind when Martin and Lucy moved it about. Sophia suspected her mother secretly hoped someone would break it.

      Family meetings were always held in the same place. At the end of the gallery was a large bay window with a round window seat. It was just large enough for everyone to sit.

      So, after their mother and older brother had gone to bed, the Thorne children crept from their rooms and tiptoed down the stairs to the gallery. They set their candles on the floor, as if they were seated around a campfire. Levinia put Luce on her lap and Bel hung off the side of the bench to be a better lookout. Eli was in charge of making sure Martin didn’t get too rowdy. Grace sat on Martin’s other side, as she tended to have a quieting influence.

      “I’m sure you’re all wondering why I’ve called this meeting,” Sophia began.

      “I thought Levinia called it,” Eli said.

      “Well, I did find the most perfect poem that aptly describes my current despondent state—”

      “No, it was me.”

      “Oh, thank goodness,” Bel said. “I don’t think I could stomach poetry tonight.”

      Levinia stuck her nose in the air.

      Sophia soldiered on. “I think Basil needs our help.”

      Her siblings stared at her, baffled.

      “I agree,” said Eli.

      Everyone swiveled to look at him.

      He blinked at them. “Well, he’s never really had a family before, has he? I don’t think he knows how to be a part of one. I think we need to teach him.”

      Sophia hadn’t noticed this, but she trusted Eli’s instincts. “You’re right. But that’s not what I meant. I think we need to find him a spouse.”

      “But he’s already betrothed, isn’t he? Didn’t we already discuss this?” Grace asked.

      Levinia rolled her eyes. “She’s clearly not in love with him, though. There’s no depth of passion.”

      “How do you know?” Eli asked. 

      “If there were, she would already be here,” Levinia said, as if it were obvious. “Mere distance would not keep them apart. And if it did, she would write him letters every day. I know I would if I were in love with someone.”

      “She does write to him though,” Grace said. “I’ve seen the letters addressed to him.”

      “It’s not often enough,” Levinia pressed. 

      Eli did not look convinced, nor did Grace, which was not helpful to the schemes Sophia was devising.

      “At any rate,” Sophia said. “We need to find someone who feels the depth of passion.”

      Bel narrowed her eyes. “I suspect you already have someone in mind.”

      “Miss Hartford.”

      “Oh, wouldn’t they make the most gorgeous couple?” Levinia said, clasping her hands together.

      “I like Miss Hartford,” Grace said.

      “I thought you liked Miss Hartford,” Eli said, looking at Sophia.

      “Well, I do…but I don’t think she likes women. In that way.”

      “No,” he said. “I think you’re right.”

      “So we’re getting Basil to marry her?” Martin said.

      Sophia nodded. “It will take all of us, I expect.”

      “What are we going to do about his fiancée?” Grace said.

      “I have ideas,” Bel said.

      “Nothing too horrible,” Sophia said. “At least, not until we’ve met her. She might be quite nice. We don’t want to scare her or anything. Just discourage her from wanting to live here.”

      “But what if Basil still marries her and leaves?” Grace said.

      “We’ll have to be strategic,” Sophia said. “For now, we’ll just watch and listen. But start thinking of ideas.”

      Everyone nodded except Luce; she had fallen asleep.
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      “I forgot to ask you how business was yesterday,” Charles said to Gerry the next morning at breakfast.

      “Very good,” she said, smiling. “We had a busy day.”

      “Any exciting gossip?” Charles asked, looking at Pip.

      Pip considered the question. “Did you know that the late Mr. Thorne had a son by another marriage?”

      “I did not,” Charles said. “Although I only met the late Mr. Thorne once or twice.”

      “The son is much older than the rest of the siblings,” Pip explained. “He came into the shop yesterday. Very pleasant gentleman.”

      “Is he to inherit then? I wonder where the rest of the family will go?”

      Gerry took a sip of tea and said, “According to Miss Sophia, he did inherit but invited the family to stay. I think he has taken over some guardianship responsibilities for his siblings as well.”

      Charles noticed, with delight, that she was blushing. “Indeed? Well, that is remarkable. He must be a very good sort of man.”

      “I think he might be. He seemed very kind,” Pip said.

      Gerry nodded.

      Charles wanted dearly to ask what the gentleman looked like, but had a strong suspicion that he looked very well indeed for Gerry to blush at the thought of him. He tactfully changed the subject. After Gerry and Pip left for the shop, he sent a letter to the Thorne residence, inviting Mr. Thorne and the rest of the family to tea the following Sunday. He knew Gerry wouldn’t be present, which was perfect. He was pleased by the notion of getting an idea of the gentleman’s character first. After setting the invitation in the hall to be sent out, he started composing a letter to Bertie, to keep him abreast of the new information. 

      “Charles, what is the letter in the hall for?” Gavin said, stepping into Charles’s study.

      Charles set aside the letter he was writing. “It’s an invitation to tea, dearest.” 

      Gavin frowned and squared his shoulders. 

      Charles fought to hide a grin. Before Gavin could say anything, Charles said, “Would you mind closing the door, darling?”

      Gavin blinked at him. “But we’re not having that sort of conversation…er…are we?”

      “Well, I do like to keep the option available.”

      Gavin hesitated, then closed the door and walked to the desk. “Charles,” he said, his voice stern. “What are you scheming?”

      Charles adored when Gavin attempted to be stern. It was high on his list of favorite things about his husband. Admittedly, it was a long list, but he would have ranked it at least at item number 23. Hoping to encourage this behavior, Charles widened his eyes in an innocent expression and said, “Me? Scheming?”

      Gavin narrowed his eyes. “Yes. I know perfectly well that you’re inviting that Thorne fellow in an attempt to set him up with Gerry. Now, it won’t do. You really must stop meddling.”

      “Must I?”

      “Yes! It is getting quite out of hand, you know. First Seb, now Gerry.” Gavin jabbed his finger at the desk. “Gerry has shown no interest in marrying. I think we ought to respect that.”

      Charles laid his hand on the desk, palm up in invitation. Gavin sighed and placed his hand over Charles’s. “My heart,” Charles said, “I hope you know I would never do anything to make Gerry unhappy.”

      “But?” Gavin said, arching an eyebrow.

      Charles grinned and clasped Gavin’s hand and held it to his lips. He pressed a kiss to the knuckles and said, “It is true that there are people who are not romantic by nature. And plenty more who are, but are happy to be unmarried.”

      “Yes, and I do believe Gerry to be one of them.”

      Charles slipped his hand in Gavin’s grasp so he could kiss the inside of his husband’s wrist. 

      Gavin, predictably, melted a bit at the touch. Then he grumbled, “You’re not playing fairly and you know it.”

      Charles chuckled and gently tugged Gavin closer.

      Gavin, knowing perfectly well what Charles was after, obligingly sat in his lap. “This conversation is not over,” he said.

      “No,” Charles agreed. “But this is a more comfortable position to have it in, don’t you think?”

      “And here I thought you were going to try to distract me.”

      “Not yet.”

      Gavin huffed in amusement.

      “You Hartfords have some very strong family traits. You’re all very intelligent—”

      “Even John?”

      Charles laughed. “Yes, even John. And you’re all very talented in magic, from what Bertie tells me. You’re all exceptionally good-looking. And…”

      Gavin sighed. “Yes, I know. We’re all frightfully stubborn.”

      Charles kissed his cheek. “Precisely. You all have a tendency to get in the way of your own happiness. It’s a very bad habit, darling.”

      “Yes, I know, but Gerry isn’t like that. I always thought she was smarter than the rest of us.”

      Charles smiled. “Yes, she usually is. But I think she’s beginning to exhibit the trait nevertheless.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that Gerry is unlikely to want any gentleman who is foisted upon her.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Even if the gentleman being foisted is perfect for her.”

      “How do you know he will be?”

      “I don’t. But I would like to form an opinion of the gentleman in advance. If I think he will suit, it will take some maneuvering, but I have faith in our collective abilities.”

      “But she would be expected to keep house,” Gavin protested. “I’m sure I couldn’t work all day as Gerry does and still run the house.”

      “True. That would be a challenge. But if she were to meet a young man who lived with someone who already kept house, his mother, for instance—”

      “Or stepmother?”

      “Exactly! Someone who could have sent his family packing, but instead chose to take responsibility for them must be a very kind and generous person. Furthermore, a man living with a number of younger siblings might be more inclined to respect nextborns in general. He could quite possibly be the sort of person who would marry a nextborn and respect her desire to work in trade. As his family is already staying with him, Gerry would have no need to run the house. And she adores children, so she will probably get along famously with all of them.”

      “Bravo,” Gavin said drily. “Have you announced the wedding yet?”

      Charles grinned and deftly untied Gavin’s cravat knot. “Of course, we still have to meet the man.”

      “Small detail, I suppose.”

      “A necessary first step nonetheless. But if he is the sort of man I think he is…”

      “You seem to already be sure of that.”

      Charles slid the cravat off Gavin’s neck and began unbuttoning his waistcoat. “So in answer to your question, darling, that is why I am inviting them to tea.”

      “But did you have to invite the children?”

      Charles laughed. “I suspect where Mr. Thorne goes, the Thorne children go, at least for some time. Particularly if the mother is still in mourning.”

      “Well, I will likely be busy,” Gavin said. “You know there’s so much to—”

      “You mean you don’t want to meet Gerry’s young man?”

      Gavin huffed. “You really are sure of yourself, aren’t you? I’m sure I wouldn’t mind meeting him. But really, Charles. Seven children!”

      “Well, just think of it as meeting Gerry’s future in-laws.”

      “That does not make me feel better. And is not at all the right strategy to get me to help you.”

      “Oh, are you helping me, darling?” Charles said as he slipped Gavin’s waistcoat off and began unbuttoning his shirt. “That is a nice surprise.”

      “Impossible man,” Gavin muttered. “I most certainly will not help you with that attitude. If you were a kind husband, you’d spare some pity. I already have to host John and Veronica for God knows how long.”

      “Ah yes. I rather thought you’d forgotten they were coming to visit.”

      “I wish I could forget.”

      “When are they coming again?” Charles asked.

      Gavin sighed. “Soon, I think. Next week perhaps? I’d better read over John’s letter.” He paused. “Maybe you’d better read over John’s letter. I’ll just get angry again.”

      “What did John say?” 

      Gavin rolled his eyes. “Oh, you know. The usual nonsense—lectures about how I need to be a proper host and how he hopes married life has taught me to be responsible. All that rot. I am positively dreading their visit.”

      Charles reached up to brush Gavin’s cheek with the back of his fingers. “I’ll gladly read it for you, darling. And I promise to keep you from your brother’s lectures as much as possible. And Gerry will be here too,” he continued. “You’re not alone with him this time.”

      “I know,” Gavin said. “But this time he’ll have Veronica with him and she’s even worse. And she makes him worse.”

      “Then perhaps it’s just as well that I’m preparing to launch my campaign on Gerry’s behalf now. We shall all be properly distracted when our visitors arrive.”

      Gavin narrowed his eyes. “When are the Thornes coming to visit?”

      “Sunday.”

      “Gerry probably won’t be here, you know. She’s going to have tea with the Hearsts.”

      “I know, but I want to get my own assessment of the gentleman first. I’m also keen to see how he is with the children, so having them present will suit my purposes.”

      “You seem to have thought of everything.”

      Charles slid his hand under Gavin’s now open shirt and nuzzled Gavin’s neck. “I have my talents.”

      Gavin looked down at his revealed chest. “Are you undressing me?”
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