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Winnie watched as Harry and his uncle packed up the carriage. She’d known he would leave. Even when he told her he wouldn’t, she’d realized he had no choice. With Robert well, his arm healed enough to ride, it was time to say goodbye.

Robert McDonald, laird of clan McDonald and a fine-looking man even in his advanced years, came to her and took her hands in his. “My dear Miss Winnie, I do not know how to thank you. You saved my life and my arm.”

She smiled up at the old Scotsman. “You owe me nothing but your continued good health. Take care of yourself, sir, and perhaps take care of my friend.” She glanced at Harry and tried to keep the tears at bay. “Are you sure you don’t wish to be a doctor? Edinburgh has a fabulous medical school, and I have friends...”

Winnie shook her head. “Your surgery showed me I’m not interested in doing that full time.” 

“But, madam, you have a talent.”

“Thank you, but I don’t have the heart for it.” Her reasons for learning medicine had changed. She no longer needed to secure a place in the community. She had a family. Going to medical school would require her to make another change. Winnie did not have the ability to make yet another change. 

“Well, here is my friend’s information, in case you have a change of heart.” He handed her a card with a neatly penned name and address on it.

Winnie looked down at the card and slipped it into the pocket of her dress.

“Everything is packed. We should go,” Harry interrupted. He would not meet her gaze.

Robert cleared his throat. “Yes, well, I will bid the Duchess goodbye. Thank you again, Miss Winnie.”

He left them standing there awkwardly, staring at the ground.

“Have safe travels, Harry,” Winnie pushed the words past her dry throat.

He looked up. “I don’t want to leave you.”

She looked away. “But you have no choice.”

He cursed under his breath and stomped away. Returning, he grabbed her upper arms and glared down at her. “I can’t ask you to wait for me.” He hung his head. “I’m not sure if I’m on my way to be married or executed.” He laughed.

“Maybe, neither. I will wait until I hear from you.”

He shook his head. “Winona, I may never be free to marry you.”

She nodded. “Then so be it.” She shrugged and gave him a tiny smile. “Then perhaps I’ll just be your mistress.”

He paled. “Win...”

Before he could scold her for her brazenness or take her up on her offer, the rest of the family descended upon them, filling the courtyard.

Goodbyes are never easy, but with one who is so beloved who they may never see again, the parting is so much harder.

Winnie took a step back as the Duke and Duchess crowded in to say goodbye. She moved further back, easing behind her brother and father, as each one stepped up to wish the men goodbye and safe travels.

“What are you hiding back here with me for?” Cassie asked.

Winnie shook her head, the dam of tears threatening to burst. When she could contain her emotions no longer, she slipped away from the crowd. Winnie ran to the barn and the comfort of her horse.
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STAR DUST WHINNIED as soon as she came into the barn. Winnie ran to the stall and wrapped her arms around the beautiful animal, breathing in the scent of horse and hay. Star Dust nuzzled her with her nose, pulling her close to her body as if trying to hug her. Winnie laughed and cried as she wrapped her arms around her best friend.

“I figured this would be where you’d run off to,” Cassie said, coming into the barn. “Did you tell Harry you love him?”

Winnie shook her head. “I told him I’d be his mistress.”

Cassie sighed. “Your father will probably have something to say about that.”

“I don’t want to go on without him.”

Cassie pulled her into an embrace. The three of them, Winnie, the horse and Cassie, huddled together in the stall.

“So, this is where you two ran off to?” the colonel asked. “Come on up to the house. Sarah has some news she wants to share.”
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Chapter 1 Fall 1886
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My dearest Harry, I will never send this letter, but I must let the words out lest they fester inside me. I hate you! How I wish that were true. It would be so much easier to forget you if I did. Even as I miss you, I still love you. Your honor has pulled us apart. You chose duty to your clan over your affection for me. 

“Did you see this morning’s headline? I cannot imagine why they let that American back in society?” the Duchess asked. “They surely won’t accept her after this fiasco.” She pointed to the paper, which read Runaway Heiress Escapes the Altar Again. “I mean, really, how many betrothals has this girl had? And they are saying she rode off into the night without even her maid for chaperone.”

Winnie looked at Rys and Yellow Feather, but they were busy eating their breakfast, unperturbed by the Duchess’s rantings. Winnie fixed a plate of food and thanked the footman when he served her a cup of coffee.

Jeremy picked up the paper and shook it out, turning the pages, searching for more important news.

“You really need to remember not to thank the footmen while they are serving. They strive not to be noticed. You can thank them afterwards if you like,” the Duchess said. “I agree. We take the servants for granted and could not survive long without them.” She smiled up at the young man and gave a slight nod of her head when he offered her some more tea.

“Face if Mama, Winona’s manners are different from our own, but no less polite. Maybe even more so.” He buried his face in the paper.

Winnie gasped, seeing a mention of news from the states.

“What is it, dear?”

“Geronimo surrendered,” she breathed the words past the lump in her throat.

“Yes, he is no longer terrorizing the settlers. They have won the west.”

“You mean it has been stolen. Ripped away from those who claimed it and cared for it, only to be raped and ravaged and left hollow and desolate in their wake. Geronimo was a warrior, a hero to his people. His surrender,” she sobbed. “His surrender means the death and destruction of all we hold dear.”

“Oh Winnie, I’m so sorry,” the Duchess said, holding out her hand. “I forget there are always two sides to a story, and the truth lies somewhere betwixt the two.”

Yellow Feather stared down at his plate. “It was inevitable. They were starving his people, keeping them on the run.” He shook his head. “It is a testament to his greatness as a warrior and a leader they were able to hold out this long.” He sighed. “I have lost my appetite. If you will excuse me.”

Jeremy stood also and kissed his mother’s cheek.

“Where are you off to?”

“Riley and I are working on a project.” He grinned as the youth came sliding into the room.

“Sorry I’m late. I got up early and started working and forgot all about breakfast.”

Riley was greasy and dirty except for his hands. Winnie shook her head. At least he’d stopped and washed his hands before coming to breakfast. “You are a sight. You are lucky father and Cassie are off on their honeymoon or you’d be in trouble for coming to the table looking like you rolled around in a grease pit.”

Riley was shoving food in his face as he heaped more on his plate. He tried to argue around a mouthful of sausage, but clamped his mouth shut when he saw the ladies glaring at him. Swallowing hard, he said, “My apologies ladies, I was quite famished and completely forgot my manners.”
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THE DUCHESS GAVE HIM an indulgent smile. “I remember when Jeremy was that age. He was a bottomless pit. It’s a wonder he didn’t start gnawing on the table legs.”

Jeremy laughed. “Well, I’m thankful my appetite has returned, but I’m no match for the lad. I am sure I didn’t eat as much when I was his age. But then again, I believe he’s going to be taller and broader than both his father and I.”

Jeremy was leaner than their father, the sickness having taken its toll, but like their father, he was tall with wide shoulders. Both men had dark hair, but the Duke’s curled as it fell on his forehead, and father’s hair was straight. Riley and the Duke looked like twins separated by decades.

Riley slowed down and pointed to the Duke with his fork. “I’ve figured out the problem with the motor.” The two men started talking about motors and firing mechanisms and air intake.

The Duchess smiled fondly at the two. After living in a house filled with silence and death, it was plain the lady welcomed the change. Winnie could have done with a little less noise. She worried about Yellow Feather. The old ways were disappearing. He’d given up his tribe, his language, and even part of his identity to travel with the show, and now, to stay in a foreign country while his old world changed forever.

The colonel bustled in, adding to the morning chaos. He kissed the Duchess’s cheek, causing her to blush like a schoolgirl. He wore his traveling suit. “I’m afraid I am going to have to rush off this morning. The show is having some troubles, and I sent word I would come and see if I can help.”

“I thought you’d given up the show?” the Duchess scolded.

The colonel glanced at Winnie, who would also like the answer to the question. “I gave up the show, but I still own it.” He blushed and looked away from Winnie. “I’m just allowing someone else to run it.”

“Then let them run it,” the Duchess said. “Stay here. The holiday season is getting ready to start, and I need you to be my escort.”
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HE CLEARED HIS THROAT. “Sarah, part of the deal was if they ran into any trouble, they could call on me to assist them. I can’t go back on my word.”

“But you would go back on your word to me? You said you were going to be here through the holidays. I need you, Billy.”
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THE COLONEL SIGHED. “I will handle this difficulty as quickly as I can and return as soon as possible.” He kissed her cheek.

“Grandfather?” Winnie wasn’t sure what she wanted to say. So many things were whirling around in her thoughts. He still owned the show.  

“Well, eat some breakfast before you go,” the Duchess ordered with a pout.

“I have already had a quick bite. Now I must be off.” He turned to Winnie. “I’m sorry I lied. I believed it was for the best. You are happy here, aren’t you?”

She sighed. “I am. Did you read about Geronimo?”

He paled. “What? No. I’ve not seen this morning’s papers. What happened?”

The Duchess handed him the paper.

“Read it for me, dear. I can’t see without my glasses.”

The colonel hated anyone knowing of his struggles to read. He could read, but it required a lot of effort and for someone as busy and on the move as her grandfather, sitting still and trying to decipher words was a chore.

The Duchess blushed. She’d forgotten. One tended to forget Colonel Bill Dexter couldn’t do everything. He was always bigger than life. She read the article.

“Oh, dear.” He looked at Winnie and frowned. “Where is Yellow Feather?”

She shook her head. “He left when he heard, and didn’t even finish his breakfast.”
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HE CURSED UNDER HIS breath. “I will find him before I leave.” He bid them all farewell.

“Wait,” the Duchess called and wrapped a couple of muffins in a napkin.

“I told you, I’ve already eaten, love,” the colonel said with an adoring smile.

“These are for Yellow Feather.” She placed them in his hands. “I am afraid I spoke in haste.”

He cupped her face. “I’ll tell him.” He kissed her gently and left the room.  

Jeremy and Riley followed him, deep in discussion about their new invention. Riley seemed unconcerned with Geronimo’s surrender, but then again, she doubted he remembered their time on the reservation.

The dining room was suddenly silent, and Winnie was in a tornado of emotions. Her grandfather had lied about selling the show. She felt betrayed, but a part of her understood he’d wanted her to give England a chance. Now, after learning about Geronimo, she wanted to return to America, but what could she do? It wasn’t as if she had any power or money to help her people, and could she really leave her family? Would the people even accept her after she’d been away so long? Old Willow Woman was no more. What ties did she even have to the tribe?

“He should have given you a chance to decide on your own.”

Winnie looked up and met the Duchess’s gaze. “But would I have chosen the show out of fear and familiarity? If so, what would have happened to Jeremy?”

Lady Sarah reached out and put her thin, blue-veined hand over Winnie’s. Winnie turned hers over, exposing her calluses. Ignoring their obvious differences, Winnie held the other woman’s hand, appreciating the connection. Despite their many differences, they also shared many similarities. The Duchess gave Winnie’s hand one last squeeze before returning to her tea. “I’ve arranged to have you presented before the queen,” she said.

Winnie frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It’s a formality, really. It says you are of age and can be out in society.”

Winnie shook her head. “I’m not ready to be out in society. I don’t know the first thing about being a lady.”

“Oh, you know plenty, but I’ll help you. Besides, I need your help.” The Duchess leaned close. “I’ve told Jeremy I need him to escort you, but it is just an excuse. I want you to help him find a bride.” She smiled.

“Me?” Winnie shook her head. “Why me?”
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“WELL, THERE IS A GROUP of young heiresses from America.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, with everything we still need to do here at the estate, Jeremy must marry for money, but I hope he can also find a woman he can love.”

Winnie shook her head. “The only knowledge I have of these girls is from reading about them in the newspapers and magazines.” She chuckled. “They were not visitors to the show.”

“You are a smart young lady. I have the utmost confidence in you.”

“I am not a matchmaker. Look at my own pitiful romance...” she blinked back tears.

The Duchess reached over and patted her hand. “If it is meant to be, our Harry will return.” She sniffed back her own tears.

Harry was like a son to her and Winnie was ashamed of herself for wallowing in her own pain when Lady Sarah was also feeling the loss. “It’s not as if I know these women,” Winnie said. “If they are daughters from wealthy families, they will look down their noses at someone like me.”

The Duchess nodded. “And those are the women we are not interested in.”

Winnie didn’t like the idea of a season, but for the Duke and Duchess she would do nearly anything. What else did she have to do? She refused to let her thoughts drift in Harry’s direction. Forcing a smile to her lips, she agreed.

“Oh good,” the dowager Duchess clapped her hands. “This will be such fun.”
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Chapter 2 Applegate Estate
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Dear Harry, How I wish you were here to guide me. I am such a failure. I have no idea how to be a lady, but the Duchess insists. I tell myself it is only another role, but this seems to be the most difficult one I have ever tried to play.

“Mademoiselle Applegate, keep your arm stiff and your chin up,” the dance master instructed in his fake French accent.

Winnie stiffened as his hand once again grazed her breast. She narrowed her eyes, her jaw tight with suppressed anger.

He tapped her ribs, his thumbs grazing her breasts. “You are much too stiff. You should be erect but not rigid.”

“And you should keep your hands to yourself,” she hissed and pushed his hands away.

“Mademoiselle, I assure you, I am simply trying to instruct you.”

“No, you are simply putting your hands where they do not belong.”

“Tsk, tsk juene filla, you are such a country bumpkin you mistake my intentions.” He leered at her all but drooling on her breasts.

“I’ve worked with many rogue stallions, sir. We find with the really bad ones, it’s easier just to geld them.” She narrowed her eyes.

“Ah, mademoiselle, what could you possibly do to me, smack me with your fan?” He blatantly shoved his hand into her bodice and caressed her breast.

Winnie caught his hand and twisted his wrist as she stepped between his legs and flipped him over her hip, a move she’d learned from the kindly doctor from China who’d joined their traveling show for a short time. The move allowed a smaller opponent to defeat a larger one, using his own 

––––––––
[image: ]


WEIGHT AGAINST HIM. With her grip on the dance master’s hand, the move put pressure on his wrist and threatened to break it.

“OW! Please!” He whimpered. “Let me go.”

The Duchess came hurrying into the ballroom. “What is going on here?”

“This-this-heathen attacked me,” the dance master cried out, forgetting his accent.

Winnie gave his wrist a little twist.

The dance master cried out. “Please Duchess, help me.”

“Winona, please let the dance master go.”

Winnie abruptly let go and stepped away, allowing the man to drop to the floor.

He scrambled in an undignified manner to his feet. “I quit madam, no one could teach this-this monster to behave like a lady.”

The knife was cutting the air before Winnie could process this might not be her best idea. It whizzed past the dance master and stuck into the wood of the doorframe, right beside his head. He squealed like a little pig.

The Duchess gasped.

The dance master paled.

“The next time you put your hands where they don’t belong, I’ll remove them from your wrists,” Winnie promised.

“What is this?” The Duchess demanded.

The dance master shook his head, his eyes pleading. “She is a menace, your grace.”

“And you are a cad, using your position to make unwanted advances. How many other girls have you forced yourself on?” the Duchess demanded.

“Well, I never...” he gasped, feigning outrage.

“Oh, I bet you have. I know your kind. You are the worst kind of predator. You worm your way into society and feed on unsuspecting innocents.” The Duchess was building up a head of steam.

“I should make sure he is no longer capable of forcing his attentions on another girl.” Winnie pulled another knife from beneath her skirt. “Duchess if you hold him, I can remove his manhood in a quick flick of my wrist.” Winnie stalked towards him.

He squealed, and in a panic, he struggled to open the door. It flew open, causing the man to stumble. He barreled into Rys Snowden, who was trying to enter. He hastily apologized before making his retreat.

“Winona, really? Did you have to threaten to geld the man?” The Duchess complained.

“He is lucky I didn’t remove his fingers after he shoved them down my bodice.”

“Oh dear, what are we going to do?” the Duchess said. “He was the only dance master willing to leave London. Even if we pack up now and head to London, there is no guarantee we can find another dance instructor who can have you ready in time for the season.”

Winnie shrugged. “Rys can teach me.”

“Me?” Rys paled.

As the heir to the Earl of Pemberton, he was a bit of a dandy. He was a distant cousin and had become a good friend. He’d helped Winnie keep her sanity after Harry left for the Highlands and had even helped uncover the conspiracy to kill the Duke.

“I know nothing about teaching you to dance...”

“You dance, don’t you?” Winnie asked, sheathing her knife. She stomped over to the door and pulled the other from the frame. Wrinkling her nose, she turned to the Duchess. “Sorry about the mark on the door.” She turned back to Rys. “I’m told you’re an excellent dancer.”

He blushed and nodded. “Yes, well, of course, but...”

“Then you can dance with me and teach me. At least I won’t have to worry about you trying to force your attentions on me.”

“Well, no, of course not, I’d never. What about Jeremy? He could teach you.” There was a hint of desperation in Rys’s voice.

Winnie winced aware her past behavior had intimidated her friend. “Jeremy is still experiencing some lameness, and I really don’t wish to overtax his health. He has been working with the new steward to help get the estate in better working order. The Duchess says at one time, the Applegate Estate had the best cider in Somerset.” She smiled sweetly at Rys. “Besides, didn’t you offer to do anything you could to help me?” She fluttered her eyelashes. “Come on, be a good friend and help me learn all I need to know so as not to embarrass myself. I promise I won’t do any experiments with rats.”

Rys shuddered. “No rats. Wonderful.” He heaved a sigh of resignation. “Fine. What have you learned thus far?”
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Chapter 3 Christmas 1886
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What are you doing for Christmas, darling Harry? Are you hanging greenery? Have you kissed your betrothed under the kissing ball? I would save all of my berries for your kisses.

The family spent Christmas together at the Applegate Estate with only John and Cassie missing from their ranks. The newlyweds were still honeymooning on the continent. Winnie didn’t miss them anymore because of the holiday. She had never known a genuine family Christmas. Even before they’d joined the show, Christmas was little more than another day. Her mother hadn’t been one to celebrate the holiday and after her passing, it was all her father could do to keep food on the table and a roof over their head. When they joined the traveling show, their friends had included them in their celebrations, but they had never developed any traditions of their own.

Winnie and Riley threw themselves into the holiday. They went out in search of holly, ivy and pine to make the garlands to decorate the house.

“Too bad there’s no snow,” grandfather said. “We could take out the sleigh to gather greenery.”

“No thank you,” Winnie shivered and huddled deeper into her wool cloak. “I’d rather have a warmer Christmas.”

“Ha, you’ve been in the southwest much too long if this is cold.” Colonel Bill Dexter seemed to be in his element as he drove the cart through the fields, enjoying the sunny, if brisk, day. They came upon a copse of trees glistening with frost in the early morning light.

Winnie and Riley pulled the saws from the back of the cart and gathered a cart full of greenery. They returned to the house singing Christmas carols, many Winnie had learned for their holiday shows. They stomped the mud off their boots and gathered in the kitchen for hot chocolate and cookies fresh from the oven.

The new cook was a former member of the traveling show and brought with her some of her own traditions. She presented them with a platter of sugar cookies, spicy ginger snaps, and jelly filled cookie so thin and crisp they were like eating air.

The Duchess directed the decorating. Beribboned greenery draped the banisters, the doorways and over the mantle. They dragged a Christmas tree in and set it up in the main parlor. The housekeeper helped put candles on the tree while they tied bows on the branches. Tears streamed down the Duchess’ cheeks as she admired their efforts. “I’ve never seen this house look finer. Thank you all for making this Christmas so very special.”

Grandfather pulled the Duchess into his arms and, holding a ball of greenery over her head, he said, “Ah my Lady Sarah, now you have to kiss me.”

She looked up at the straggly ball of greenery and ribbons. “Is that supposed to be a kissing ball?”

“It is.”

“You don’t need mistletoe to get a kiss, Billy,” she whispered and, one by one, the rest of the family eased out of the room, leaving them to celebrate alone.
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Chapter 4: A New Year 1887
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Dear Harry, I wish you were here. I cannot do this without you. Why did you have to leave? Why does everyone I love leave me? I should go back to the show. At least with the show, I understood my role.

New Year’s came, and they were soon packing off to London. The city was like no other Winnie had ever visited. The streets were busy with carriages, animals and people crowded together, and the air was thick with soot, smoke and the acrid scent of rotting waste frozen in a tableau of ice and snow. Winnie struggled to breathe in the heavy, fetid air. “How do they stand it here?”

“What dear?” The Duchess glanced up from her appointment calendar. She had been making notations in her leather-bound journal as she reexamined a stack of invitations she’d brought with her.

Lady Sarah had assured her the season didn’t start until spring, but they would accept a few intimate invitations to help her become more comfortable with her role in society.

“This isn’t bad. You should smell it in summer,” Jeremy said from the corner of the carriage.

“Will we still be in London during the summer?”

“Of course not, dear,” the Duchess replied as she re-stacked the envelopes and tucked them into her journal. “We’ll be back in Somerset, or maybe we’ll visit Bath. No one wants to be in London during the summer.”

Winnie shook her head. “We’re almost there.” She was not looking forward to going out in society. She was afraid of embarrassing herself and disappointing the Duchess. The season ended in June. Three months, she could do anything for three months.

The Duchess looked out the window then tucked her journal and the invitations into a satchel at her feet. 

A few minutes later, the carriage stopped in front of a narrow brick townhouse with an impressive portico. The servants rushed out to greet them. Winnie watched as they lined up under the guidance of the butler. She smiled as she peered out the carriage window as a young maid hurriedly straightened her mob cap under the glare of an older woman who must be the housekeeper.

Except for the Duke, the men had ridden, preferring horseback to the long carriage ride. She would have preferred to ride as well, but ladies do not arrive in town smelling of horse and sweat. She wondered how anyone could smell anything with the overwhelming aroma of coal smoke and animal excrement permeating everything, including her skin. Even the frigid January air couldn’t erase the odor saturating the landscape.

The men dismounted and stomped in place to get their circulation going. The door to the carriage opened and Winnie waited as the Duke stepped out and reached in to help his mother. Winnie was eager to disembark, but she fought to be patient. Finally, the Duke’s hand came back inside, and she could alight. Grooms came and led the horses away.

They greeted the staff. Only the butler and a pair of footmen were previously in the Duchess’ employ, everyone else was new. The Duchess spoke with each member of the household, learning their names and a little about them. She was gracious and regal, the embodiment of a lady. Winnie feared she would never gain the same poise. Soon, burly footmen were carrying in their trunks, and the butler was leading them into the foyer of the stately house.

Winnie warmed herself by the fire that had been set in the front parlor to take off the worst of the chill, but she’d spent too many hours trapped in the carriage to stay inside. As soon as she was warm, she wandered around the town house. It was not as large as the estate in the country where she’d been able to ramble and ride. The tiny backyard garden, though well-tended, was barely large enough for a few assorted herbs and vegetables. Though mostly covered in snow and ice, someone had cleared a path through the garden to an old stone carriage house.

The garden became her saving grace in the following months. Winnie often paced the tiny garden at all hours of the day and night. It was the only place she could go without an escort, and she direly needed a little room to breathe. The London townhouse was quickly becoming a prison.

As winter began to fade and spring was a sweet promise, Winnie glimpsed a young girl about her age in the townhouse's garden next door. She put up her hand and waved, hoping for a bit of salvation at the sight of a friendly face.

The girl blushed and returned the gesture.
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WINNIE’S ETIQUETTE training continued to prepare for her debut into society. She feared her launch would resemble one of Riley’s experiments. It would either fizzle or be an epic explosion. Every day she was subjected to lessons on deportment, fittings for gowns, and the correct way to address a peer. After a month, she was at her breaking point. “Enough!” Winnie shouted and stormed out of the house. Tears burned her eyes. “I’ll never get this. I’m not cut out to be a lady. I should have gone to help with the show and let grandfather stay here.” Winnie brushed back the rush of tears. Her grandfather was once again off troubleshooting a problem with the wild west show, and her parents had yet to return from their honeymoon.

“He would not look as pretty in the new wardrobe the Duchess has ordered for you,” Jeremy teased.

“And that’s another thing. How can you afford a whole new wardrobe for me?”

“I have it handled, Winnie. Don’t worry about it.”

“Don’t patronize me.”

He sighed. “I wasn’t trying to be patronizing. I know you understand the value of money, but mother, your grandfather and your parents and I are all pooling our resources to make sure you have a fantastic season.”
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SHE SHOOK HER HEAD. “I’m not even sure I want a season. If I’m supposed to find a husband, then no thank you. I’ve already found the man I want to marry, and I’m not interested in finding a replacement.”

Jeremy put his hand on her shoulder. “Harry is gone. I’m so sorry. But sitting around waiting for him to return...” He heaved a sigh and shook his head. “No one is going to force you to marry anyone you don’t want, but why not enjoy being with people your own age?”

“What if they don’t like me?”

He smiled reassuringly. “What’s not to like?”

“Do you want a list?” She paced away from him. He and Riley had turned the carriage house into their workshop. They’d settled into a routine in only a few days. They got up early, tinkered in the workshop, had breakfast and went back out to tinker some more until time to eat again. “What are the two of you working on?” she asked, peering into the long wooden building.

“Oh you know your brother,” Jeremy answered.

She rolled her eyes. “Be careful Duke. Riley’s experiments have been known to explode.”

He chuckled.

She liked the Duke. Jeremy would act as her escort once they started accepting invitations. The balls would not start until after she was presented at court. “I need to get away from all of this. I’m tired of feeling like a failure.”

He hugged her. “You’re not a failure. Mother says you are learning everything quickly and performing well. She is very pleased.”

“You didn’t hear her a few minutes ago.” Winnie shook her head. “She was definitely not pleased today.”

He sighed. “Come on, let’s go find your brother and get out of the house for a little while.”

“Really?” She hugged him. “Oh, thank you, thank you.” She released him and brushed at the dirt on her bodice. “I need to change if we’re going out.”
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JEREMY CHUCKLED. “GO, I’ll find Riley and we’ll explore the city.” He asked a footman to acquire a carriage.

“I thought we were within walking distance of everything in London,” Winnie said. She had been trying to get Jeremy to exercise more. Daily walks would help him regain his strength.

“I’m not up to walking long distances yet, but I can take my niece and nephew out and around Covent Garden. We’ll walk from one end of the market to the other. Will that make you happy?” He turned his attention to the butler and asked, “Is there anything special going on in the Gardens today?”

The older man nodded. “Oh, aye, your grace, there are the new street performers and some wonderful market stalls. I understand the young miss likes books.” He told the Duke where he could find the best selection of books. “And the lad will love the mechanic shop. The old man who owns it has some great old pieces Master Riley can use for his inventions.”

Winnie hurried up the steps to change. She would wear one of her new costumes and debated whether to wear the copper or the plum. It would be fun to visit Covent Garden. She’d heard so much about it from her grandfather. She wondered if he’d ever visited the gardens. His childhood had been so isolated. As had hers, at least until they’d joined the show. “Molly!” she called for her maid. The maid would be excited to dress her in her new finery.
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A VISION IN SCARLET stopped the Duke of Applegate in his tracks. Had he been so long without feminine companionship he was becoming enamored of the first girl to catch his attention. He was no romantic, not even a poet, but he maneuvered the kids to intercept the lady as she perused the book stalls of Covent Garden. Her hair was dark and pulled up in an elaborate twist and topped with a confection no one could call a hat. As he neared, he noticed streaks of auburn and gold woven through the darker tresses, her skin kissed by the sun. Unlike the fair English roses, this lady was no hothouse flower. They reached for a book. Their gloved hands touching briefly, igniting a fire in 

his body he’d thought long dead. He bowed, taking his hand from the book and trying to get his body back under control. He wasn’t some randy youth lusting after every woman he met. “You like Dickens?”

“I liked Great Expectations and hoped to read more of his work. You, sir? Do you like Dickens?” She smiled up at him and it was like the sun peaking through the clouds on a dreary day. 

The lady was tall for a woman, but he had several inches on her. She was neither too thin nor overly plump, but perfect in every way. Jeremy had believed his heart was incapable of anything more than keeping him alive, but this young woman made his blood run hotter and his heart beat faster. He was probably old enough to be her father, and here he was, acting like some lovesick fool. “Have you read A Tale of Two Cities? It was quite riveting, though war might not be what the lady is searching for.”

“Oh, and what do you think a lady would like?”

“Hmm, well, after meeting my young cousin, I realize I don’t really know. But I can tell you what books I’ve enjoyed reading, though my taste varies depending upon my mood.”

“Oh, and what do you like to read?”

“Have you read Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland? I was quite surprised at the charm of this book, but there is also a depth I did not expect. My nephew just purchased the Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. I hear it is a bit terrifying.” He grinned.

“Oh, I love a good scare. My father used to tell us spooky stories at night.”

“Have you read Dicken’s Christmas Carol? It has a few ghosts and can be frightening.”

“Emma?”

The woman turned to look over her shoulder. Turning back to Jeremy, she smiled sadly. “Well, it looks like my shopping is being cut short. I’ll have to be happy with this one. It was pleasant chatting with you,” she said as she walked away.

Winnie and Riley joined him. “Who was that?”

Jeremy shook his head. “I’m not sure. She was an American. Her friend called her Emma.” He watched her join her friends. She glanced over her shoulder, giving him another of her beautiful smiles.
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WINNIE WASN’T SURE who was more thrilled she, Riley or Jeremy. Covent Gardens was not what she’d expected. It was more, so much more. There were market stalls lining the streets, street performers showing off on every corner, and an array of shops selling everything from books to confections.

Winnie chose a book. Riley found a wheel and several components he needed for his motor. He didn’t have to try too hard to convince Jeremy to buy it. The footman took their purchases back to the carriage while they continued on through the street to see a show. Winnie had found a playbill listing the activities for the evening.

The sun was starting its descent. One of the street performers followed them down the road, flirting with Winnie until she became uncomfortable.

“Go on with you,” the Duke ordered.

The man blew on a whistle. It must have been a signal, because several young ruffians came out from the alleys.

Jeremy was weaponless and physically no match for a group of street thugs. Winnie’s first concern was protecting him. Riley, like her, could fend for himself.

“Winnie, come here, please,” the Duke called.

Winnie pulled a set of knives from the hidden slit cut in the side of her skirts. The first boy raised a club and Winnie tossed her knife. It pierced his forearm. The boy cursed and yanked out the blade. Blood oozed bright red onto his threadbare gray shirt.

“Now I got yer knife, girlie. What you going to do?”
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WINNIE WAS GLAD SHE’D opted not to wear a corset. If she’d allowed Molly to truss her up, she’d not be able to defend herself. She pulled another knife from her skirt.

“What are you doing manufacturing them down there? Blimey, I wouldn’t wanna try to get into yer knickers. You’d cut off me balls.”

“Watch your tongue, boy, before someone cuts it out,” the Duke hissed. He pushed back another ruffian with the tip of his cane.

“What you gonna do gov, ain’t seen you do nothin’.” The boy spat in the dirt.

Riley borrowed a rope from a nearby stall and quickly fashioned a rough lasso. He threw the lasso over the boy with the bloody arm.

She and Riley were protective of each other. They might fight among themselves, but he wouldn’t allow anyone to threatened his sister with her own knife.

Riley pulled the rope tight, and the Duke helped him pull the thug to the ground. They trussed him up, trapping both his arms down by his sides.

Winnie took advantage and kicked him in the knee, took back her knife and turned to face the others. The masked street performer had disappeared, and the other boys didn’t stick around when the burly footman came running back to give them aid.

They’d attracted attention. Winnie noticed the lady the Duke had been speaking to earlier. A tall man and another woman pulled her away from the crowd of spectators. Winnie wondered if the Duke noticed her.

“Perhaps it is time to go home,” the Duke said. “I’m quite tuckered out from today’s excursion.”

Winnie looked the Duke over with some concern. He was pale and winded, but unwounded. He’d done well for a man who wasn’t long out of his deathbed. She smiled. “Yes, after our altercation, I’m ready to return home as well.”

Riley opened his mouth to protest, but Winnie shot him a warning look. “Maybe we can come back.”

“It isn’t always this dodgy coming to the garden, but some of these blokes can
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