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Spring on the Summersley Plain always arrives quietly after a few light rains. The spirit of spring, Eaal, comes with the dew to kiss all living things; tender green buds push from the gray, withered branches, and the surge of life is enough to lift the hearts of all souls upon this land.

All but Alexis, whose heart felt no joy.

To him, everything seemed utterly ruined.

Today marked the third month since Alexis returned to Peckno Farm, and the fourteenth day since he had sent his invitation to Robert.

From the moment he posted that letter, Alexis had longed for a reply; yet the only envelopes addressed to “Mr. Alexis Archer” in the mailbox were bills.

It was hard not to be disheartened.

Then again, perhaps it was to be expected: following the nine-year war between the Duchy of Holstein and the Duchy of Hill, Robert—Holstein’s youngest major general in history—received a daily snowfall of letters from admirers and dignitaries alike, each eager to know the promising young man of illustrious pedigree.

In the midst of such a deluge, his plain invitation would seem insignificant, destined to be set aside after a single glance, Alexis thought.

He had admired Robert since his days at the Saint-Cyr Military Academy; Robert blazed like the sun, and everyone, inevitably, was drawn to his light.

As a suitor, he was a man and could not, like those noble young ladies, confess his feelings to Robert with both boldness and shy reserve; as a friend, he was merely an ordinary classmate of Robert’s. The fact that he was the son of a country squire destined him to little connection with Robert and those aristocrats of old lineage.

Alexis only dared to watch Robert from afar. Writing him that invitation letter had already been the boldest thing he had ever done. Yet courage had brought him no reward. Perhaps Robert had never even received the letter—long-distance mail often went missing at the post office.

“You’ve got to pull yourself together, Alexis,” he told his reflection in the mirror.

In the mirror, a young man with brown hair and green eyes stared back at him—his face pale, his expression heavy with gloom. Alexis met his own gaze for but a moment before turning on the tap and splashing cold water hard onto his face.

Time to head out—there were more important things to do today.

Only a few days ago, the plains had been shrouded in gray; but after several light rains, they had turned a vivid green.

Driving down the tree-lined road toward the town of Lindbergh, Alexis gazed at the countryside unfolding before him. Peckno Farm lay deep in the rural outskirts, a full eight miles from town. Thankfully, the scenery along the way was pleasing, and the breeze laced with morning dew soothed his restless heart.

This trip to town was to buy flower seeds—he meant to restore the courtyard of Peckno Farm. If he planted them now, in the season of spring’s renewal, then next year he would be rewarded with a garden in full bloom.

“Ah, Mr. Archer! What can I get you today？” Uncle Max, leaning against the counter, greeted Alexis with his usual warmth.

Alexis nodded in return. “Good morning, Max. I’m thinking of fixing up the courtyard at Peckno Farm—perhaps you could give me some advice.”

Max came out from behind the counter, rubbing his hands together with a genial smile. “Well, you’ve asked the right man! I’m an expert in this line, if I do say so myself. Mr. Archer, you haven’t much experience with gardening, have you？ My advice is to start with seedlings—raising flowers from seed is far too much trouble. Spring’s the best time for lilies of the valley, roses, and geraniums. Which do you fancy—or shall I give you a bit of each？”

“A bit of each,” Alexis decided. “And a full set of gardening tools as well. Do you sell any books on gardening？ I think I could use one.”

Max reached up to the storage rack behind Alexis, took down a bundle wrapped in cloth, and handed it over. “Here are some small tools. Need a watering can too？ As for gardening books, how about The Beginner’s Encyclopedia of Gardening by Alex？”

Alexis accepted the tools. “Make it two watering cans. Wrap up the book for me, and have the flower seedlings delivered to Peckno Farm. I’ll see that you’re paid accordingly.”

Max returned behind the counter to make a note in his ledger. “Let me think. Lily of the valley, roses, and geraniums—Mr. Archer, which colors do you prefer？ Red？ White？ Or perhaps yellow？”

Alexis recalled the colors of the flowers that had withered away at Peckno Farm and replied, “Roses in pink, please. Do you have yellow geraniums？”

Max carefully cross-checked the inventory list. “Yes. How about four lilies of the valley, eight roses, and five geraniums？ I think that should be enough to fill the fence line at Peckno Farm.”

Alexis accepted Max’s suggestion. After readily paying the deposit, Max reminded him of a few key points about transplanting the seedlings, which Alexis noted down earnestly.

“Mr. Archer, are you planning to stay at Peckno Farm for good？ You know, setting up a vegetable garden there would be an excellent idea. It’d be such a shame to let that land lie fallow,” Max added, subtly promoting his new spring farming supplies.

So, just as Alexis was about to leave, he turned back and bought a few packets of vegetable seeds and a guidebook on crop cultivation.

“Come again anytime, Mr. Archer,” Max said with a grin so wide his eyes nearly disappeared. “Whenever you need seeds or seedlings, you know where to find me.”

It had to be said—Max was a shrewd businessman, and Alexis the kind of customer every merchant dreams of: generous with his spending and always receptive to good advice.

After leaving the gardening store, Alexis didn’t rush back to Peckno Farm. He drove leisurely around town for a while before parking by a café near Rodriguez Square. Through the glass windows, he could see doves on the square taking flight and landing again in soft white waves.

Alexis ordered a cup of coffee and a smoked chicken sandwich, then sat by the window, watching the doves for a long time.

The Lindbergh sunlight was perfect, bathing the entire Rodriguez Square in bright, golden brilliance. At the very center of the square stood the grand Fountain of the Statue of the Four Seasons Goddess, each figure holding a water jug tilted toward the basin, pouring out gleaming streams that burst into white spray, lightly misting the passing crowd.

People in the square moved with an easy pace. A group of travelers posed for a photo beneath the fountain; a young couple guided their small child as they scattered breadcrumbs for the gathering pigeons; farther away, a young man in a round hat had set up an easel, sketching passersby for a few coins.

Alexis finished the last sip of cold coffee, tucked his tip beneath the plate that had held his sandwich, and stepped out of the café, striding straight toward the young artist in the round hat.

“Hey, could you paint a portrait of me？” Alexis stopped before the young man in the round hat’s easel and asked politely.

The young man in the round hat, somewhat taken aback by the honor, shook out a portable cloth and spread it by the fountain: “Of course. Please, take a seat by the fountain’s edge.”

Alexis sat down by the water, hands resting neatly on his knees, posing for the portrait. His eyes gazed straight ahead, yet his focus had already slipped away—he was lost in thought.

While watching the pigeons from the café, he had suddenly recalled a distant memory: his parents, still alive then, strolling with him as a child in Rodriguez Square, when a wandering artist stopped them and pleaded to paint their portrait. That very portrait still hangs above the fireplace at Peckno Farm.

His parents had been gone for many years now. Alexis was raised by his aunt Paula. The vast inheritance they left could have easily funded a lifetime of high-society indulgence, yet Alexis chose instead to return to Peckno Farm—the small villa his parents had purchased during their honeymoon. He had spent countless holidays there, until his parents passed away.

“You have a very beautiful pair of green eyes.” The young man carefully lifted the paper from the easel, tying it gently with a silk ribbon.

The young man’s face gradually blurred into the memory of that long-ago artist: “Madam, you have green eyes as lovely as cat’s-eye gemstones.”

Alexis smiled, and his green eyes only seemed lovelier. “Thank you. I inherited them from my mother.”

The young man remarked, “Then your mother must have been a gentle, serene woman.”

Alexis, in truth, could hardly recall his mother’s features clearly anymore; he often needed to rely on old black-and-white photographs to remember his parents’ faces. But her green eyes, framed by thick lashes, he had never forgotten. They were both gentle and full of life, brimming with an irrepressible sparkle.

He handed the young man a remarkably generous tip, which made the latter stammer: “Sir, this is far too much. I cannot accept it.”

Alexis said, “Take it. Your compliment to my mother made me truly happy. She was indeed a very gentle person—but not serene at all. She was as vivacious as a lark upon the hills. She would very much want you to accept this tip.”

The young man accepted the tip and, doffing his hat, gave Alexis a courteous bow. “Thank you, sir. May you have a wonderful day.”

At the heart of Rodriguez Square, the fountain also served as a wishing well. Coins at the bottom glittered in the sunlight. Holding the ribbon-tied scroll under his arm, Alexis took out his wallet, fished out two coins, and let them join the many wishes resting on the pool’s floor.

He made no wish; at his age, he understood well that dreams come true not through wishing alone. He simply remembered how, as a child strolling through Rodriguez Square with his parents, they would always place two coins in his hand and tell him to make a wish.

Whether those wishes ever came true, he could no longer recall, but as he made the motion of tossing the coins, he almost felt his parents standing behind him, encouraging him.

When the coins were cast, Alexis returned to the café, got into his car, started the engine, and headed back toward Peckno Farm.

He had spent nearly an entire winter restoring Peckno Farm. Though each year since his parents' passing he had hired help for basic cleaning and maintenance, the inevitable had occurred—structures aged, and plants withered.

He replaced all the pipes inside and reinforced the load-bearing pillars, removing every dead plant. Thankfully, in the backyard, the pink rose his mother loved—its branches climbing the wall to reach the terrace on the second floor—was still thriving.

Wind whistled through the birch-lined avenue, lifting a few fine strands of hair from beneath Alexis’s hat. The birch-lined road seemed endless, but turning at the next fork and driving a little farther would bring him to Peckno Farm.

As usual, he took the fork, but as he neared Peckno Farm, he saw a figure standing outside the fence.

In that instant, Alexis felt as though he had returned to the first day Uncle Colin taught him to drive; his grip on the steering wheel nearly slipped, and he couldn’t tell whether his foot was on the brake or the clutch. At last, he managed, trembling, to bring the car safely to a stop at the gates of Peckno Farm.

The man outside the fence turned at the sound of the engine. He had hair that gleamed like spun gold and eyes as deep and beautiful as the blue sea—young, handsome, possessing a face Alexis often longed for yet dared not touch.

Smiling, he lifted one of the forepaws of the Bernese Mountain Dog puppy cradled in his arms and gave a playful wave. “Long time no see, Alexis.”

In that fleeting moment, his dream came true.
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Seven days earlier.

Robert was enjoying a leisurely chat in the drawing room with his childhood friend Edgar when, as Edgar mentioned his fiancée Miss Horton, a liveried footman wearing white gloves approached Robert with a silver tray bearing a single letter.

“A letter for you, Master Robert,” the footman said, bowing slightly as he presented the tray to Robert, who was seated on the sofa.

Edgar strolled over and dropped into the seat beside Robert. “So, which admirer is sending you another love letter this time？”

Robert picked up a letter opener and broke the red wax seal. “Sorry to disappoint you—wrong guess. The letter is signed by Alexis Archer, and he hardly strikes me as the sort to pen me a love letter.”

Edgar pondered for a moment, but still couldn’t recall exactly who Alexis Archer was. Watching Robert read, he asked, “And who is Alexis Archer？”

Robert lifted his gaze from the page and met Edgar’s eyes steadily. “Alexis was our classmate at Saint-Cyr Military Academy—brown hair, green eyes, like a baritone in a choir. He’s a bit shy, so it’s no wonder you don’t remember him.”

At last, Edgar’s memory clicked. “Oh, that rather handsome green-eyed Alexis？ And since when did you become so friendly with him？”

Finishing the letter, Robert folded the paper neatly in half. “We’re not especially close. After graduating from Saint-Cyr Military Academy, I ran into him a few times at social events—the last was at a victory banquet.”

“So why is he writing to you？” Edgar’s curiosity grew, though he restrained himself from leaning over for a peek. “Did he join the army after graduation too？ I don’t recall ever hearing of him.”

“He’s invited me to spend some time at Peckno Farm,” Robert replied. “Spring on Summersley Plain is beautiful. As far as I know, he’s never seen combat—he works as an intelligence analyst in the military.”

Edgar clasped his hands behind his head and lounged back, settling into the most relaxed pose he could find. “And are you going？”

Robert folded the letter into a small square and slipped it into his breast pocket. Facing Edgar squarely, he said, “I am. I’ll write Alexis a reply shortly.”

Edgar straightened, his eyes roaming over Robert from head to toe. He wasn’t entirely sure what was going through his old friend’s mind.

“The spring social season is about to begin,” Robert said, rising to end their conversation and make his way upstairs to write his letter. “I’ve no plans to find myself a wife just yet.”

“Fair enough, Robert,” Edgar sighed, sympathetic to the kind of siege a golden bachelor like him had to endure. “A little getaway will do you good—I know you hate the upper-class social whirl, especially when half a dozen old men are keen to present their daughters to you.”

Robert paused at the foot of the stairs, glancing down at Edgar before heading up. “Or their nieces, or their sisters. In the social circle, declining a lady’s invitation is considered impolite—but letting them witness my dreadful dancing skills might be far worse.”

“Enjoy your holiday, Robert.” Edgar burst out laughing and tossed a cushion from the sofa at him.

——
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AT DINNER, THE CHRISTIAN family learned that Robert had granted himself an extended holiday.

Lady Shirley, Robert’s mother, set down her dinner knife, dabbed her lips with her napkin, and asked gently, “My dear Robert, I have no objection to your going to Summersley Plain for a break—the fresh air will do you good. But what of your work at the Military Department？”

Turning his face to meet his mother’s gaze with those blue eyes, Robert replied, “I’ve already tendered my resignation to the Military Department, Mother. You needn’t worry about my holiday interfering with my duties.”

Robert had been away from Shirley the longest among her children; whenever he looked at her with those blue eyes, she found herself far more inclined to yield.

Shirley’s soft laughter took on a tender, lilting tone. “Do you need me to help pack？ One ought to be well-prepared for a long journey.”

“Thank you, Mother. I’d prefer to do it myself,” Robert said.

His father, the Earl Christian, a seasoned politician, offered no opinion on his youngest son’s departure from the Military Department. Instead, he remarked with calm detachment on Robert’s social circle: “And who is Alexis Archer？”

“A classmate I knew at the Saint-Cyr Military Academy,” Robert answered succinctly.

Robert’s elder brother, Hunter, and his wife, Alexandra, also chose the moment to express their concern. After dinner, Robert retired to his room.

After the war, Robert had received the highest honors and the admiration of the citizens of the Duchy of Holstein, though he himself felt little joy in it.

The war had proven far more brutal than imagined; countless lives were lost, and many who returned bore irreversible wounds—both in body and in spirit.

He invested all the wages he had earned since joining the military, along with the bulk of his assets, into a charitable enterprise providing work for disabled veterans and the unemployed—a factory producing flour and various flour-based goods, from which a portion of the profits was set aside to build a rehabilitation hospital for retired servicemen.

He thought it a worthy endeavor.

Knock, knock.

“May I come in, Robert？” It was Shirley’s voice outside the door.

Robert set down the shirt in his hands, walked over, and opened the door. “Of course.”

Shirley stepped into the room and stood in the center, for Robert had laid out clothes everywhere, occupying every seat in the room—save for the vanity, which was far too inelegant a perch.

Robert rubbed his nose and shifted a few garments from the sofa to the bed, allowing Shirley to sit down with ease.

“Have you decided what you’ll take with you？” Shirley’s gaze swept over the open leather travel bag on the floor.

Without looking at his hands, Robert casually slipped a small hourglass into the bag. “Just a few clothes will do—nothing in particular.”

Shirley eyed the hourglass and offered a gentle reminder. “That’s glass—can you be sure it won’t shatter on the road？”

Robert took the hourglass back out and returned it to the nightstand. “Actually, I haven’t yet decided what to bring Alexis as a gift. I’d value your advice.”

Shirley was more than willing to help, but she needed to know Alexis a bit better first. “What sort of person is Alexis？”

“Shy, reserved, with rather delicate features,” Robert replied hesitantly—he hadn’t spoken face-to-face with Alexis in eight years. “At Saint-Cyr Military Academy he was an excellent student, though a touch biased toward certain subjects.”

Shirley raised an eyebrow. From what Robert had said, it was hard to choose a gift that would truly suit him—but as a lady well accustomed to the upper echelons of society, she was not daunted by the challenge.

After a moment’s thought, she suggested, “Peckno Farm is in the countryside—perhaps Alexis might like to keep a dog？ The Bernese Mountain Dog at Reed Manor had puppies two months ago; you could give him one.”

Robert found the idea fitting and decided on the spot. “Then I’ll phone Reed Manor later and have them bring one over tomorrow morning.”

With the gift settled, Robert chatted amiably with Shirley as he packed. Placing the final bow tie into his travel bag, he fastened the clasp—his preparations were complete.

Shirley regarded Robert quietly. “How long will you be away this time？”

“At least until the spring social season ends,” Robert answered with an easy tone. “Maybe longer—who can say？”

“I often wonder if sending you to Saint-Cyr Military Academy was a mistake—one your father and I made together,” Shirley said, turning her face aside.

“What makes you mention that all of a sudden？” Robert looked at her intently.

Glistening tears rolled in heavy drops down Shirley’s cheeks. “You’ve been away from home for too long—it always makes me heartsick.”

Robert handed her a handkerchief. “The war is over now, Mother.”

Shirley accepted the handkerchief and pressed it lightly to her face. “Yes... the war is over.”

Robert opened his arms, tilting his head slightly with a gentle smile. “So, may I have a loving hug, dear Mrs. Christian？”

Shirley laughed. It had been many years since her younger son had last asked her so openly for affection; when children grow up, they often lose many of life’s simple joys.

She stood and embraced Robert in return. “You were much cuter when you were little.”

——
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THE SUMMERSLEY PLAIN lay within the Duchy of Walberry. Trains bound for Summersley Plain had to climb a long ridgeline across the Castel Mountain Range before finally stopping at the town of Lindbergh, the end of the line.

In spring, the Castel Mountain Range was washed in shades of green-blue. The meadows flanking the railway looked like vast sheets of fine-stitched flannel stretching toward the distant expanse of untouched forest.

Robert sat by the window, gazing out at the landscape. In the Christian family estate where he usually stayed, one could seldom see such a broad, open field.

But Robert could not quietly enjoy the scenery all the way, for he had brought along an extra “little passenger”—a two-month-old Bernese Mountain Dog puppy.

He had not yet given the twelve-pound pup a name. Robert wanted Alexis to name it himself—after all, it was meant to be Alexis’s gift, though he was not entirely sure whether the boy would like it.

The pup was lively, nudging Robert’s leg with soft whimpers, eager to play with the ball of yarn—a toy Robert had hastily grabbed when leaving the Bernardi estate to soothe it.

Robert turned his gaze back, picked up the yarn, and focused on teasing the puppy. “Hey, little one, be serious—you’re supposed to be a future soldier.”

The Bernese puppy fixed its eyes on the ball, tail whipping wildly. Robert barely twitched the yarn a few times before it pounced with an enthusiastic “woof,” claiming the toy triumphantly from his hand.

Robert sighed, watching the furry creature happily burrow its nose into the yarn, hindquarters wagging in triumph. “It seems you’ve completely lost your chance of becoming a fine soldier.”

When the train stopped at Lindbergh Station, Robert had just finished lunch—an oddly flavored pickled cucumber sandwich with a dry, leathery slice of fish inside. It was, in short, a meal best forgotten.

Outside the station, carriages could be hired. Robert paid the coachman and set off toward Peckno Farm.

The carriage sped along a smooth, tree-lined road, the breeze rustling through the birch branches on either side. Through the shifting sunlight, Robert watched the farmhouses flash past one by one, wondering which of them was Peckno Farm.

The first elegant villa they encountered after the carriage turned off at the fork was Peckno Farm.

Robert stood outside the white-painted fence, taking in the sight of the charming house—its roof tiles a warm brick red, the walls a soft cream, and beneath the eaves, carved patterns of geraniums. The doors and window frames caught the eye immediately, painted in a vivid reddish-brown.

After admiring the villa for a moment, Robert opened the small gate in the fence and stepped inside, pressing the brass doorbell.

He heard the chime echo through the house, yet no one came to answer.

Perhaps Alexis simply wasn’t home. A long journey requires multiple tickets, and Robert hadn’t told Alexis his exact arrival time—so he had arrived to find the place empty.

Robert returned to the fence and decided to wait.

The Bernese Mountain puppy played at his feet, chasing its tail until, worn out, it flopped down on the lawn. Robert scooped the little fellow into his arms and patted its fur; he certainly didn’t want Alexis to be presented with a scruffy gift later.

Luck was on Robert’s side—he had scarcely been waiting when the rumble of an engine sounded behind him.

He turned to see Alexis pulling up outside the gate of Peckno Farm. Once Alexis had gotten out of the car, Robert lifted one of the puppy’s paws in a playful wave. “Long time no see, Alexis.”
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Alexis felt slightly dizzy, yet Robert was unmistakably standing at his doorstep. This time, he hadn’t even had the chance to make a wish before it came true.

He pressed his lips together, trying not to smile too foolishly. “Long time no see, Robert.”

“I brought you a gift,” Robert said, stepping up beside him with the puppy in his arms and offering it over. “This little fellow—hope you’ll like him.”

Alexis’s hands were a bit stiff as he took the gift. The pup’s restless wriggling made his fingers brush against the warm skin on the back of Robert’s hand. His heart ached with yearning for Robert, yet his reason urged restraint—he had already been given more than enough.

Reason won out; Alexis simply nodded with polite composure, though the facade made him tense. “Thank you for the gift. I like it very much. Does it have a name？”

Robert could see Alexis was a little nervous, so he followed his lead. “Not yet—you can name him.”

Alexis glanced down at the pup, then looked up to seek Robert’s opinion. “Wayne—how does that sound？”

“It’s a fine name,” Robert replied. He was in no mood to remain standing outside; with a grown man’s appetite, the meager midday pickled cucumber sandwich was long burned off. “Now, how about we go inside for a cup of hot tea？”

It dawned on Alexis that their greetings at the door had gone on a bit too long. By proper manners, he should have invited Robert inside right after their exchange of pleasantries.

He nodded and stepped forward to help Robert with the luggage set down by his feet, but Robert declined kindly—after all, Alexis was still holding Wayne, and the courtyard of Peckno Farm was already piled with things he had recently purchased.

Once Alexis led Robert into the sitting room, it suddenly struck him that there was nothing in the house with which to entertain his guest.

Robert’s unexpected arrival had thrown him into such delighted confusion that he had completely forgotten to prepare anything—no tea, no cake, and no maid in sight.

A respectable household usually kept servants to handle domestic tasks, but Alexis, a bachelor leading a quiet and humdrum life without family or many friends, had little need for a retinue. He only employed the Berry family: Mr. Berry tended the fields and livestock, while Mrs. Berry came by each morning to give the place a light cleaning.

Everything else was done by Alexis himself.

But now things were different—Robert was here, and he wanted everything to be just right.

Tea ought to be served with something sweet; rummaging through the cupboard, Alexis found three ham scones and half a jar of oddly shaped but reasonably tasty cookies.

The scones had been a gift from Mrs. Berry the day before, a token of gratitude for how kindly he treated their family, while the cookies were baked by him following Mrs. Carpenter’s recipe—just enough to make up a modest plate of treats.

The steaming black tea was from Konori, served with a small jug of milk and a bowl of sugar cubes—only then could it be called a proper afternoon tea.

Alexis stole glances at Robert, hiding behind the curling wisps of steam rising from the teacup.

He cared deeply about Robert’s reaction; if Robert finished an entire scone, he had decided he would hire Mrs. Berry as the cook for Peckno Farm.

“So, you live here all by yourself？” Robert had taken a look around the sitting room before Alexis returned. Its warm yet tasteful décor showed traces of renovation, though most of it still carried the style of ten or twenty years ago—the brown floral wallpaper and the tasseled high-backed armchairs were unmistakable relics of that era.

“Yes, just me,” Alexis said after a pause, then added, “I didn’t know you were coming, so I wasn’t prepared at all. Even if I put out a notice for help now, it would take a while before anyone arrived.”

Robert was a little surprised by Alexis’s straightforwardness, though he showed none of it on his face. “I sent a reply,” he said evenly, “It must have been lost by the post office. Did you make all of these yourself？”

Alexis shook his head, hesitating for a moment. “The scones were from Mrs. Berry. The cookies... I baked them myself—rather plain-looking, I’m afraid.”

Robert laughed, his blue eyes gleaming in the sunlight like a pair of clear glass beads. “But they taste wonderful.”

At that moment, Alexis felt as though his heart were a spring meadow along the Drina River, all in disarray from the rabbit holes dug by mischievous hares—and every single hare was named Robert.

He lowered his gaze, biting back a smile, which only made him look a little foolish. Unaware of this, he secretly rejoiced at Robert’s compliment on his cookies and resolved to write a letter of thanks to Mrs. Carpenter, whose recipe he had followed, as well as to the publisher who printed the book.

Robert’s perception was keen. He could sense that, as their conversation meandered through trivialities, Alexis kept stealing glances at him.

And just when their eyes were about to meet, Alexis hurriedly looked down again, stirring his tea—sweetened with a cube of sugar and a dash of milk—with exaggerated care.

Robert took no offense; on the contrary, he found it amusing. Out of playful mischief, he met Alexis’s gaze again and again, until he was quite convinced that if Alexis kept stirring any longer, the cup would swirl up Summersley Plain’s first spring tornado.

In that sun-drenched afternoon, the rose branches outside the half-arched window of Peckno Farm brushed softly against the frame. At the small round table inside, the two young men shared a moment’s quiet delight over their simple tea—hot red tea with cold scones.

Alexis noted that Robert took his tea with one part milk to three parts tea, added a single sugar cube, ate just one scone, yet consumed no fewer than four cookies. His apparent indifference toward the scones alone was enough to keep Alexis smiling for days.

With no servants at Peckno Farm, Alexis had no choice but to clear away the teacups and plates himself, and later to busy himself in the kitchen preparing dinner.

The thought left him dispirited, and he placed all the blame squarely on the post office’s blunder.

Had the letter not gone astray, he would have received Robert’s handwritten reply—something he might have cherished for years to come—and would have had time to hire good servants to make proper arrangements, instead of leaving Robert to drift alone through Peckno Farm like a wandering spirit while he toiled over dinner.

Robert, left alone in the sitting room, could hardly be called a well-behaved guest. His courtesy and composure were no more than the standardized polish of the upper class. At Peckno Farm he felt a long-lost sense of ease, and Alexis’s deliberate indulgence only deepened his curiosity about him.

He strolled unhurriedly to the wall lined with photographs and portraits. Most showed a young couple with a small child; a few were single portraits. It wasn’t difficult to guess that they were Alexis’s parents.

One portrait among them caught his eye. In it, Alexis looked no more than three years old, sitting obediently in his parents’ arms like a tiny angel, with white doves fluttering in the background.

Looking at the image, Robert tried to picture what Alexis must have been like as a child—and in that instant, he was utterly charmed.

Yet something felt strange. The wall of photos and the décor of the house gave him an odd sense of dissonance between eras. Though the furniture was all newly replaced, it was as if time inside this house had been held still by some unknown spell.

Robert decided not to dwell on it. Isolation in the sitting room was beginning to bore him.

The kitchen at Peckno Farm was vast—once large enough for four cooks to work side by side. The long table in the center served not only for laying out ingredients but also as a place where servants could chat or share a meal together. The owners themselves rarely came there.

When Alexis replaced the plumbing, he had the kitchen fitted with modern water and gas pipes. The large black cast-iron stove in the corner had been kept; it was still used for baking pastries and roasting meats. The kitchen also came with a pantry and a cellar.

At that moment, Alexis—flustered and overwhelmed—found himself confronted by an uninvited guest, or rather, by two.

Robert tapped twice on the doorframe. “Need a hand？”

Alexis’s hand jerked, and he sprinkled too much white pepper. Setting down the shaker, he turned toward Robert, surprise mingled with uncertainty on his face.

He hesitated, not knowing whether to hide the messy countertop first or to push Robert out.

But the best moment had already slipped away. Robert walked straight into the kitchen, a small tail following behind him—Wayne had trotted in as well.

Alexis clasped his hands behind his back and nudged the scattered spice jars inward, muttering under his breath, “It’s a bit of a mess.”

Robert said, “That’s all right. What’s for dinner tonight？”

Alexis sounded a touch unsure: “Creamed chicken breast with asparagus tips, and leek-potato soup. No time for dessert, and no cold appetizers before the meal.”

“That’s plenty for two,” Robert said, rolling his sleeves up to his forearms, revealing the firm lines of muscle. “Tell me what I can do now.”

Alexis blinked slowly; Robert’s resolute tone left no room for refusal.

“Go wash your hands first,” Alexis conceded.

While Robert was at the sink, Alexis retrieved a second apron from the nearby pantry. Back in the kitchen, Robert gave his damp hands a brisk shake, but found no towel in sight.

He held his hands upright before his chest to keep the water from dripping onto his clothes. “Would you tie it for me？”

Alexis strode quickly to Robert, looping the apron around his waist. Robert lifted his arms and turned slightly, and Alexis swiftly knotted the ties.

It felt, Alexis thought, like an embrace left unfinished.

On the counter, Mrs. Carpenter’s cookbook stood propped open on its stand. Alexis followed the recipe’s measurements to the letter—though the white pepper had already gone in a bit heavy.

Robert was slicing leeks, his knife reducing the thick green stalks into fine rings, while two unpeeled, plump potatoes stood waiting their turn.

Alexis forced himself not to glance over at Robert; he needed to focus on the chicken breasts.

Before cooking, the chicken required marinating. Mrs. Carpenter’s recipe called for half a teaspoon of lemon juice and a quarter teaspoon of salt, with just a pinch of pepper.

Carefully, Alexis shaved off a small pat of butter and eased it into the heated, round-bottomed iron pan. Under the heat, the butter melted to a golden pool, and at the first gentle bubble, he laid the chicken breasts in.

A rich dairy note mingled with the savory aroma of browning chicken fat, flooding the kitchen in a wave of scent. Wayne, trailing Alexis in small circles, began barking excitedly.

But this was only the first step toward perfect creamed chicken.

The chicken rolled in the butter until it gained a lovely golden crust. Alexis poured in beef stock and Madeira, reducing the liquid to a syrupy glaze before adding cream. Over high heat, the sauce thickened and bubbled again; as he turned off the flame, he scattered parsley over the dish.

With the leeks and potatoes cut and his task complete, Robert settled into a dining chair, watching Alexis cook the chicken while making idle conversation.

Alexis never let Robert’s words fall to the ground; he would answer with a brief remark, though most of the time his head was bent, ladling the sauce and drizzling it over the chicken breasts again and again.

Alexis thought the dinner tasted wonderful—the chicken was tender, the sauce silky, the cream and the bite of pepper melding in perfect harmony—yet to him, the finest dish was the leek and potato soup, in which Robert had played a pivotal role.

He tried, a little awkwardly, to praise Robert’s handiwork, which made Robert burst into hearty laughter.

Unlike Alexis’s blind admiration, Robert’s assessment was more objective.

For the first time he had taken part in cooking, and when seasoning the leek and potato soup he had added too much salt; the leeks had broken down, the potatoes lacked fluffiness, and the flavor was, frankly, rather ordinary.

Even so, the dinner left everyone satisfied—even Wayne got a bowl of mashed potatoes with minced meat.

Alexis had arranged for Robert to stay in the room he once slept in as a child; from the balcony, one could reach out and touch the rose branches and buds—come May’s bloom, if Robert could remain until then.

Once, Robert had been like the sun high in the sky—radiant, magnificent, and far beyond reach.

Now at last the distance between them had narrowed; Robert was no longer just a figure surrounded by strangers, seen on newspaper pages, or heard of through others—he was tangibly present, sleeping in the room next door.

Alexis felt a satisfaction unlike anything he had ever known.

Before surrendering to sleep, he carefully recalled every moment he had seen Robert since youth: the smiles, the gentleness, the poise, the steadiness—from boyhood to young manhood—finally the memory settled on a “good night” spoken just before the door closed.

If this were a dream, he would wish never to wake.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 

[image: ]


Mrs. Berry came to Peckno Farm every morning for a bit of cleaning; her work was simple—dusting and laundering—yet it earned her a full day’s wage.

Mr. Archer lived alone, and the household chores at Peckno Farm took only a morning to complete; for a maid, it was certainly a rare and enviable position.

This morning, when Mrs. Berry arrived at Peckno Farm, she found there was a guest—a handsome young gentleman.

In her three months of work at Peckno Farm, she had never seen anyone besides Mr. Archer; thank heaven, at last there was a visit from family or friends.

She had always thought Mr. Archer had neither kin nor companions; such a fine gentleman should not have to live alone in so large and empty a house.

Robert sat at the dining table reading the newspaper; as there was only one copy, he read aloud the parts he found interesting to Alexis.

Alexis sat quietly to the side, sipping his hot milk in small, deliberate mouthfuls. Out of pure self-interest, he made no move to remind Robert that the newspaper could easily be split into two sections—and had no intention of ordering another copy, either.

There was a certain effortless charm about Robert; when he wished, he could close the distance between himself and anyone with remarkable ease. Only yesterday, he and Alexis had been mere classmates—today, the word “friends” already seemed fitting.

Driven by curiosity, Robert had tried to guess why Alexis had invited him to spend a holiday at Peckno Farm. Yet to his surprise, Alexis displayed no real desire or motive; there was only a calm detachment in him, a quiet indifference to almost everything around him.

Entertainment in the countryside was rather limited. It was not yet hunting season; so one could do little more than play tennis, picnic and row on the lake, or fish by the river. Horse races and regattas required a trip into town, while country balls were held only on occasion.

Alexis had not yet decided what to do with Robert that day. But the scenery of Summersley Plain was lovely, and on a clear day, a leisurely walk along the rural lanes would be a fine choice in itself.

He treasured these moments alone with Robert, so he was in no hurry to make plans for the day. But that peace was soon broken—the doorbell rang.

Alexis went to answer it, and Wayne trotted close behind on his short legs, following him eagerly to the door.

On the doorstep stood a burly old man with a great white beard. He removed his cap and held it to his chest, greeting Alexis with a genial smile. “Good morning, Mr. Archer. I’ve brought you the flower seedlings you ordered from Max yesterday.”

Alexis had nearly forgotten about them. Shifting slightly to the side, he said, “Good morning. Please leave them in the backyard—I’ll have my friend help me with them. I’ll just go inside to fetch my wallet.”

“No problem,” the bearded man replied, then glanced down to see Wayne by the door. He crouched and waved cheerfully. “Well hello there, little one! Care to help me carry these flowers？”

Wayne barked twice and then dashed back into the house, leaving the old man with the sight of his round, jiggling rump wobbling away.

Robert stepped out of the dining room just as Alexis came down the hall. “Robert,” Alexis said, “the seedlings I ordered yesterday have arrived. Would you check the order for me？ I’m going upstairs to get my wallet.”

“Of course,” Robert replied.

The seedlings had been delivered by carriage. After Alexis settled the payment, the white-bearded man whipped the reins and soon disappeared down the tree-lined drive.

Alexis looked down at the seedlings on the ground, then at Robert beside him. After a brief moment of hesitation, he asked softly, “Would you like to help me plant these flowers？”

Robert bent over the seedlings, studying them carefully but unable to tell what kind they were. He turned to Alexis and said, “Sure. We’ll need a hoe to loosen the soil—where’s the tool shed？”

“You should take off your coat first,” Alexis pointed at Robert’s neatly pressed outfit. “You’ll get your clothes all dirty.”

“All right, Alexis. You go fetch the tools and wait for me. Leave the digging to me—my sturdy build should be up to the task.” Robert winked at him with a smile.

Alexis could never refuse any of Robert’s requests, especially when he smiled and winked like that.

“Okay, I’ll wait for you,” Alexis replied, his face slowly flushing red—thankfully, Robert didn’t notice.

The sunlight over the backyard of Peckno Farm was warm and bright. It turned the long redbrick path pleasantly hot to the touch. Near the fence stretched a wide patch of lawn; where dead plants had once been dug out, tender new grass now covered the bare earth, trimmed to a perfect evenness. Beyond the fence, a boundary of waist-high shrubs and half-grown, silken-green grass marked the direction of the forest.

When Robert returned, Alexis was sitting on the lawn, leafing through a book. His straw hat pressed down the fringe over his forehead, casting a shadow across his face. His cheeks were faintly red—perhaps from the sun. Fair-skinned people always blush so easily.

Hearing Robert’s footsteps, Alexis closed the book and handed him another identical straw hat along with a pair of gardening gloves. “The sun’s strong today. We may need the whole morning for this. I don’t know much about gardening, so I’ll have to study the book a bit.”

Robert put on the gloves and adjusted the hat on his head. “Neither do I. We should learn together. Hey, Alexis—do I look like a gardener now？”

Alexis looked up from the pages and did not take his eyes off him. “Very much so.”

“Mr. Archer, gardener Robert at your service,” Robert said, taking off his hat and offering a courtly salute.

Even as a gardener, Robert was the most handsome one there could ever be.

Alexis’s heart trembled in his chest, the pulse rising up his throat until his tongue felt numb. “I’ll pay you generously,” he said softly, “if you’re willing to work for me.”

Robert laughed, sitting down on the grass and leaning closer to Alexis. “My pleasure. Now, let’s take a look at this book together.”

Their shoulders brushed lightly as they studied the instructions for transplanting. For the first time, Alexis found a handful of printed pages far too brief—if he could, he would gladly pay double to have the author expand that section into hundreds more.

Robert rose to his feet, took up the hoe, and followed Alexis’s directions to dig holes in the garden.

Alexis followed behind Robert, using the small trowel and rake from the gardening kit to loosen the soil. Wayne found it amusing, pawing energetically at the dirt Robert had dug out, sending clumps of earth flying onto Alexis’s clothes.

Alexis stood up and walked over to Robert, pointing toward Wayne. “Look at that, Wayne.”

Robert turned his head and frowned. “You filthy little rascal. Come here. This way. Dig over here instead.”

Wayne twitched his ears at Robert’s voice, turned around, and carried on digging.

Alexis chuckled, glancing first at Wayne and then at Robert. “He doesn’t listen to you.”

Robert marched over, scooped Wayne up, and set him down in the patch where Alexis hadn’t yet broken the soil. “Now finish what you started.”

No sooner had Wayne’s paws touched the ground than he darted behind Alexis, pressing against his trouser leg and whining softly. Alexis hesitated, his green eyes flicking toward Robert. “Robert...”

Robert sighed, set down his hoe, and held out his hand to Alexis. “He certainly knows who to hide behind. Come on, Alexis, lend me a trowel—let’s pick up the pace and get this finished.”

With Wayne no longer creating chaos beside them, Alexis and Robert soon had all the seedlings planted. The gardening left them both lightly sweating; it was the perfect moment for a pitcher of chilled lemon soda and a plate of pastries.

Alexis suggested, “There are two lemon trees behind the fence at Peckno Farm. Let’s pick some fresh lemons for the soda.”

Robert thought it an excellent idea. “Let’s go. When I was a boy at Reed Manor, I used to pick lemons—I still remember even the leaves had a scent.”

Alexis said, “The lemon trees at Peckno Farm are a bit tall. We’ll need a ladder first.”

Robert raised an eyebrow. “I can climb trees.”

Alexis looked rather surprised. The Robert he had known since their youth had always been the picture of gentlemanly grace—a bit of that image had unraveled after last night’s cooking and this morning’s gardening, yet the thought of Robert climbing trees startled him nonetheless.

He repeated without thinking, “You can climb trees？”

Robert found Alexis’s dazed expression amusing and struggled not to laugh. “I used to when I was little. You seem so surprised—no one is born a gentleman. Before I attended Saint-Cyr Military Academy, I even scaled a few walls.”

Alexis, obedient and proper since childhood, had grown into an equally proper adult—he had never climbed a tree or vaulted a wall in his life. It struck him then how little he truly knew of Robert, and how few chances he’d had to know all of him.

He pushed down the faint pang of disappointment and said to Robert, “I’ve never climbed a tree. The backyard at Peckno Farm is quite large—would you like to stop by the stables and see the horses while we’re at it？”

Alexis changed the subject a little abruptly, but Robert had no intention of making him uncomfortable. He replied naturally, “Peckno Farm is much larger than I imagined. I didn’t see the stable yesterday—are both it and the lemon trees quite far from here？”

Alexis nodded. “A little distance away. There are also many fruit trees over there, planted years ago. The stable houses only two horses, Jill and Travis; they’re both just two years old.”

Robert played the part of an attentive listener. Alexis was gentle and reserved, and Robert felt he ought to respond to him with an encouraging friendliness.

Hoping to draw Alexis into talking more, Robert asked, “Do they usually stay in the stable？ Are they trained racehorses？”

Alexis shook his head. “They’re just ordinary horses. During the busy seasons, they help haul the harvest.”

Robert remembered that Alexis came from a wealthy family; anyone who could attend Saint-Cyr Military Academy was unlikely to be of modest means. Why, then, had Alexis chosen to live on a servantless farm like Peckno Farm？

His curiosity getting the better of him, Robert finally asked the question—but the moment the words left his mouth, he regretted them. For an ordinary friend, it was far too intrusive.

Alexis didn’t seem upset. In an even tone, he answered, “The climate on the Summersley Plain is ideal for growing wheat. I have about three hectares of farmland here, all planted with wheat by hired hands. After harvest, it’s transported to a factory for processing. I’ll purchase more mature wheat later as well. As for not having servants—since I live here alone, having a group of people waiting on me would be quite a waste.”

Alexis never lied to Robert; he had merely left out certain truths—his parents, and the part about unspoken love.

Robert found this side of Alexis unexpectedly frank, even endearingly so—though the word “endearing” felt oddly out of place for a grown man.

He couldn’t resist teasing Alexis a little. “Well, there are only the two of us now. Wouldn’t hiring servants be a bit extravagant？”

Alexis blushed under the question and stammered, “It’s different—you’re a guest...”

Robert decided not to press him further. Another jest might cut their long vacation short. “What I mean,” he said, “is that I could help you with the farm work here at Peckno Farm. We could cook together and live without servants. I’d like to try that sort of simple, new way of life.”

Alexis nearly objected that there wasn’t much real farm work to do on Peckno Farm, but recalling his plan to start a vegetable garden, he held his tongue.
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The stable at Peckno Farm was fairly spacious, large enough to hold five horses, though at present it sheltered only two—the two-year-olds, Jill and Travis.

They were both Shire horses—towering in stature yet gentle as lambs.

A basket hung by the stable entrance, holding a bundle of carrots—long, narrow, and small, their green tops knotted together.

Alexis split the carrots in half for Robert: “They love these. Give them a taste and they’ll be fond of you.”

Robert lifted the carrot tops and gave them a gentle shake: “Horses like sweet things. I think next time I might bring some sugar cubes.”

The stable door swung open to reveal a neat corner stacked high with bundles of hay, tightly pressed into solid rectangular bales. The dry scent of hay filled the air, carrying with it a hint of harvest fields, as if autumn had quietly settled here.

Apart from that, the stable was simple—just a few saddles and bits hanging from the roughly hewn wooden walls, open to full view in one glance.

Alexis said to Robert, “The white one is Jill, the brown one is Travis. You can try greeting them.”

Jill’s stall stood a little closer to Robert. He shook the carrots slightly: “Hello, Jill, I’m Robert. Would you like some carrots？”

Jill gave a soft snort, pawing at the hay-covered floor in eager anticipation.

Robert fed Jill a carrot and stroked the side of her neck as she chewed: “Does that make us friends now？ Next time I’d like to take a walk with you along the countryside trails.”

Travis had already finished Alexis’s share of carrots and was nudging Alexis’s shoulder lightly again and again, urging for more.

Alexis opened his palm to show Travis it was empty: “No more—it’s all gone.”

Wayne had trotted after them all the way into the stable. In his short two months of life, this was his very first time seeing a horse. To a tiny creature like him, they were massive beings standing on four pillars.

Startled, he tucked his tail between his legs and barked sharply at the enormous pair. Jill and Travis both stretched their necks to get a closer look at him.

Robert scooped up the frightened Wayne, and he promptly buried his head in Robert’s chest, leaving muddy paw prints on Robert’s shirt from earth he’d scratched up earlier.

Alexis reached out to stroke Wayne’s head: “Let’s head out for now. We’ll bring him back to meet Jill and Travis when he’s a bit older.”

Robert gave Wayne’s rump a pat: “This little rascal who causes trouble is actually a coward—his mother was the bravest guard dog at Reed Manor.”

Wayne nudged Alexis’s hand with his damp little nose and let out pitiful whimpers to win sympathy. Alexis couldn’t help but laugh. “Wayne is still young. When he grows up, he’ll be just like his mother—Peckno Farm’s bravest guard dog.”

Robert stated the plain facts: “Reed Manor keeps fifteen dogs, while Peckno Farm has only Wayne. No need to wait until he grows up—right now, he’s already the bravest guard dog Peckno Farm has.”

Less than two minutes after leaving the stable, Alexis and Robert arrived at the orchard of Peckno Farm.

Calling it an ‘orchard’ might be a bit generous—it was merely a scattering of a dozen or so fruit trees planted casually and enclosed by a waist-high wall. The trees were of mixed varieties, and at the moment only the lemon trees bore fruit.

These fruit trees were well cared for, with someone trimming the side branches each year so the trunk could channel nutrients to the fruit and bring in a bountiful harvest.

Robert stood beneath a lemon tree, looking up at the tall canopy where the yellow, oval fruit hung, quite a distance from the ground.

Alexis glanced at Robert with some concern. “We really should fetch a ladder.”

Robert stepped back a few paces, gauging the height. “No need—I can get up there.”

With a light run-up, he vaulted easily, wrapped his arms around the trunk, and after two swift pulls was standing steady on a broad side branch. Looking down at Alexis with a grin, he said, “See？ I’m up. Much easier than when I was a kid.”

Alexis was now certain Robert had climbed more than his fair share of trees and walls—his movements were so deft they spoke of countless secret practice runs.

“We forgot to bring a basket,” Alexis said, a touch of frustration in his voice, as he looked up at Robert in the tree.

Robert took off his straw hat and tossed it down to Alexis. “Maybe this will do.”

Thanks to the training at Saint-Cyr Military Academy, Robert’s aim at tossing lemons was spot-on.

Once in a while, a lemon would roll down the rim of the hat and tumble onto the grass, which sent Robert into hearty laughter. Alexis, cradling the hat, laughed along.

Sunlight filtered through gaps in the canopy, spilling over Robert. At that moment, he bore no trace of formality—his rumpled clothes and tousled hair made him look every bit the country youth born and raised on Summersley Plain.

Alexis gazed up at Robert, thinking how much happier he seemed than at the social ball, where his smile had carried a hint of distance. Now Robert was smiling again, but with eyes brimming with genuine joy.

He felt a heartfelt happiness for Robert.

"Hey, Alexis, why are you spacing out？" Robert held a lemon in hand, poised to toss it into Alexis’s arms.

Alexis glanced down at the hat in his hands, brimming with lemons; another hat lay on the ground, equally full to the brim.

Lifting his head again, he said to Robert with a trace of distress, “We’ve picked far too many. This is enough not only for today’s lemon soda, but for the next two weeks as well.”

“Two weeks？” Robert replied. “Will they even last that long？”

Alexis sighed. “Probably not. In a week they’ll have dried out completely.”

Robert sprang down from the tree, reaching to slip an arm around Alexis’s shoulders. “Don’t worry. I’m sure Mrs. Carpenter’s recipes will give us the perfect solution.”

Caught off guard as Robert’s arm settled across his shoulders, Alexis felt a warmth spread from the point of contact. Beneath the fabric, his skin tingled with a shiver that quickened his breath and sent his pulse racing.

Instinctively, Alexis gave a slight shrug.

Robert withdrew his arm, recalling the smears of mud and damp patches of sweat on his clothes. “Sorry—I suppose I got carried away. I’m a bit dirty; I probably should have kept my distance.”

Alexis immediately realized he’d made yet another misstep. To mask the pace of his heartbeat, he broke free from Robert’s hand.

After a brief pause, he offered a rather strained explanation. “I’m just not used to being so close to others. It’s my own issue.”

With his eyes lowered, Alexis looked faintly displeased. Robert suspected it wasn’t simply a distaste for physical contact—perhaps there was a streak of fastidiousness as well. Apologizing again would seem odd; better to find another time to coax Alexis out of it.

At last, Robert stepped back, picked up the hat heavy with lemons, and said, “Alright—I’ll remember.”

Each lost in thought, they walked on in silence, an awkward hush that followed them all the way into Peckno Farm’s kitchen.

To Robert, Alexis now seemed like the ostriches he had once seen in Bernardi’s zoo—those great birds with black-and-white plumage that bury their heads in the sand at the first hint of danger.

Silence, perhaps, was Alexis’s way of weathering a threat.

Robert resolved to break this uncomfortable quiet—by knocking over the bucket filled with silver dining knives and forks.

In the midst of a cascade of bright, ringing chimes, he turned an innocent gaze on Alexis, as though he were not the culprit behind that small chaos.

Alexis cast him a glance, then let his eyes fall again, as though resolved not to speak. Just as Robert thought he would remain silent to the end, he heard Alexis murmur quietly, “Are you all right？”

“I’m fine. Let me pick them all up, and then we’ll flip through Mrs. Carpenter’s recipe book together.” Robert crouched to gather the scattered cutlery, deliberately keeping his head low so Alexis wouldn’t catch the smirk tugging at his lips.

In Mrs. Carpenter’s recipe book was a dessert called lemon muffins, a perfect solution to the lemon glut troubling Alexis and Robert.

This dessert was particularly forgiving for kitchen novices like them—measurements were the only real hurdle, and the flavor was nearly foolproof.

They had harvested fourteen lemons in total: three for lemonade, five for the coming days’ meat dishes, and the remaining six devoted entirely to the muffins.

The kitchen at Peckno Farm was unexpectedly well-stocked, boasting not only measuring cups but even a small balance scale complete with weights.

When Alexis brought out the scale, Robert let out a low whistle of amazement, which made Alexis feel faintly embarrassed.

Robert tapped the scale lightly. “Last time I saw one of these was in chemistry class—Edgar used it to measure glycerin but put on the wrong weight. Purple flames ate away a whole tuft of his hair, and he ended up wearing a hat for two straight weeks until his hair grew back.”

Alexis had no particular recollection of that incident, though he did remember that Edgar was Robert’s close friend; back at the Saint-Cyr Military Academy, the two had been inseparable.

Robert’s tone carried a hint of schadenfreude, though Alexis couldn’t quite see what was amusing about it.

Still, out of politeness, Alexis gave a small smile, despite having no interest whatsoever in Edgar’s misadventures.

Turning six lemons into muffins was no small task. Alexis calculated the required ingredients and realized they would yield thirty-six muffins in all.

With only the two of them, eating muffins at every meal would still take two full days to finish.

Alexis had no desire to have muffins for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

But
















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





