
Timeless Regency Collection:

Widows of Somerset

Rebecca Connolly

Jen Geigle Johnson

Heather B. Moore

Copyright © 2020 Mirror Press

E-book edition

All rights reserved

No part of this book may be reproduced or distributed in any form whatsoever without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief passages embodied in critical reviews and articles. These novels are works of fiction. The characters, names, incidents, places, and dialog are products of the authors’ imaginations and are not to be construed as real.

Interior Design by Cora Johnson

Edited by Kelsey Down and Lisa Shepherd

Cover design by Rachael Anderson

Cover Photo Credit: Arcangel

––––––––

Published by Mirror Press, LLC

Widows of Somerset is a Timeless Romance Anthology® book
Timeless Romance Anthology® is a registered trademark of Mirror Press, LLC

eISBN: 978-1-947152-96-0


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Widows of Somerset (Timeless Regency Collection, #15)

Timeless Regency Collections:

Table of Contents

An Heir to Spare | Rebecca Connolly

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Check out Rebecca’s next romance on her website: https://www.rebeccaconnolly.com

The Widow of Lavender Cottage | Jen Geigle Johnson

To every woman who learned out of necessity to be brave. | And to chocolate-covered cinnamon bears.

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

“I, Darbyshire who’re born an’ bred,

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Epilogue

Check out Jen’s next romance at her website: https://jengeiglejohnson.com/

A Promise Forgotten | Heather B. Moore

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Check out Heather’s next romance:

More Timeless Regency Collections:

Don’t miss our Timeless Romance Anthologies:

Dear Reader, 

Sign up for our Timeless Romance newsletter and receive a free book! Your email will not be shared, and you may unsubscribe at any time. We always appreciate reviews but there is no obligation.

Thank you!

The Timeless Romance Authors

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Timeless Regency Collections:

[image: ]


Autumn Masquerade

A Midwinter Ball

Spring in Hyde Park

Summer House Party

A Country Christmas

A Season in London

A Holiday in Bath

A Night in Grosvenor Square

Road to Gretna Green

Wedding Wagers

An Evening at Almack’s

A Week in Brighton

To Love a Governess

Widows of Somerset

A Christmas Promise

A Seaside Summer

The Inns of Devonshire

To Kiss a Wallflower

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Table of Contents

[image: ]


An Heir to Spare by Rebecca Connolly

About Rebecca Connolly

The Widow of Lavender Cottage by Jen Geigle Johnson

About Jen Geigle Johnson

A Promise Forgotten by Heather B. Moore

About Heather B. Moore

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

An Heir to Spare

Rebecca Connolly
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


What are you doing, Anna Allsbaugh?

The question would remain unanswered for the plain and simple reason that Anna had no idea what she was doing, and asking herself repeatedly was not going to make the situation improve itself in any way.

From the moment she had received the extraordinary invitation last week, Anna Allsbaugh, Lady Lyndham, had thought of little else. She’d debated endlessly over whether or not she would really accept, if she could dare to venture out so boldly in this way before her mourning period was complete.

Before she’d begun it, really.

She hadn’t quite managed the mourning part of her mourning period yet.

Not that Anna had disliked her husband, Win, for she hadn’t. There wasn’t a soul in existence who could say they had disliked Winthrope Howard Allsbaugh, Lord Lyndham. He had been affable, proper, polite, and perfectly decent in all things.

He’d also been stuffy, boring, absent-minded, and entirely indifferent to the actions, interests, and all-around personage of his wife.

Considering the fight he had put up with her father to get her, that had proven quite the disappointment.

To her father, not to Anna.

One tedious man without affection was no different than any other, in her mind.

But what did she know? She had been married for four years, five months, and seven days. Now she had been widowed for six months, one week, and three days.

In anyone’s reckoning of those numbers, she was rather ignorant, really.

And it was that ignorance that had her walking this lane at this moment, invitation clutched in her hand.

She hated her ignorance.

And Lady Joanna Kingswood had offered her a chance to change that.

Anna barely avoided a heavy sigh that would have revealed the degree of her worry. She’d kept it hidden for months now from her mother’s querying letters, her housekeeper’s innocent prodding, and her neighbors’ prying interventions. Everything was fine, there was no cause for alarm, and she was perfectly situated for the time being.

Except nothing in her life was perfect. At all.

Win, for all his good manners and good upbringing, had a terrible notion of what a decent living for his wife would be in his permanent absence.

In fact, it appeared that he had fully intended to outlive his wife and had fashioned his will accordingly.

There had been no provisions made for her, save a hundred pounds a year. Nothing more. And a hundred pounds a year was a pittance compared to what Anna’s dowry had been.

To marry a man and be poorer for it was simply cruel.

All she had was Laurisbee Park, and time alone would tell how long she had it for.

Why were there no safety measures in place for the widows of the world? Had she borne her husband a child, there might have been a bit more to live on. Had she borne him a son, he would have inherited the title and the house would have safely remained her residence until that son married and began his own family.

But she had no children to extend her living, and she had no son to inherit the title.

Laurisbee would go to the new Lord Lyndham, a distant cousin of Win’s, and Anna had been assured that he would not have any interest in Laurisbee for some time. He was a respectable man, a gentleman, and one without any previous ties to any titles or the peerage, so he shouldn’t have much by expectation.

She’d been told all of this by her solicitor, who was Win’s solicitor, who assured Anna she had no need to read the will herself, for it was only more tedium and details.

He wouldn’t budge on the matter, and she couldn’t exercise any rights to force him to do so.

Poor, homeless, and desperate. That was where Anna was now.

All at the age of twenty-six.

If there were any decency in the workings of fate, Lady Joanna would have some ideas on how to improve Anna’s situation. Anna didn’t know the woman well, but Lady Joanna was well respected and much admired in Somerset, so the fact that she had deigned to invite Anna anywhere was nothing short of miraculous.

To be invited to take tea with her and other ladies of her acquaintance at Lady Joanna’s home of Kingsberry was beyond anything.

Anna wasn’t one to quake in the face of a challenge, but Lady Joanna was intimidating. She was likely not yet fifty, though age was wise enough not to trifle with such a woman, and she bore all the elegance and refinement one might expect from society. She was also rather inclined to express her opinion and held all of Somerset in her hand.

How Anna had attracted her notice was a mystery, but she was grateful for it.

She walked down the drive leading to Kingsberry now, her fingers flexing and releasing with some anxiety by her sides. The house was nearly white in its shade, adding to its splendor, and the magnificence had Anna feeling almost insecure about Laurisbee.

“It’s just a house,” she reminded herself, her fingers curling into fists. “Just a house and just a woman.”

It wasn’t as simple as that, but it did help the quiver in her stomach to fade.

Her quick strides had her to the house momentarily, and she was shown in with surprising deference.

The butler led her through the house, and she could hear the hum of a few voices ahead. The question rose in her mind: just how many widows would be there?

An imagined scene sprang into mind, that of a dozen graying ladies all taking tea together with Anna sitting in the midst and trying to find some commonality among them.

She blanched at the thought and hurried to follow the butler.

Luckily for Anna, when they turned into the sitting room, she saw a number of women that were around her age, give or take a few years, and some of them were even familiar by sight.

And then there was Lady Joanna, smiling with indulgent benevolence as Anna entered. “Lady Lyndham, what a delight to see you!”

All of the ladies smiled in welcome, while Anna looked around the room curiously. “Am I the last to arrive?” she asked, returning her attention to Lady Joanna.

“You are,” the lady replied without concern. “But only just.” Her eyes drifted down to the edge of Anna’s skirts, and one auburn brow rose. “Lady Lyndham, did you walk here from Laurisbee?”

Instantly self-conscious, Anna looked at her hem, faintly streaked with grass and dirt, though not filthy by any stretch. Still, to appear even remotely untidy in such company . . .

Anna raised her chin, smiling sheepishly. “I did, your ladyship. It is a lovely day, and the road isn’t difficult.”

Lady Joanna’s expression didn’t change, though she did raise her eyes to Anna’s, and there was no sign of disapproval. “It is nearly four miles, my lady.”

“Yes,” Anna replied very simply, clasping her hands before her.

A corner of Lady Joanna’s lips quirked, and her eyes narrowed as though she smiled. “Brava. A bit of hearty exercise has never hurt anyone, especially a fine lady. Do be seated. Do you know the rest?”

Without waiting for a response, Lady Joanna made quick work of the introductions. Lillian Hunter, a pretty, fair-colored woman with a quick smile and spark in her eye; Penny Fletcher, who inexplicably seemed on the verge of tears and clutched a handkerchief to her nose; Georgia Givens, a young woman entirely too serious for her age and a little thin for preference; Charlotte Ashford, dark haired, dark eyed, and haunting, as though a breeze might blow her away; and Lydia Steele, who was plump and cheerful, somehow looking at Anna as though she were proud to see her.

It was an odd grouping, to be sure. None of the ladies, apart from Lady Joanna, could be more than thirty.

A gathering of young widows? To what point and purpose?

“Tea?” Lady Joanna inquired, almost as though she were answering Anna’s unspoken question.

Anna nodded quickly and took a seat beside Mrs. Ashford, determined not to be mousey and not to seem too eager either. Behavior was a delicate balance based on expectation, circumstance, and companions. Win had never given Anna direction on which version of her he preferred, and her parents had been so focused on her obtaining a well-situated husband that her behavior had been a fluid concept indeed.

Her identity, therefore, was a bit of a mess at the present.

“Ahem.” Lady Joanna straightened and looked around at her gathered guests, her lips curved in a near smile. “Thank you all for coming to take tea with me today, and with each other. Not all of you have been to one of my meetings yet, but you will soon learn the way of them. For those of you who are new to my little gatherings, I must emphasize what brings us together: we are widows.”

Mrs. Fletcher sniffled noisily into her handkerchief. Mrs. Givens rolled her eyes but patted the poor woman’s back anyway.

Lady Joanna ignored them both. “This does not make us subjects for pity, but it can, in a way, render us powerless. Did any of you know of the provisions left for you by your late husband?”

Anna blinked and shook her head, looking around to see every other woman doing the same.

“And how many of you actually understood what those provisions were when they were made known to you?”

Not a single hand went up.

Suddenly Anna felt both better and worse about her situation. At least she was not alone in her clueless state.

Lady Joanna nodded, folding her hands in her lap. “This, unfortunately, is the common lot for widows of any age. It is not our business and not in our education. I myself have been widowed twice now, and after my first husband passed, I found myself at the mercy of his will, which left much to be desired. I determined never to allow myself such helplessness again.”

“How?” Mrs. Givens demanded, her tone harsh in her eagerness.

“By my marriage to my second husband.” Lady Joanna’s smile deepened, becoming almost superior in nature. “It was entirely a marriage of convenience and cordiality, and I felt no qualms in asking Mr. Kingswood to show me his will so that I might better understand matters. He knew what I had suffered upon my first widowhood. He did better than what I asked; he brought in his solicitor and had the man tutor me.”

A murmur of surprise rippled through the small group as they exchanged stunned looks. It was unheard of for a woman to be given such license and for her husband to have encouraged it . . .

“I was then,” she went on, “permitted to make whatever adjustments to the will, regarding myself, as I pleased.”

“Truly?” Mrs. Hunter asked, looking as though she might spring from her seat at any moment.

Lady Joanna gave her a sage nod. “Truly. I realize that Mr. Kingswood was a bit of a delightful aberration in this regard, which is why it is important to meet together before any of you venture for a second marriage.”

Again, Mrs. Fletcher sniffled, this time accompanied by a whimper.

Anna gave the woman a pitying look. Clearly this was a woman in distress, but what was rather less clear was the reason why.

Lady Joanna glanced at Mrs. Fletcher but did not react to her behavior.

“Before we begin the topic of today’s tea,” Lady Joanna intoned, returning her attention to the rest, “I must state the rules for this society of ours. Those of you who have been before already know them, but bear with me. I believe they warrant repeating as a reminder.”

Rules? How in the world could rules be applied to a group of ladies who occasionally met for tea?

“I do not give this information to all of the widows of my acquaintance,” their hostess said, again answering a question Anna had not verbalized. “Only to those in whom I have taken an interest.”

Lady Joanna looked at each woman in turn, her green eyes piercing in their careful assessment. “First, your husband must be well and truly dead.”

Mrs. Fletcher wailed.

“Mrs. Fletcher, please do compose yourself,” Lady Joanna snapped.

The handkerchief went to Mrs. Fletcher’s full lips, and the sound was stifled for the moment.

Lady Joanna widened her eyes, clearing her throat. “Second, your reputation must be intact.”

“Close, but just,” Mrs. Steele quipped with a quick smile that made the others chuckle.

“Thirdly,” Lady Joanna continued, “you must never do something so foolhardy as to fall in love again.”

“I couldn’t,” Mrs. Fletcher hiccupped.

“Not an issue for me,” Mrs. Ashford announced with a sly smile. “I didn’t love the first one.”

The almost matching smiles around the room bore a sad tale of their marriages indeed.

Even Lady Joanna smiled at the comment. “Finally, if you do enter into a marriage again, the groom must sign the Continuation of Care contract.”

“The what?” Anna asked before she could help herself.

Lady Joanna looked at her calmly. Clearly, the question had been asked before. “A document my solicitor has worked up for my friends. It secures you and your future regardless of the husband’s circumstances.”

Anna frowned. “Did you not marry a second time, my lady?”

“You were not listening,” Lady Joanna said without heat. “I did marry a second time, but I did not love him. Not then, anyway. I married a good man, and an intelligent one. It was after we had been married for a time when affection came into it. Love will make you behave recklessly if you are not secure.”

Love after marriage. Was there such a thing? It did not seem likely, but she must take Lady Joanna at her word. She would know best, after all.

“Do you all consent to these rules?” Lady Joanna asked.

Heads bobbed all around the room, even from Mrs. Fletcher.

Lady Joanna smiled the first full smile Anna had seen from her yet. “Excellent. Then I will begin by introducing my guest.” She lifted her chin and gestured to a servant in the back of the room.

A door opened behind the group, and they all turned to look at the balding man with white remnants of hair entering. His eyes twinkled, and a neatly trimmed mustache sat above his upper lip. Under one arm, he carried a stack of papers, and his suit was simply tailored, but tidy.

Clearly a man of business, but what business was that?

“Ladies, this is my solicitor, Mr. Norton. He is here to discuss the legal verbiage that may have escaped your education, and how such language might be used in a will.”
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Lord Lyndham.

It sounded pretentious. It was pretentious. He was now a viscount. A peerage for a man who had only ever known a mediocre life was a recipe for the most pretentious of pies, and no one in the world would fault him for cutting himself a rather large slice of it.

A pity that Ned Richards didn’t care about that, apart from the increase to his salary and the freedom from preparing weekly sermons.

Religious orders had never suited in that regard. He was a good Christian and had been raised by good Christians, but he had only become a clergyman for the ease of it. He was no soldier, had no head for the law, and would have been positively hopeless in anything trade. As his family did not come from money, the church had been his only viable option.

Being of use was more his calling than any actual holy orders or responsibility. He thrived upon assisting with home repairs, bringing goods to those in need, and generally being a comfort to those who had nowhere else to turn. It all sounded very grand and saintly, but really, it wasn’t all that honorable.

He hated boredom.

And now Ned was Lord Lyndham. Officially.

Preparing the move from Surrey to Somerset in order to take up his seat at his new estate had been change enough for him, what with the loss of his parish and spending the first few months of his new status ensuring a smooth transition for his flock. He had been assured repeatedly by the late Lord Lyndham’s solicitor that there was nothing immediately requiring his presence or assistance and that he should take whatever time he needed before taking up his new estate.

For a man who had only ever lived in a simple house, an estate sounded rather grandiose and impressive. He was a fairly simple man, so he would undoubtedly rely on his estate manager and housekeeper to keep the details in check.

Ned chuckled to himself as he rode his horse along the country road. Details. He’d never really had details in his life, and now they would be everywhere.

It was a daunting thought, taking over an estate with tenants and farms. The solicitor had insisted that the previous Lord Lyndham had been a good master and that he had been well-liked, but there was no way to know that for sure from his word alone. Ned would need to speak with the estate manager and with the tenants themselves. Provided the tenants would want to talk with him at all.

That would take time and trust.

He would be an active lord and master. He could not sit, or stand, idly by when there was work to be done or concerns to be addressed. Strange as it might seem for them, that was the only way he could see this working well.

He slowed his horse as he passed through the village, trying to ignore the stares of nearly every passerby. He’d experienced the same thing when he’d first arrived in Surrey; a single gentleman of youngish years will always attract a certain amount of attention simply by existing.

Nodding at people absently, he fixed his face into a polite smile. He might not have the dress or appearance of a man of local influence yet, but first impressions would be important. And once he’d settled, he would certainly want their good opinion and willingness to associate with him.

Once safely on the other side of the village, Ned exhaled heavily in relief and relaxed his position, nudging the horse on faster. A good ride across this wild landscape was what he needed, the more rugged the better.

Just a few miles more, and he would be at his new estate. He hadn’t thought to notify the staff of his arrival, but he had been repeatedly assured that they would have all in readiness for him no matter when he took his position there. Would they have been notified of his identity prior to his inheriting the title? Or had the family line been well-known and discussed in advance of him?

The facade of a grand house was suddenly visible, tucked as it was at the base of some lovely hills, the present view almost a vista in itself with a glimpse of gardens behind the house. Wildflowers dotted the expanse of ground between his present position and the house, and they added to the charm of the place. The hills that extended from the house itself grew more forested the further they went, and he suddenly itched to explore the lot of them.

It was grand without being excessive, romantic without being unfashionable, and stately without being imposing.

It was, in a word, perfection.

If a little old.

He frowned as he rode nearer, signs of age making themselves known here and there, though he was still a good ways off. He’d wanted action to jump into the moment he arrived, and it seemed he’d need to see to his own estate sooner than he might have anticipated. No matter; surely the staff would know what would be the best course and which issues were the most pressing.

The road curved away from the house to follow the slope of the hills, and a wagon in the road suddenly caught his attention, because of its resting position but also because of the expanse of dispersed items that seemed to have once been aboard it. An older gentleman and his wife were in the process of retrieving the scattered items, and a young woman helped them, a widemouthed basket under one arm. She seemed intent on the various apples that had gone to and fro in the accident.

Ned reined in his horse and dismounted smoothly, stripping off his gloves as he strode towards them. “Good day,” he called. “Can I be of some assistance?”

The man smiled almost sheepishly at him. “That would be most appreciated, sir. I’m afraid the lot of our goods went awry when the wagon hit a rut in the road. Can’t have fastened them down properly, but I can’t think how . . .”

“No matter,” Ned assured him as he approached, grinning and clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Anything lost or ruined?”

“Not that we can see,” the man said with a quick glance around. “All seems well enough. It’s just . . . everywhere.”

Ned nodded, casting his own eye about the mess. “I can help with that. Leave it to me.”

Without waiting for another comment, Ned moved to the nearest barrel, which had somehow miraculously avoided damage. He tested the weight of it with a quick tilt, then gripped the ends and hefted the moderate weight atop one shoulder. He turned and walked it over to the wagon bed, setting the barrel near the edge. Then he pressed himself up into the wagon bed and turned the barrel until it was safely tucked in the far corner.

He repeated almost the exact same measures with the second barrel, then made a start on rather large sacks, each one fitting neatly atop his shoulder.

The heat of the day began to make itself known, though it had seemed fair enough on his ride. But laboring in the weather was a good change from riding in it, and soon enough, he would neither look nor smell like a gentleman. How would that be for a first impression for his new staff?

“You’re making neat work of those things, son,” the man said when Ned hopped down from the wagon bed after his third sack.

Ned offered a swift smile as he shrugged. “It’s been too long since I’ve really felt worked to the bone. I’ve missed the sensation.”

“Clearly not that long,” the young woman said in a dry tone, surveying him with remarkable green eyes, the bushel of apples propped on one slender hip.

Something about her made him want to smile and raised his defenses at the same time. Impertinent woman, but a remarkably pretty one.

Quite remarkably, actually.

“I try to keep my strength up,” he muttered as he wrenched his attention back to the remaining items. “That’s all.”

After hefting two smaller sacks, one under each arm, Ned turned and strode to the wagon without another word or look at any of them. He handed them to the older man, now standing in the wagon bed.

“Now let’s take some of those blankets, Mother,” the man instructed. “Our friend must bring us the items from the blacksmith now, and we shan’t want them touching the oats.”

Ned smiled to himself as he picked up the tools, bridle, a set of horseshoes, and a bag of nails, pegs, and hooks. Then he took the handles of a spade and shovel and propped them on one shoulder, sighing as he made his way back to the wagon.

The bushel of apples had been placed, and now his load would finish the thing, apart from whatever fabrics the ladies seemed to be checking around the front of the wagon.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” the man said as he took the items from Ned. “I’d have been here a good long while if not for you.”

“Think nothing of it.” Ned held out his hand to shake. “Glad to have happened upon you in time to be of service.”

That earned him a sincere smile and a firm handshake. “What’s your name, son?”

“Ned Richards,” Ned replied before he could stop himself. Hastily, he added, “Lord Lyndham.”

The older man’s eyes widened. “My . . . my lord . . . I had no idea . . .”

“I did not introduce myself,” Ned overrode him kindly. “You couldn’t have known, and it would have made no difference to me. The actions would remain the same.”

“Arthur Cotter, my lord,” came the shaky reply. “At your service.”

Ned smiled and put his hand on the man’s shoulder and squeezed. “Not today, Mr. Cotter. Today I am at yours.” He nodded firmly, then strode alongside the wagon, tipping his hat to Mrs. Cotter and her daughter, though neither of them had the awed expression Mr. Cotter had worn.

Likely they had not heard the conversation, but it could be quite the story to tell at supper.

Mounting his horse, Ned dug his heels in and galloped away, nodding again at the Cotters as he passed them.

Well, that was one way to meet his tenants. Perhaps word would spread to the rest, and he’d have done his part to assure them of his dedication.

Feeling slightly invigorated and even more than slightly motivated, Ned pushed his horse harder, rounding the road to Laurisbee as though he already knew it by heart. The closer he got, the more welcoming it appeared, and while he would not yet call it home, he could easily see it eventually becoming so.

Home. What a concept.

A footman emerged hastily from the house as Ned reined in his horse just in front of it.

“Thank you,” Ned told him after he’d dismounted. “I’m . . . Lord Lyndham, I suppose.”

The lad’s eyes widened, and his throat moved on a swallow. “My lord.” He snapped a sharp bow before turning to look towards the house. “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t know where Mr. Allens has gone.”

“Never mind that.” Ned grinned in what he hoped was a consoling manner. “I didn’t send word ahead, and he’ll likely be ruffled enough by that.”

“I don’t know, my lord,” the footman replied, his eyes sober. “Mr. Allens doesn’t ruffle easily.”

Ned felt his smile turn lopsided. “Neither do I.” He tapped the brim of his hat and jogged up the two stairs into the house.

The entrance hall was cavernous. There was no other way to describe it, and Ned could not avoid outright gaping. It belonged in a cathedral, not a residence, and, short of a few stained glass windows, might well have come from an actual cathedral. As it was, the gilding above him combined with the plaster medallions and painted frescoes seemed to illustrate with great emphasis just how far from his previous status he had come.

All because one man he had never met had died.

“May I help you, sir?”

The cultured, practiced tone in such a deep voice left Ned in no doubt of the speaker’s identity. His eyes lowered from the ceiling above to the impressive and imposing height of the middle-aged man before him, formal and cautious while avoiding being off-putting.

The man had perfected his role, there was no mistaking it.

“Mr. Allens, I presume,” Ned greeted him, sweeping his hat off of his head. “The lad out front mentioned it.”

“Yes, I am Mr. Allens,” the butler acknowledged with a furrowed brow. “May I inquire as to your business?”

His business. Ned was so new to the thing he wasn’t entirely certain what his business was. Meetings with the Lyndham solicitors had failed to clear that up for him, though they had gone over endless documents. He had farms, he had land, he had tenants. Beyond that, he couldn’t have guessed.

“I’m Ned Richards.” There was nothing to do but smile as he admitted that and watch as Allens’s eyes widened, his jaw slackening. “Lord Lyndham.”

“My lord,” Allens managed, his words barely a breath, horror seeping from every fiber of the man’s towering being. “We hadn’t received word . . . I am so ashamed, we have nothing in readiness for you.”

Ned shook his head and took a step towards the man. “Allens, I am well aware I am upending everything in Laurisbee by showing up unannounced. I can assure you, my expectations are minimal. I need no apologies and should probably extend several of my own.”

Allens blinked and straightened somehow, lifting his chin. “Not at all, my lord. We will make all of the arrangements immediately. You must meet the staff . . .”

“Tomorrow,” Ned insisted with a wave of his hand. “Please, all formalities tomorrow. I’m . . .” He chuckled wryly and shrugged. “I’m not used to formalities. Or finery. Or protocols.”

The butler’s expression was downright comical, and Ned would have laughed harder if he felt able.

“I see, my lord.”

Ned swallowed the rising laughter. “I have always been a gentleman, Allens, but one of only moderate means. I was a clergyman for a few years, in fact.”

Allens seemed to sigh in relief without actually exchanging air or shifting expression. “A modest living, I imagine.”

“Fairly,” Ned agreed. “This . . .” He gestured to the house around them, shaking his head. “This will be quite the adjustment.”

“Indeed, my lord.”

Oddly, Allens just stared at him, a hint of consternation in his features behind all the deference and calm.

Perhaps Ned had managed to ruffle him after all.

“Mr. Allens, have you sent for the gamekeeper yet?” an older woman asked, her dark, graying hair neatly tucked into a cap as she strode into the entrance hall. “Mrs. Garvins would like a brace of pheasants, if he can manage it.” She paused a step when she saw Ned standing there. “Oh! Forgive me, I did not know we had a visitor.”

“Mrs. Riggin,” Allens intoned, puffing out his chest, “this is his lordship, Lord Lyndham. He has come to Laurisbee unexpectedly. See that all is prepared for him, please.”

Mrs. Riggin might have been walloped over the head with one of the shining sconces on the walls. Her dark eyes went almost entirely round, and she looked at Allens with them, her jaw tightening, exchanging some secret message Ned hadn’t a hope of interpreting.

Allens only dipped his chin, which sent Mrs. Riggin almost stumbling to one side, though somehow without losing her balance at all. She might have only stepped to one side, but for the dipping of a shoulder that belied her lack of stability.

“My lord,” Mrs. Riggin said, her lips barely moving as she curtseyed.

“Mrs. Riggin.” Ned nodded, smiling kindly. “I do apologize. I was just telling Allens, I hadn’t meant to cause a fuss. I’ve never lived in a house as grand as Laurisbee nor had such a staff, and it never occurred to me that there would be so much to prepare.”

He could see his housekeeper try for a smile, and he suspected she was usually quite a cheerful woman, though she seemed to struggle to be so now. “It isn’t that, my lord. It would only take a moment, to be sure. It’s just . . .”

“Mrs. Riggin . . .” Allens warned, shaking his head.

Ned frowned. What in the world would his butler stop his housekeeper from saying to the master of the house when he had only been there ten minutes?

“There might be some confusion,” Mrs. Riggin went on, shifting her tone, though not in a way that seemed to please Allens.

“About?”

The woman’s fingers began knotting with each other before her, though her arms never moved from her sides.

“The rooms, my lord,” she said simply, again trying, and failing, to give him a smile.

“Mine?” Ned asked, raising a brow. “Why? Surely the master rooms . . .”

“Are already inhabited,” a crisp and distinctly feminine voice answered from behind him. “By me. That is the material point, my lord.”

Ned turned in surprise, then felt his jaw drop as the woman from the wagon stepped into the entrance hall. She removed her hat and coat, revealing a fine gown, though the hem was stained, and even finer features than he had granted her earlier. Her hair was the exact color of honey, and the green of her eyes was the same in his recollection, no less striking now than before.

She handed her things to a nearby maid that Ned hadn’t noticed, barely acknowledging her as she did so. “You didn’t introduce yourself earlier.”

“Should I have?” Ned queried mildly, a sinking feeling hitting his stomach.

The cool smile quirked just a little. “Yes. It would have cleared up a great deal. My name is Anna, my lord. I am Lady Lyndham.”
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Chapter 3
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Thunderstruck was a description Anna thought was overused, and rarely accurate when it was, but it was truly the only word that came to mind.

“How?” Lyndham demanded, finding his voice once more. “How?”

“How what?” Anna inquired as mildly as possible, forcing her tense frame to at least appear serene. “The question will require some context before I can answer.”

Lyndham’s chin dipped, and his look turned colder. “How are you Lady Lyndham?”

Oh, he’d asked the easiest question of them all, and Anna was only too willing to answer.

“Simple enough. I married Lord Lyndham.”

Something in the man’s strong jaw twitched, and Anna wanted to flick an impertinent smile at it. “I am Lord Lyndham.”

“So you’ve said,” Anna conceded with a nod. “Now. But you were not Lord Lyndham five years ago. My late husband was. I believe he was a cousin of yours.”

“Second cousin,” Lyndham grunted. “Once removed.”

As if that mattered.

“Lovely.” Anna allowed herself to smile now, very politely. “Congratulations.”

Lyndham stiffened at the word, his chin rising to a less direct position. “My condolences. Of course.”

Anna’s smile felt as lifeless as her knees presently. “Of course,” she murmured.

That caused a furrow in Lyndham’s high brow, his blue eyes squinting. “What are you doing here, Lady Lyndham?”

Anna tilted her head, feeling rather coy. “I live here, Lord Lyndham.”

He exhaled roughly and shifted his weight. “Yes, so I understand, Lady Lyndham, but this is my home now. It cannot be both of our homes.”

“Naturally,” she replied with her limited patience. “But as I had no notion of your arrival, I could not very well remove myself prior to your coming.”

“No, of course not.” He exhaled again and ran a hand through his dark yet sun-kissed hair, ruffling it slightly. “It would seem I’ve made more of a muck of this than I’d considered.” He shook his head and smiled at last, forcing Anna to blink in surprise at the warmth in it. “Forgive me, Lady Lyndham.”

Anna’s smile faded, not out of consternation but confusion. “For what? Lord Lyndham―”

“I’m sorry,” he interrupted, his hand coming up in a halting motion. “Pardon, again, but it is so tiresome, not to mention complicated, for us to reference each other by our titles. Would it completely abandon principle for you to call me Ned? Even Edward is preferable to the title, though I rarely answer to my real given name.” He smiled, but it faded quickly. “I don’t mean to encourage any particular familiarity; it would just simplify matters infinitely.”

He had a point.

“I’d go by another name if I had one,” Anna admitted with some apology.

“It would be no trouble for me to return to being Mr. Richards for a time.”

“I cannot ask that of you.” She gave him a scolding look and moved towards the drawing room, indicating he follow her. “You have inherited; there is nothing you or I can say or do to change that. You have earned the right to be referred to by your birthright.”

He laughed once behind her. “I think you’ll find I did nothing to earn all of this. I was born, and that is all that can be said for me. I have done nothing great, nor was I raised with any sort of prestige.”

Anna peered over her shoulder, glimpsing his charming smile yet again. “And I was born into a respected family line with minimal prospects and thus have earned, and possess, nothing.” She reached a settee and turned, gesturing for him to sit on the couch opposite. “I was fortunate to marry Win at all. Lord Lyndham, I mean.”

Lyndham looked amusingly suspicious again. “And yet you do not sound as though you feel fortunate.”

“Fortunate in my prospects,” she clarified as she sat, managing an almost real smile. “Though the reality now is anything but.”

“Meaning?” He sat, crossing one foot across another, his tall riding boots enhancing what seemed to be rather strong legs. That would have fit well with the work she had seen him perform earlier, impressive as it was.

Anna eyed him for a moment, sensing a kindness in him, and a genuine nature, but he remained her late husband’s heir, and thus the exact manner of her present ruin.

“I have lost my identity,” she told him plainly.

Deep furrows dug into Lyndham’s brow again. “Surely not.”

“Have I not?” Anna shot back. “I was Miss Denning prior to my marriage, and Lady Lyndham after. I have no children, no son, more specifically; therefore I will never be the Dowager Lady Lyndham. I was married to Lord Lyndham, but now I am not married to Lord Lyndham. By this logic, I should no longer be Lady Lyndham, yet my name cannot change.” She gave him a rather frank look and held her hands out in surrender. “So who am I? What am I?”

Lyndham seemed bewildered by the situation Anna had just spun for him. “I haven’t the faintest idea.”

For some reason, that made her want to laugh, and she let herself smile without reservation. “Thank you. It is oddly comforting to be validated.”

He returned her smile. “But it does little for our situation, does it not?”

Anna’s face fell as the reality sunk in. He was the heir to her husband; Laurisbee was his home.

Which meant it could no longer be hers.

“No,” she murmured, her attention returning to her fingers as they gripped at her skirts. “No, it does not.”

Silence filled the space between them, and the words were on Anna’s tongue to offer to leave as soon as possible, but she bit them back.

She had nowhere to go, even if she could leave.

“I don’t want to force you to leave, my lady,” Lyndham said softly.

Anna glanced up, feeling young, small, and powerless. “Your presence here requires that I do.”

His smile was sympathetic, which meant something, she supposed, though it was possible for men’s faces to say one thing while their words said another. “But not necessarily this moment.”

“What?”

Lyndham chuckled and uncrossed his feet, sitting forward to gently rub his hands together. “My lady, I’m not going to send you upstairs to pack your trunks and rid my rooms of your belongings. I’m not about to turn you from Laurisbee onto the streets as I claim lordship here. Was that what you expected?”

It seemed almost ridiculous to hear it aloud, but she had expected something of the sort. Some burly, toxic version of Win with a cruel scowl and crueler manner, who would see Anna as worthless and insignificant. A miniscule obstacle to be overpowered and then ignored without concern.

Ned, it seemed, was not that sort of Lord Lyndham.

Ned. Not Lord Lyndham.

Just Ned.

It suited, now she looked at him. It suited rather well.

She could have burst into tears, were she not still paralyzed with apprehension. “Yes,” she managed, struggling to swallow. “I had little reason to hope . . .”

“I may not bring hope with me,” Ned insisted with a laugh, “but I daresay I bring a head filled with good sense. Or at least not foolishness.” He smiled, then sat back again. “I will stay at the inn in the village until you are settled elsewhere.”

“Thank you, Ned,” Anna murmured. “Truly. Thank you.”

Ned smiled, this time a lopsided one that made Anna want to smile in return. It was infectious and entirely unlordly.

That, too, suited him well.

“How long do you think that will take?”

The warmth in Anna’s stomach suddenly turned cold and hard, her expression falling into one of dubious regard.

The man was an idiot and a bore, and there was nothing that could convince her otherwise.

“Unbelievable,” Anna muttered to herself, shaking her head and rising. “And yet entirely  believable. So like a man. So very, very like a man.”

“What?” Ned asked, gesturing helplessly. “What? What did I say?”

Anna threw him a glare. “How long will that take?” She snorted softly, stomping towards the doorway. “How long will that take. Well, Ned, as my husband’s will, if you read a word of it, made no provisions for a wife, let alone one without children, I have only what remains of my dowry to live on. I have no brothers to turn to, nor are my aging parents in any position at all to support me, should I return to their care. So unless you have a generous stipend you are willing to give your forerunner’s widow, it could very well take me ten years to have enough saved up to afford a cottage on the outskirts of the village.” She smiled very flatly, skewering the man with her eyes as though they had the power to do anything of the sort. “Unless you wish to keep me as a mistress under your roof, which I don’t recommend.”

“I never meant . . .” Ned protested as he shot to his feet, his volume rising.

“No one ever means anything,” Anna cried, laughing without humor as she backed out of the room. “I doubt Win meant to leave me with nothing at all, though I’d be very surprised if it ever occurred to him that I might need something. My father didn’t mean it when he said my husband would care for me—that was rubbish and simply his way of washing his hands of me. My husband’s solicitor didn’t mean it when he told me that he would see me generously settled, knowing full well there is nothing generous about being left nothing.”

Hysteria began to well up within her, but she couldn’t stop it. She saw the widening of Ned’s eyes, knew her voice would carry elsewhere, couldn’t help this outpouring of words and emotions any more than she could stop herself breathing.

It was long past time.

“And now,” Anna went on, whirling around and striding to the stairs, her voice rising in pitch, “I mean to go up to my rooms . . . Excuse me, to your rooms, and pack up every pitiful thing I own. Perhaps I can sell what remains of my trousseau and anything that has ever been left to me to supplement my meager funds. Or else there’s the poorhouse. I’ve been generous there in the past.” She strode up a few stairs, gripping the railing as she suddenly felt unsteady.

Inhaling sharply, she turned to look down at Ned, Allens and Mrs. Riggin having fortunately departed the entrance hall. “I can no more believe that you meant what you said just a moment ago, that I may remain for a time.” Her voice broke, and she gripped the railing harder. “That I may yet call Laurisbee my home until I find someplace else. Because the truth of it is, I have nowhere to go, and no one to go to. I am as pitiful as a widow comes, and your coming here means that I have nothing now. Nothing—”

Sobs caught in her throat, and Anna’s knees gave out, sending her sinking to the stairs as tears rolled down her cheeks. Her lungs were racked with every cry, shaking her frame as she clung to the railing still. Her legs shook as they curled beneath her, one free hand covering her face in shame, in embarrassment, in fear. Every loathsome, dark emotion she had felt that could never be considered grief over Win surged through her veins, along with the guilt she had spent months burying them with.

It was over now. She was out of time.

“Anna . . .” A voice broke through the haze of her panic and her tears, though she did not have the power to look, to move, or
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