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            Dedication

         
         
            I’m dedicating this one to my readers. Thank you for sticking with me if you’ve read my books before, and thank you for giving
               this one a try if it’s my first title you’ve read.
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            Chapter One

         
         
            October 1897

            London

         

         Today was going to be James Pembroke’s lucky day.

         
         Or at least, it might be.

         
         This morning felt different. He sensed something stirring in the early morning air.

         
         Thick fog had rolled in off the Thames and curled around the streetlamps like smoke, but as his hired hansom rolled west toward
            the city—delivering him to a mysterious meeting at the unusually early hour of eight in the morning—he spied a few streaks
            of pink and gold on the horizon. After days of drizzle, perhaps the sun would finally break free of the clouds, and that made
            him feel something very much like hopefulness.
         

         
         The last six months had taught him the sort of lessons that chip away at one’s optimism. There’d been moments when he’d considered giving up. But he’d played innumerable games of chance and followed his instincts in business often enough to know that luck was changeable. A string of misfortunes might be followed by an enormous victory, or a run of good luck could end with the flip of a card. 

         
         His own success had burned bright for so long he’d believed nothing could dim it.

         
         Then one decision, one dreadful moment of placing his trust in the wrong person, and it had all been snuffed out. He’d lost
            his capital, been forced to sell his fleet, still owed money to a dodgy moneylender, and the shipping business that had made
            him wealthy beyond his wildest hopes was now little more than an office in Wapping with his name above the door. Even that
            would go soon. The lease he’d paid would run out at year’s end.
         

         
         Yet hope flickered like a tiny, banked ember in his chest this morning. Perhaps he could revive Pembroke Shipping. It was
            long past time for good fortune to smile on him again.
         

         
         Lady Luck? Come on, love. I’ve learned my bloody lesson.

         
         If luck was coming, he needed to be ready. An anxious tension gripped his middle—the need to do something, to move, take action.
            When he sat still too long, his mind tended to run through his failures again, and rumination had never done him any good.
         

         
         “Let me off here,” he called up to the cabbie.

         
         James handed up payment, and the hansom rolled away into the fog.

         
         After one look around to get his bearings, he started off toward a genteel London square with whitewashed town houses and a manicured gated green at its center. It seemed an odd place for a solicitor to do business, but everything about the letter he’d received was unusual. 

         
         A solicitor he’d never heard of requesting a meeting at an ungodly hour, revealing nothing about what was to be discussed
            or who he worked for, was so strange that James had initially suspected some kind of flimflam. In many quarters, he was considered
            an easy mark after the debacle he’d made of his last investment scheme. But curiosity had always been part of his nature.
            The mystery of the letter intrigued him, and after a day of pondering, he’d decided there was little risk in discovering what
            the solicitor had to say.
         

         
         That little ember inside him even dared to hope it might be good news.

         
         Movements ahead drew his notice. Footsteps approached through the misty air, and a moment later two elderly ladies emerged.
            The tall one in front wore a gown with enormous sleeves that made it impossible for her companion to do anything but trail
            behind.
         

         
         “Good morning, ladies.” He doffed his hat and offered them the hint of a smile. The taller of the two possessed a cool, untouchable
            elegance, and the way her chin jutted toward the sky told him she was likely titled or wealthy or both. “Can you tell me if
            I’m heading in the direction for Selfridge Place?”
         

         
         “You are, sir,” the diminutive one told him.

         
         “You’ve saved a lost man. Thank you.” He winked at the one who’d been helpful.

         
         “So charming,” she whispered to her companion as they passed.

         
         Thank God he still had his charm. Affability and a wink hadn’t saved him from financial ruin, but they might yet open a few
            more doors. Instincts had only been half his success. Reading others, gaining the trust of business associates—he’d been skilled
            in those ways too.
         

         
         Five minutes later, he’d passed the neighborhood of whitewashed houses and entered an area of redbrick buildings. He stopped
            in front of an unassuming one on Selfridge Place and checked the address on the letter again. A lamp lit in a ground floor
            window gave the air outside a sickly yellow cast.
         

         
         He might call it a bad omen if James believed in such balderdash.

         
         The front door was unlocked, so James stepped warily inside. A man called out soon after.

         
         “In here, Mr. Pembroke.”

         
         The sound of a chair scratching wood and then rapid footsteps came before a stout, balding man appeared in the doorway.

         
         “Mr. Cathcart?”

         
         “Indeed. And you’re right on time, Mr. Pembroke. I do admire punctuality.”

         
         “Then we’re off to a good start.” James tried for that easy, jovial manner he’d used in the past when meeting new business prospects. Smiling generally encouraged others to do the same. 

         
         Not so with Mr. Mortimer Cathcart, Esquire.

         
         The man dipped his nose, examined James above the frame of his spectacles, and then ducked back into his office like a mole
            retreating into his burrow.
         

         
         “Do sit, sir. I deduce from your manner that what I have to tell you may come as a shock.”

         
         Well damn. Apparently, it was to be bad news. James didn’t need intuition to interpret the grim set of the man’s mouth and
            the way his eyes darted to and fro.
         

         
         Unbidden, a rusty chuckle bubbled up, a sound of exhaustion. So much for his string of bad luck taking a turn today. But he
            was prepared. He could take it. What could be worse than losing the shipping fleet you’d spent years assembling?
         

         
         Cathcart gestured toward a spindly chair in front of his desk. A spark of rebellion flared up in James. He was tempted to
            insist on standing while the man delivered the blow. But it wasn’t the solicitor’s fault he’d been tasked with bearing ill
            news. Indeed, he looked rather morose about whatever he was about to impart.
         

         
         “Don’t mind if I do,” James said congenially, trying to fold his tall, broad limbs into the too-small chair. “Thank you.”

         
         Five minutes later, he was bloody glad he was seated on his arse, because nothing could have prepared him for the words that had come out of the solicitor’s mouth. 

         
         “Repeat yourself, Cathcart,” he barked. “Slowly.”

         
         The older man’s spectacles bounced along with his overgrown brows. He cleared his throat, glanced down at the documents on
            his desk, and then turned nervous eyes on James.
         

         
         “You, sir, are Lord Rossbury’s heir. Your uncle sired no sons, and his brother, your father, died years ago. As, of course,
            you know.” The man cleared his throat.
         

         
         Yes, thank you, Cathcart. He did know when his father died, and his mother, and he kept that day and those memories firmly
            shut away. But he’d never forget how his uncle had offered him no home, no aid, not even an ounce of consolation.
         

         
         “My condolences are yours, as is the earldom of Rossbury, as of three days ago, when your uncle—”

         
         James didn’t hear the rest of what the solicitor said—or rather, the sharply accented words faded as an emotion took hold
            of every atom of his being. A feeling almost as powerful as the throes of pleasurable release, warming like the first searing
            sip of good whiskey.
         

         
         Relief. Pure, sweet solace. An elixir for all the worries he’d been wrestling for months. It flowed through his veins like
            summer wine, and he felt drunk with the thrill of it. He burst up from his chair, and Cathcart laid a hand over his own throat,
            as if James meant to accost him.
         

         
         “I could kiss you, Cathcart.”

         
         “I’d prefer you didn’t, Mr. Pembroke.”

         
         “Then perhaps I’ll just dance a jig right here in your office.” James hadn’t danced in months, but he moved his feet in a
            pattern he recalled. Decidedly less enjoyable without music, but he had to do something with his exaltation.
         

         
         “Sir. My lord. Please, may I ask you to resume your seat.” Cathcart gestured toward the dainty chair in front of his desk.
            “I have a great deal more to tell you, and I beg you to refrain from any . . . displays until I’ve fulfilled my duties as
            set out in your uncle’s will.”
         

         
         But he couldn’t contain it. The energetic thrill of finally, once more, finding that luck had favored him. He’d been so close
            to despair. Holding on to hope got harder the more often doors were closed in your face, friends turned their backs on you,
            and you found that paying for mere necessities brought worry.
         

         
         Yet he’d persevered. Reminded himself that the tragedy of his youth hadn’t been a curse but a lesson—fueling his ambition
            and success. One devastating failure in judgment couldn’t destroy him, only set him back awhile.
         

         
         And it had all been leading to this. This fated moment. This strange man delivering relief in the one way James had never ever imagined it might come.
         

         
         “How much?” He turned to the aged solicitor, standing behind the chair because he couldn’t bear sitting and gripping the wooden frame until his knuckles ached. “The earldom’s assets, man. Tell me their value.” 

         
         He expected Cathcart’s sneer of judgment in response to the blunt question. Even after years of success in the shipping industry,
            James knew that gentlemen who put on airs liked to behave as if speaking openly of money was a sin. Well, to hell with false
            propriety.
         

         
         “That will take some explaining, my lord.”

         
         My lord. That was his title now. Bloody hell, what a turn of events for a Tuesday.
         

         
         James rolled his hand in the air, urging the man to continue.

         
         “There is an estate—”

         
         Yes, of course. Summer-something or other. That pile in Shropshire that his father spoke of a few times in tones alternately
            wistful and full of loathing.
         

         
         “The fire took most of the structure. A great tragedy. Much of it was quite aged and of an old oak construction.”

         
         “Fire?”

         
         “Two years ago, my lord. Most of the valuables in the house were damaged or destroyed. All the paintings, tapestries, furnishings.
            Your uncle was already in significant debt at the time and never, according to the estate agent’s notes, saw to any repairs.”
         

         
         The adrenaline in James’s veins chilled, and his brain grappled with the news that he had inherited a title but no real earldom.

         
         “And the land?” One could build on land. Not that he had the funds to do so. Yet.

         
         “The land itself remains in the inheritance, of course. You may rebuild as you see fit.” Cathcart adjusted his spectacles.
            “Apparently, some stones from the old Summervale estate remain and may prove useful if a new structure is ever rebuilt on
            the site.”
         

         
         “Stones? You’re telling me I’ve inherited a title and a pile of rocks?”

         
         Cathcart cast his wrinkled face toward James and exhibited the first evidence of emotion. “Tragically, your uncle was reduced
            to living in the gatehouse for the final years of his life.”
         

         
         James tried to rally a similar sense of compassion for the man who’d refused to take him in as a freshly orphaned boy over
            two decades past. None came.
         

         
         “So, there is no country estate, per se. No tenants?”

         
         “None listed. The agent mentions that many left years earlier to seek work in the city.”

         
         “Any valuables remaining at all?”

         
         “Not as such, my lord. At least none that are listed.”

         
         “Any accounts with monies remaining?”

         
         “I’m afraid not, my lord. At least no funds that won’t be needed to cover the late earl’s debts.”

         
         James scrubbed a hand over his face and let out a raspy breath. His chest had gone hollow, and that feeling, at least, was familiar. And yet a resilient little flicker of hope still burned there too. Tiny, barely a glow. But unvanquished. 

         
         “Any other property?” Had the man left him nothing but a worthless honorific?

         
         “Ah, yes!” Cathcart rifled through documents and lifted a smaller rectangle of paper. “One unentailed property, though there
            has been no valuation entered into the estate’s records. In fact, the agent who kept all of this in order barely mentions
            the manor house in Scotland at all.”
         

         
         “So it might be a shambles too.” That was his usual brand of luck of late. The rotten sort.
         

         
         “The deed describes a two-story manor house on sixteen acres of land north of Edinburgh and not a great deal else.” Cathcart
            raised a brow at him. “Invermere?” He asked as if the name might jog some memory for James.
         

         
         “I know nothing of my uncle, his life, or his properties. And I’m only now learning that he was apparently as dreadful at
            handling money as I have been.”
         

         
         The solicitor let out a harrumph under his breath.

         
         “Any other good news, Cathcart? Any at all?”

         
         “I’m sorry, my lord. You have inherited a peerage and the Scottish manor I mentioned.” He paused only a moment to offer James
            a look of forced sympathy. “I will require your signature on a few of these documents. Then I can give you a key for the manor
            house and a list of accounts to be addressed.”
         

         
         “You mean outstanding debts.”

         
         “I do.”

         
         They will have to wait until I pay my own bloody debts.

         
         James settled hard into the chair in front of Cathcart’s desk and signed the documents with a grim sort of resignation. As
            he scratched away, repeating his signature over and over, Cathcart continued his irritating shuffling of documents.
         

         
         Almost to himself, he mumbled, “There is one other detail.”

         
         James looked at the man and waited until the solicitor met his gaze. “Tell me.”

         
         “There’s mention of a woman. A Lady Cassandra Munro, who is described as in residence two years ago at the address in Scotland, though with no record of rents paid by her to the earldom. She’s also mentioned
            in the late earl’s will as the recipient of a piece of jewelry.” Cathcart looked at James expectantly.
         

         
         “A mistress?”

         
         “I suspect as much, my lord.”

         
         “Seems a long way to go to visit one’s lover.”

         
         The old man’s face flushed pink under his whiskers, and James almost chuckled at his prudishness.

         
         “No indication whether she is still in residence.”

         
         “Well, if she is, I’m afraid it won’t be for long.” If that house was his single means of recouping some financial relief
            from this turn of events, the lady would need to find other accommodations. That’s all there was to it.
         

         
         James capped the solicitor’s pen, laid it on the man’s desk, and stood again. “You’ll send everything?” He had no real desire for the pile of papers on the desk, but he understood the weight of responsibility. And now, this one was his. 

         
         “I shall send a letter to Lady Cassandra Munro informing her of the jewelry and that you intend to take possession of the
            manor. Is there anything you wish me to add about how you plan to settle Invermere?”
         

         
         A flare of sympathy made him sigh. The poor lady probably believed his uncle would bequeath her the house if he gave her leave
            to reside there. James had been the recipient of so much bad news of late, he recoiled at the notion of visiting ill tidings
            on someone else. But he had no other choice, and he’d do it himself.
         

         
         “I’ll go to Scotland. I need to see about selling as soon as possible.”

         
         “Of course, my lord.”

         
         The use of the honorific made him shiver now. His father had expected to inherit and eventually pass the title on to James.
            It was why, when the old earl, James’s grandfather, was ill, they’d all trundled off via train to Shropshire.
         

         
         That thought brought his darkest memories. The ones that haunted him, reshaping themselves night after night in his dreams for years. Even now, the smell of smoke, the sound of twisting, grinding metal as the train derailed, and the screams of train passengers echoed in his mind. And then the voice of his mother. Stay calm, love. It will be all right.

         
         But it hadn’t been. And he’d lost them both.

         
         All in pursuit of this worthless title.

         
         Hearing himself referred to as Lord Rossbury would always feel like a curse.

         
          

         “How dare you!”

         
         James heard his housekeeper’s offended bellow from a block away. Mrs. Wilton’s Welsh lilt was unmistakable, and the outrage
            in her tone was underscored by fear. Once he’d made it past a nanny pushing a pram along the sidewalk of his semifashionable
            square, James broke into a run toward his town house.
         

         
         The front door stood ajar, and two strangers faced down his housekeeper. His blood chilled when he spotted the men, and the
            simmering anger after the morning’s disappointment turned to rage.
         

         
         Archibald Beck’s thugs? The man had always issued vague threats of “consequences” if James failed to repay his debt. There
            was no doubt Archie Beck was a man of violence—though he tended to dole it out through intermediaries like these men, never
            dirtying his own hands. It was true James had put off repaying the man for months, but this was too far. The folly had been
            his own. He wouldn’t see his staff endangered for it.
         

         
         He assessed the intruders as he pushed the open door wider and stepped across the threshold. Two beefy men in gaudy suits nearly bursting at the seams to contain their brawn. 

         
         “Step away from her.” He stripped off his coat and tossed it on the hall table. As he worked the buttons at his cuffs free,
            he offered his housekeeper a questioning glance. “Are you unharmed?”
         

         
         Her cheeks had taken on a flushed glow and her eyes still bulged in fear, but she offered him a curt nod. “I am, sir.”

         
         “These men pushed their way in and demanded to speak to you, sir.” Jeffries, James’s aged butler whose rheumatic knees kept
            him belowstairs much of the time, approached whilst leaning heavily on a cane.
         

         
         “What do you want?” James positioned himself in front of Mrs. Wilton and the housemaid and footman who stood behind her. Methodically
            rolling up his sleeves, he guessed which man was the leader among the two. He’d be the one to feel James’s fist first if things
            went pear-shaped.
         

         
         Mrs. Wilton spoke before either of Beck’s men could utter a word in reply.

         
         “They say they’ve cause to remove the paintings and demanded the silver. Asked me to go into your safe and bring them everything
            inside, they did.” She turned toward him and took a step closer, whispering, “They say there are debts, sir. Is it true?”
         

         
         In truth, it was only one debt, and one grandly disastrous mistake of trusting Archibald Beck.

         
         “Yer payment to Boss is due.” The brute repeated the words in a sort of bored Cockney grumble, as if he’d said them a hundred
            times before.
         

         
         His partner, shorter but bulkier, spoke up more loudly. “Past due. Pay up, Pembroke, or we’ll take what we can for what you
            owe.”
         

         
         “Go to hell.”

         
         The short man lunged at him, and James hit him with a quick jab to the nose.

         
         “Bleedin’ hell,” the man squealed, holding his nose.

         
         James remained ready to strike again, but the small man merely glared at him.

         
         “Get out.” James spoke through clenched teeth, and the larger brute leaned in as if to hear him better. “Get. Out.”

         
         “Not until we’ve taken what you owe.” When the larger man started for the drawing room, the butler, Jeffries, struck out his
            cane and braced it across the doorway, blocking the way. Then Jeffries handed James a pistol he’d drawn out of his pocket.
         

         
         A small thing, snub-nosed with a fat revolver barrel.

         
         James took the weapon and pointed it at the leader, cocking the weapon, not even sure it was loaded.

         
         “Take your partner and go while you can.”

         
         The big man looked wary and made a move to slip his hand inside his coat.

         
         “Don’t.” James sprang toward him, pointing the gun at his chest. “Tell Beck he’ll get his money soon, but there will be no more bullying tactics. No more threatening my staff or invading my home. Understand?” 

         
         The smaller man began to retreat, still holding his sore nose, but the larger of the two kept still, glancing once at the
            revolver aimed at his chest.
         

         
         “When does he get what you owe?”

         
         “As I said, soon.”

         
         “Boss won’t wait much longer. Did you stumble into a windfall, Pembroke?” Dubious though his tone was, the glower on the man’s
            face seemed set in stone. Even as he spoke, the hateful expression was immovable.
         

         
         “What I stumbled into is a title. As of three days ago, I am Earl of Rossbury.”

         
         The brute’s brows arched high, and Mrs. Wilton let out a gasp, then mumbled an oath James couldn’t quite make out. Jeffries
            released a raspy chuckle, and Jenny, the housemaid, squeaked as if she’d just spotted a mouse in the scullery.
         

         
         “Tell your boss that,” James said, lifting the weapon from the man’s chest and then using it to wave them toward the front
            door.
         

         
         James and his staff all let out a sigh of relief when the men relented, and Mrs. Wilton locked the door behind them.

         
         “An earldom?” Jeffries asked in his low voice.

         
         “Apparently.”

         
         “My lord, blimey.” Mrs. Wilton tested the honorific with a proud little smile. “Shall we prepare to move the household?” 

         
         “I’m afraid not.” James didn’t have time to tell them everything. Only one thing mattered now. “I will need help preparing
            for a journey to Scotland.”
         

         
         The assembled staff members exchanged raised brow glances.

         
         “When do you depart, my lord?” Jeffries asked.

         
         “Immediately.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         When Lady Lucy Westmont made up her mind to do something, dissuading her was well-nigh impossible.

         
         Her mother knew it, and her siblings had learned it the hard way. Most importantly, Lucy knew it about herself. She understood
            herself very well, truth be told. And she’d learned to like herself even though others considered her odd, and eligible gentlemen
            steered clear of her due to her reputation as—what had the lordling at that summer ball called her?—a meddlesome termagant.
         

         
         Despite how definitively she’d informed that gentleman what a small-minded, uninteresting clodpate he was, she couldn’t deny
            the accusations thrown her way. She could be sharp-tongued when the situation called for it, and she was extremely adept at
            meddling. Though she’d always viewed it more as helping.
         

         
         What was wrong with being the person others turned to when they needed assistance? She was quite proud of her reputation as
            a young lady ready to spring to the aid of others when needed.
         

         
         Fixing things was an admired skill in the world of mechanisms. Just last week, Mama had panicked for fear they wouldn’t find a piano repairman in time for this evening’s dinner party. Of course, Lucy had stepped in and helped. She knew nothing about fixing pianos, but when the repairman said he was booked through next week, she’d made a visit to his shop personally. After explaining that her father, the Earl of Hallston, was a diplomat for the queen, and the ambassador who was coming to dinner was an enormous fan of pianos, who might need a repairman himself one day, the man arrived later that same day.
         

         
         So, yes, perhaps she did meddle at times. And, yes, she could be stubborn when she’d set her mind on achieving a goal. But
            she always found a way to get things done.
         

         
         This evening, she’d made up her mind to do two things. One, ensure that Mama’s dinner party came off without a hitch, and
            two, keep a promise to her father that she’d do her best to be sociable. To notice who might be noticing her and to smile
            if any gentlemen looked her way. So far, none had yet.

         
         But she was trying. She hadn’t even pulled out a novel or her sketchbook once. Though she’d brought both, of course. Leaving her room without something to read or a journal to draw in would be akin to leaving home without donning any clothes. Mama claimed she treated them like a shield, a barrier between her and reality. But the opposite was true. Both connected her to the world, making her watchful and interested in those around her. 

         
         She had a modicum of artistic talent and was getting quite good with her box camera, but she knew her parents would never
            allow her to make a profession of either. Marriage was still the fate they envisioned for her, but Lucy was no longer so sure.
         

         
         Deep in her heart, she longed to be good enough to be acknowledged for her art, as her aunt Cassandra was. After the Scottish
            lord her aunt had eloped with during her first Season died, she’d remained in Scotland and had made a name for herself as
            a famous portrait artist in Edinburgh.
         

         
         Lucy admired her aunt’s skill, but equally her independence. If only a woman could have such a life without first having to
            become a widow.
         

         
         “You’ve abandoned me.” The voice of Lucy’s friend, Lady Miranda Farnsworth, pulled her out of her musings.

         
         “I haven’t. I never would.” She had in fact been with Miranda most of the day. She’d been at Farnsworth House all morning
            before returning home for her family’s dinner party. Miranda was to be married in a little over a fortnight, and Lucy was
            helping her decide on, well, everything.
         

         
         “I have a bit of a problem,” Miranda said in a near whisper.

         
         “Please don’t let it be the organza.” Lucy groaned inwardly at the memory of being buried in dozens of bolts of fabric in every shade and texture the modiste had in stock. “You did already decide this morning. And that was after thorough consideration.” 

         
         “No, no, it’s nothing to do with the wedding. I promised you to put that out of my head for one evening.” She leaned in conspiratorially.
            “It’s to do with the place settings. I know your mama must have put a great deal of thought into them, but I had hoped I would
            be somewhere near Heath.”
         

         
         “Want me to switch them for you?”

         
         “Oh, would you? My dear Lucy, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

         
         “Don’t fret another moment. I’ll slip away to do it soon.”

         
         Miranda relaxed visibly and took a sip of punch from the glass she held. “It won’t go terribly against Mrs. Winterbottom’s
            dictates, will it?” she teased.
         

         
         Among her friends, Lucy was known as a devotee of Mrs. Winterbottom, who’d written the guide on how a lady might be self-reliant, The Orderly Lady. Though her book gave tips on more than social etiquette. She provided guidance on arranging one’s life so that everything
            worked like clockwork and offered advice on never getting flustered in the face of dilemmas.
         

         
         “Mrs. Winterbottom is an advocate of self-sufficiency and finding solutions to all of life’s little predicaments.” Lucy grinned
            at her friend. “She’d approve.”
         

         
         “Heath!” Miranda’s high-pitched squeal of her betrothed’s given name caused Lucy’s belly to flop.

         
         She drew in a deep breath before turning to face the tall, blond gentleman who’d crossed her parents’ drawing room to greet her and his fiancée. 

         
         “Ladies.” He sketched a little bow toward his bride-to-be and finally glanced up at Lucy.

         
         Thank goodness her breath didn’t catch in her throat anymore. In truth, she wondered now why he’d caught her interest at all.
            Perhaps it was the jolliness that lit his eyes at times. A sort of open friendliness came naturally to him, and she envied
            that.
         

         
         Lucy had always been better at helping others than charming them. Her little brother was a charmer, and her mother could melt
            the hardest heart with a soft look and gentle words. Somehow, Lucy hadn’t inherited those talents. But she knew how to listen
            closely, to put people’s minds at ease, and to determine fixes when things went awry.
         

         
         “You did promise me a dance,” he said to Miranda with a besotted smile.

         
         Miranda’s aunt, her chaperone and companion for the evening, noted Mr. Ogilvy’s approach and joined them. Lucy took it as
            her cue. After a polite nod at Miranda’s aunt and one in Mr. Heath Ogilvy’s direction, she gave Miranda’s arm a reassuring
            squeeze, excused herself, and headed for the dining room.
         

         
         At the threshold, she was shocked to hear voices, but then recognized one of them and rolled her eyes. The scent of cheroot
            smoke left no doubt.
         

         
         Her brother and his friend Nigel stood in a far corner smoking and giggling in a manner that told her whatever they were discussing was not for tender ears. 

         
         They had their backs to her, so she tiptoed inside and slid the pocket doors closed behind her.

         
         “Charlie, what are you doing in here?”

         
         He nearly jumped out of his boots. “Dammit, Lucy, you’ll have me in my grave before I ever set foot on the Continent.” He
            clapped one hand to his chest dramatically and waved his friend off with the other. “Make your escape now, Nigel. I’ll face
            the dragon on my own.”
         

         
         Nigel stubbed out his cheroot in a potted palm and slunk by her.

         
         “A dragon, am I? I actually quite like that.” Lucy held out a tea saucer for her brother’s cheroot. “Those are dreadful. Papa
            would be apoplectic if he saw you.”
         

         
         “Well, he didn’t, and as my favorite sister, you’d never tell.”

         
         “Marion is your favorite sister.” Marion, the eldest, was everyone’s favorite. She was that perfect combination of beautiful,
            kind, and intelligent. And she’d landed a duke during her first Season. That had set expectations sky-high for Lucy, but thankfully after her third failed Season, Mama and Papa had spared her the mortification
            of going through another.
         

         
         “Marion who?”

         
         “Very funny.” Lucy moved down the table scanning the cards. “Now tell me if you’ve seen Mr. Ogilvy or Lady Miranda’s cards.”

         
         “Miranda is over there.” Rather than point, he flung his hand out in the general direction of the left side of the table.

         
         “Perfect. I think we’ll leave her there, near me, and move him.”

         
         “Ogilvy? Isn’t he that sop you fancied?”

         
         “I did not fancy him.”
         

         
         He settled back in a chair and crossed his arms. “You did. Your face always got blotchy and scrunched whenever he came to
            dinner.”
         

         
         “You’re a terrible detective.”

         
         “You’re an awful liar.”

         
         “Aha, here he is.” Lucy retrieved Heath’s card and positioned him across from Miranda. Sitting next to her would be a bit
            much, but she kept him on his originally intended side of the table and just moved him down a few seats. “That will do, I
            think.”
         

         
         “Mama would be apoplectic if she saw you do that.” He smirked as he threw her words back at her.
         

         
         “Then we’re even.” Lucy heard the strains of piano music. “And we should both get back.”

         
         “Good grief, yes, you’re right.” Her brother surprised her by springing out of his chair as if he was eager to return to the
            gathering he’d been happy to be absent from just a few minutes earlier.
         

         
         “I am, but I didn’t expect you to agree so readily.”

         
         “Papa wanted me to speak to Balfour. He’s something to do with the French embassy. A good chap to speak to before our trip.”

         
         Lucy stalled him on his way to the door with a hand on his arm. “What trip?”

         
         “Next spring. I’m visiting the Continent.” He hooked his hands over his lapels and smiled proudly. “My grand adventure.”

         
         Lucy made it a point not to be jealous of her siblings. Or, more accurately, she tried very hard not to be. Marion was beautiful
            and well wed, and Charlie was handsome and a bit of a lovable rogue.
         

         
         And Lucy? She was mostly content with being helpful, somewhat talented at drawing, and a “meddlesome termagant.” But lately,
            as the days went by, she found herself wanting more. Perhaps, in some deep corner of her heart, she’d always craved an adventure
            of her own.
         

         
         Charlie pressed a hand to her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Lu. I thought you knew about the trip. If you feel left out, perhaps Papa
            would allow you to come along.”
         

         
         Lucy chuckled and eyed him with one brow raised. “You wish to bring your sister along on your grand adventure?” He was one and twenty and already known for his roguish ways. She anticipated his answer.
         

         
         He drew in an enormous breath that made his chest puff out and then deflate on a dramatic sigh. “No, not as such.”

         
         “Didn’t think so. Just send me lots of postcards and letters if you can tear yourself away from whatever trouble you’ll get yourself into.” 

         
         He pecked a kiss on her cheek and smiled, then preceded her out of the dining room.

         
         Lucy stood alone for a moment thinking about where she might wish to travel if she had the freedom to do so. Then the piano
            music reached a crescendo and pulled her out of her woolgathering.
         

         
         She stopped in the hallway to check with a passing maid that there were no problems in the kitchen, then beelined for the
            large drawing room where guests were gathered.
         

         
         Miranda spied her the moment she entered, and Lucy offered her a smile.

         
         “All is well,” she mouthed to her friend, and Miranda pressed a hand to her heart in reply.

         
         There, one good deed done for the evening. Normally, that gave Lucy great satisfaction, but the conversation with her brother
            had sparked a longing she’d repressed for too long. He was three years her junior, and yet was allowed far more liberty than
            she was. Of course, she understood the difference in how young men were treated versus young women, but she didn’t have to
            like it. In her opinion, her parents didn’t have to carry on such outdated notions.
         

         
         She had half a mind to tell Papa as much and lifted onto her toes to look past the shoulders of one of her father’s cronies,
            hoping to catch him for a moment. He held court at gatherings like this.
         

         
         Just when she’d decided to try for a conversation later and go find Miranda, Mama sailed into her line of vision.

         
         “Lucy, thank goodness.” Her mother was trying for a calm, serene manner but her voice had taken on a high-pitched tone that
            meant something was amiss. “Lady Braithwaite,” she whispered. “The poor thing fell asleep in an armchair in the corner, and
            I’ve had Jenkins escort her to my sitting room. Would you check on her and make certain all is well? I suspect she’s merely
            fatigued, but if we need to call for Dr. Whitaker, we shall.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Mama. I’ll look in on her now.”

         
         “Thank you, my girl. Betina Braithwaite is not prideful, but I can’t imagine she’d like the whisperers to make sport of her
            because she’s fatigued or had a bit too much cordial.”
         

         
         Lucy had little trouble slipping from the drawing room unnoticed. Her father had begun making a toast to the ambassador, drawing
            the attention of most guests.
         

         
         When she reached her mother’s sitting room, she found Lady Braithwaite on the settee, struggling to keep her eyes open. Her
            niece who’d accompanied her, Alice, stood in front of her worriedly, and offered a nervous smile when Lucy entered the room.
         

         
         Once Lucy had reached her side, Alice confided, “I don’t know if I can get her to the dining room on my own. She’s rather
            stubborn.”
         

         
         Lucy had known Lady Braithwaite since childhood and rather liked her headstrong, outspoken manner. Termagants needed to stick
            together after all.
         

         
         “I’m happy to sit with her and can arrange for a tray if she doesn’t wish for the noise of the dining room. Let me see to her, Alice, and please go and enjoy the party.” 

         
         The girl nibbled at her lip a moment, and then relented. “Thank you, my lady. I did have a request for a dance after dinner.”

         
         “Well, then you must go.” Lucy offered her a genuine smile. If she’d been asked to dance, she wouldn’t want to miss it either—depending
            on the partner, of course. The lecherous, elderly viscount who’d extended the only proposal of marriage she’d received during
            three Seasons was definitely on the To Be Avoided list of prospective dance partners.
         

         
         Once the girl had gone, Lucy lowered herself to the far edge of the settee gingerly, careful not to disturb the Countess of
            Braithwaite.
         

         
         Lucy let herself sink into the cushions. This room had always felt calming and peaceful. It was small enough to be cozy. Her
            mother had decorated it in soft pastels and the air held both the scent of fresh flowers and her mother’s jonquil perfume.
         

         
         All in all, she was happy to escape the crowded drawing room, but her thoughts still rushed with notions of traveling to some
            faraway land.
         

         
         A moment later, the countess roused and noticed her.

         
         “Lady Lucy, have you been conscripted to be my nursemaid, poor girl?”

         
         “Not at all, my lady,” Lucy said quietly, “I volunteered to escape with you, and now we can both have a quiet moment.”

         
         “I find myself appreciating those more and more. I have been sleeping ill of late and find that these late nights don’t agree
            with me. Age, you see. It catches all of us.” She let out a rich, deep-throated chuckle. “But you’re young and must return
            to the party.”
         

         
         She reached for Lucy’s arm and gave it a gentle pat.

         
         “I’m quite distracted tonight myself, so I would appreciate some quiet too.” Lucy retrieved a soft cashmere throw from her
            mother’s chair by the fire and draped it over the countess’s lap.
         

         
         “Are you indeed? Tell me what’s on that busy mind of yours, my dear.”

         
         “The constraints of being an unmarried lady,” she said bluntly, almost absentmindedly, as she perused her mother’s bookshelf
            for something she could read to the countess to pass the time.
         

         
         “Remind me of your age.”

         
         “Four and twenty.” Lucy glanced back and found the countess observing her with a hint of a smile on her lips. “You were no
            doubt wed by my age.”
         

         
         “Wed and with two children.” Lady Braithwaite narrowed her gaze.

         
         Lucy expected a lecture on the joys of marriage or dire warnings about the fate of ladies who ended up on the shelf. She inhaled
            deeply, steeling herself for the effort of biting her tongue when all she wished to do was speak her mind.
         

         
         “Our experiences differed, but I knew my mind at four and twenty and imagine you do too. Are you opposed to marriage entirely?”

         
         “Not at all.” Lucy’s parents proved that matrimony could be a happy state, even if it did require patience—which she often
            lacked—and an ability to compromise—though she wasn’t terribly good at that either.
         

         
         “I take it Lord and Lady Hallston have left the choice up to you.”

         
         An inkling told her where this was leading. She knew she was luckier than many of the young ladies she’d come out with years
            ago. They were often matched with horrible men or pushed by their families into matches that Lucy doubted could ever bring
            them anything like love.
         

         
         “Yes, though in all honesty, the choice came down to one man who was too old and not at all kind.” Lucy couldn’t fib about
            something so well-known by those in her family’s circle.
         

         
         “Do not give up hope, dear girl. I encouraged my daughters to wait until they were certain.” The countess smoothed the blanket
            across her legs and leaned her head against the pink damask. A moment later, her eyelids fluttered closed.
         

         
         Lucy was too unsettled to read. She replaced the book on the shelf and poked at the dying fire. Then she spied a pile of post
            on her mother’s desk, slipped into the chair behind it, and lit the oil lamp on her desktop.
         

         
         Lucy’s long-standing habit was to help with organizing and responding to her mother’s post, and it seemed a good way to occupy her mind while she sat with the dozing countess. 

         
         She separated what looked to be invitations from what seemed more personal correspondence and smiled when she came upon a
            letter from her aunt Cassandra. As was her habit, she’d decorated the outside of her letter with scribbles and flowers colored
            with splashes of watercolor.
         

         
         After admiring her aunt’s art, Lucy unfolded the missive and began reading.

         
         The letter was warm, expressive, and demanding. Lucy smiled to see herself mentioned.

         
         
            Send Lucy to me.

         

         A little rush of pleasure shot through her, and she quickly scanned further to see what project her aunt might need her help
            with.
         

         
         
            Do not allow Lucy to become a joyless spinster. She has more spirit than that. I’ve seen it in her since she was a little
               girl. As a middle sister myself, I know how easy it is to become consumed with being useful rather than experiencing any passion
               for oneself. She deserves more than being useful.
            

         

         She read the words many times, until they were burned in her mind’s eye. Joyless spinster cut the deepest, causing a searing kind of hopelessness that made her heart ache.
         

         
         No. That wasn’t her. She pushed the letter aside as she moved on to focus on the other post in the pile, but tears blurred her vision. She swiped at her cheek and took up her aunt’s letter once more. 

         
         
            Send Lucy to me.

         

         Reading that line again, she let out a little gasp as she finally began to understand what her beloved aunt was trying to
            do.
         

         
         Aunt Cassandra hadn’t sent the letter as a condemnation or even a critique. It was a beacon. A lifeline cast out all the way
            from Scotland.
         

         
         It was an opportunity for Lucy to decide for herself.

         
         The dinner gong sounded, but the countess didn’t stir. A moment later, a quiet knock sounded at the door and her mother stepped
            inside, closing the door softly behind her.
         

         
         “I came to see how our guest is faring,” she whispered as she tiptoed past the countess and came to stand next to Lucy. “What
            do you think it is that’s ailing her?”
         

         
         “Just fatigue, Mama. But I think it might be best to see to a tray for her or at least tea. I don’t think she’ll enjoy sitting
            at table tonight.”
         

         
         “And you?” Her mother reached out and swept a stray strand of hair the same honey-blonde as her own behind Lucy’s ear. “I
            hate for you to miss out. I could have Jenkins come and sit with her.”
         

         
         Lucy stood and reached for her mother’s hand. An urge had taken hold that she couldn’t keep inside.

         
         “Mama, I want to go to Scotland.”

         
         “Scotland—”

         
         “To visit Aunt Cassandra.” Lucy held out the letter. “She’s invited me.”

         
         Her mother lifted a finger to her lips. “We don’t want to wake Lady Braithwaite.” Then she clasped Lucy’s hands in hers. “Of
            course you should go and visit, my dear. Let’s discuss it later and see if we can find a time in the spring to go together.”
         

         
         “No, Mama. I want to go on my own, and I want to leave now. As soon as possible.”

         
         A frown broke across her mother’s face, pinching her forehead and tightening the edges of her mouth. “Lucy, what has gotten
            into you?”
         

         
         Of course, this wasn’t like her at all. For too long, she’d been willing to let everything happen for others and content with
            never claiming experiences for herself. But the spiritedness her aunt spoke of in her letter was there too, and it was long
            past time she reclaimed it.
         

         
         “I’m going, Mama,” Lucy told her mother with a quiet determination she’d never felt before. “I want an adventure of my own.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            Three days later

         

         “This is unexpected, Papa.”

         
         Lucy’s father said nothing to that declaration and merely settled more firmly against the squabs of his elegant carriage.

         
         After breaking her fast and dressing, she’d bounded down the stairs, practically vibrating with eagerness to start her journey
            to Scotland. She’d expected to find a hansom cab to take her to the train station. Instead, she’d stepped out the front door
            to find her father’s fashionable brougham at the curb. He’d appeared behind her a moment later, helped her into the polished
            black carriage, settled himself beside her, and had yet to say a single word. She had a terrible inkling about why he’d decided
            to escort her to the station, but there was a lightness and flutter of anticipation inside her today that nothing could dull.
         

         
         She’d obtained her ticket the day after her parents’ dinner party and exchanged telegrams with her aunt, who planned to pick her up at Waverley Station in Edinburgh this evening. The express would get her there in a little over eight hours. She’d packed what she’d need for a fortnight stay as efficiently as possible. Only herself, one small trunk, and an overstuffed valise were to be transported to King’s Cross Station. 

         
         “What merited a personal escort by the Earl of Hallston?” she prodded.

         
         He side-eyed her with one salt-and-pepper brow arched high. “Are you implying that I don’t normally attend to my daughter
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