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1872 

Sinclair Brown hated hats. The black satin piece pinned tightly to her head was entirely her mother’s idea. Sandra Brown had been determined to turn her daughter into a lady regardless of how difficult the task might be. Sinclair had too much of her father in her to accept that she was meant for nothing more than a life of being an obedient wife. Her dreams were too big to fit into a tight corset. 

The glasses perched on her nose had been a constant irritation to her mother. Now her mother would no longer be able to influence her daughter’s fashion. Sinclair’s throat tightened as she stared out the carriage window.

The city of Chicago had burned, taking her parents with it. Many were lost to the hungry flames and harsh smoke. Like orphans, the remaining citizens had huddled near the river and watched everything they had built turn to ash. When the rain had come at dawn and washed over the remains, tears had washed their faces. Sinclair had barely managed to escape, but without her parents, it was a hollow victory. 

After the wreckage had been cleared away, her father’s lawyer had appeared with the will. She had sat impassively while the wiry little man read out loud the wishes of her parents. The list of holdings that would be hers rattled on as her face held its blank gaze. 

“The last thing your parents added came only a year before they died,” his scratchy voice had said. “It was their wish that you go to live with your grandparents if you were still unwed.”

“I have no grandparents,” she said in a toneless voice. “My father’s died many years ago, and my mother was an orphan since childhood.”

“According to this, your mother’s parents are still alive in England.”

“England? That’s impossible.”

Sinclair’s mother had never spoken of her childhood in London. Her accent had been deemed charming by her peers, but otherwise no one noticed. It wasn’t popular to be British in Chicago. Her parents had never told her why her mother had left or what she might have left behind.

“Are you certain they are my grandparents?”

“It states clearly in the will that they are your mother’s family. Lillith and James Sinclair. I believe you were named after them?” The lawyer sifted through the papers again.

It hadn’t made sense, but she couldn’t argue with a written will. The lawyer had been entirely convinced by it all.

“What does it say about them?”

“The Duke and Duchess of Davonport are listed as being your closest living relatives.”

She had felt herself start to swoon. It wasn’t enough that they were alive, but to find out they had a title. It was hard to imagine her mother as an aristocratic heiress. Sandra Brown had been a sweet, soft-spoken lady with an open heart for everyone. To her mother, all people had been equal, from the wealthy elite to the street sweepers. She had given them all the same kind smile.

“The will states clearly that they are to be your guardians in such a case as this,” the lawyer had said, looking at her over his glasses, “Though you are old enough to be on your own, if you choose. I know you have been staying at a hotel recently, but we could find you another house in the city.”

“I will go to them,” Sinclair had said, her voice barely a whisper, “It’s what my parents wished.”

It had taken until spring to get everything in order, including sending word to her estranged relatives. The response had been brief, a short letter expressing grief at the loss. Sinclair hadn’t felt anything as she read the missive, not knowing the people who had written it. They were glad she was coming, but it could hardly be called warm.

The boat trip had been long and grueling, made even worse by her mourning. Keeping mostly to her bed, Sinclair had spoken to hardly any one. She had been as numb to the world as a cube of ice. Not until she rode through the streets of London did anxiety creep into her sadness and the two feelings mingled in her stomach. 

Her butler, Frederick Gates, sat across from her in the luxurious coach sent by her grandparents. He was as nervous as she was, tapping his foot aimlessly. The slick locks of dark hair he usually kept impeccable were falling around his ears and across his face. With his long, thin body folded into the tiny carriage seat, he attempted to appear calm despite the discomfort. 

Fredrick was the only person to accompany her from Chicago. Everyone else had been anxious to leave the ruined city and the people they had worked for. When she’d offered him a letter of recommendation, he’d refused to accept it. Instead, her loyal servant had insisted on following her. Now she was glad for his constant company.

“The streets seem dirtier here,” she commented in an effort to calm them both.

“Yes, Miss.”

“Do you think all the city is like this?”

“I doubt it, Miss.”

“Won’t you please use my name?” 

“It wouldn’t be proper, Miss.”

A loud sigh escaped her lips.

“You saved my life,” she said firmly.

“I didn’t do much, Miss.”

“If you hadn’t helped me from my window, I would have been trapped. You led me to safety and that makes you more of a friend than a servant.”

“I’m your servant, Miss.”

“You are my friend and you will address me as such, or I will send you home.”

She gave him a hard look of finality and felt triumph at the slight upturn of his lips. Behind his stern exterior, Frederick hid a sarcastic sense of humor she had noticed more than once. Only a few years older than herself, the young man had practically grown up with her. He was the closest thing she had to a sibling.

“I’m not certain if you would or not.” He looked at her with a wrinkle on his brow.  “I suppose I shouldn’t risk it. That boat trip was despicable.”

“So then, you choose to stay on as my friend as well as my butler?”

“It would seem that way.” He folded his arms over his chest and pursed his lips, but Sinclair wasn’t sorry.

“Good,” she said under her breath. “I have the feeling I’m going to need someone on my side.”

Lifting her veil, she allowed the sunlight that came through the window to touch her face. The sunlight warmed her cheeks, and her mother was no longer there to warn her about adding more freckles. The weight of her long, dark curls pinned up under the hat was giving her a headache and she longed to let it fall down her back in freedom. The corset holding in her natural curves made it even harder to breathe in the confined area since she wasn’t used to wearing one this tight. Sinclair had always managed to buy altered contraptions while she had lived in Chicago, but felt she should go the more traditional style in London. 

“It’s unladylike to fidget,” Frederick commented as he saw her trying to become more comfortable. “Especially with your gown.”

“It’s also unladylike to kick a butler and I’m getting dangerously close to doing so.”

Soon the carriage had rolled into a more fashionable part of town. Large stone townhouses stood proudly alongside one another. Each was more decorative than the next. Sinclair’s mouth fell open. She hadn’t imagined her grandparents living in such elaborate surroundings.

“Ready?”

The carriage stopped and Frederick left first, turning back to hold out his hand to help her through the door. She wasn’t entirely sure she was ready, not for this. Closing her eyes, she tried to swallow her fear. Her father would be disappointed in her lack of bravery if she didn’t face this. She lowered her veil again and took Frederick’s hand.

Her neck craned up to gaze at the house as she stepped from the carriage. Through her black silk veil, she was able to see the Greek revival columns and marble step. Her parents’ home had been done in a much similar fashion, and the reminder made her chest tighten. Sinclair stood there, feeling exposed under the layers of black clothing when the front door opened and a sour-faced woman called out to her.

“Are you Miss Brown?” she asked in a shrill voice.

Turning slowly, Sinclair gave a silent nod and motioned for Frederick to carry in her bags. With tired feet, she walked up the stairs and into the house.

“The duke and duchess have been expecting you. They are waiting in the parlor.” 

The maid moved swiftly but stopped in front of a slightly open door. Sinclair wasn’t ready to face them, to face the fact that her parents were gone. It was a silly thought, but this would make it final. Her parents would really be dead.

“Is she here, Sally?” 

The door swung open to reveal a petite older woman dressed in rich plum silk. Her gray hair held streaks of blonde around the temples and blue eyes stared out of her soft face. Wrinkles were evident around her eyes, but her cheeks were still plump and firm. Just like her mother, the tiny woman’s head barely reached Sinclair’s nose.

“Sinclair, is that you, darling? You look so much like your mother, except for that dark hair, of course,” said the woman. “It is beautiful on you.” 

Her grandmother’s soft voice trembled as she touched Sinclair’s cheek beneath the veil. Tears welled in both their eyes, spilling out onto their cheeks. She saw the same kindness in her grandmother’s eyes that her mother had had. The face she looked at held so many of the same details that it tugged at her heart. She was filled with a fresh longing for her mother and for the love she had taken for granted. 

Sinclair couldn’t speak, but allowed the duchess to lead her into the brightly-lit room. The folds of her black cotton dress rubbed against the light blue fabric as she sat on a large cushioned sofa. A thin old man in expensive clothing sat across from her. His wrinkled face drew together at the point between his eyes as he looked at her.

“James, get that suspicious look off your face,” her grandmother admonished. “This is Sinclair, our granddaughter, not some stranger off the street.”

The old man’s black eyes peered at her from beneath bushy white eyebrows that matched the wavy hair on his head. He judged her with his eyes, and she shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

“Why are you wearing so much black?”

“She is in mourning,” interjected her grandmother.

“I know that,” he snapped at his wife. “But after six months, is it not typical to wear at least a little color?”

Lillith’s expression indicated she was mulling it over as she looked between her husband and her newfound relative. It was unusual to still be wearing only black, but Sinclair hadn’t been able to bring herself to wear anything else. She saw the confused expressions and began to speak softly.

“I do not yet feel I am ready for partial mourning. It was a great loss.”

“I know,” said James, his face softening for a moment. “We are pained by it as well.”

“Then you should understand why I am not ready to let go of my mourning.”

Her grandfather snorted in the same fashion she often did. It was odd to hear someone else have that response. Her mother used to grow irritated when she had made that noise, usually because she found something absurd.  

“Why had I never heard of you before their death?”

Her question sprung from her lips without her thinking about it, slipping through the air. Her grandparents sat across from her and glanced at each other in guilt. Shame was painted on their wrinkled faces.

“James, you should be the one to tell her,” her grandmother whispered, staring at her folded hands.

“We had not spoken to your mother for years,” James began. “We were angry with her for leaving. She ran away to marry your father against our wishes.”

“We had hoped she would listen to reason and marry someone within our class.”

“Instead, she chose to live with a merchant in a faraway country.”

“We were hurt.”

“We were angry.”

“We were wrong.”

Both of her grandparents stopped speaking to look up at her. Her face was tight with emotion, but unmoving in expression. Her mind was numb as the words sunk in. She nodded for them to continue and waited for them to speak.

“She wrote to us while in Chicago, but we never responded.”

“Now we wish we had,” her grandmother concluded with a loud sniffle.

Even though she saw the regret on their faces, a bitter resentment built slowly inside her. These were people her mother had loved, and they had turned their backs on her. Only the knowledge that her mother had wanted her to be with them kept her from opening her mouth and putting them in their places. She had been known to have a dangerously sharp tongue when necessary.

“We know we cannot take their place,” Lillith said softly, “but we want the opportunity to make up for our mistakes.”

Sitting perfectly still, Sinclair felt her grandmother’s hand gently squeeze her own. It surprised her and she jerked without thinking. 

“I think I should rest,” Sinclair said quickly.

She pulled her hand back and stood. Her chest grew tight and there was a lump in her throat. She could feel tears threatening to spill and she couldn’t stand the idea of crying in front of these strangers. Flustered by her quick reaction, her grandparents barely had time to stand before she was at the door.

“Let me call a maid to show you to your room,” offered Lillith.

“I would rather find it on my own.”

With slow, heavy steps, she slipped through the door into the front hall and leaned back against the wall. Her breathing was rapid and her heart pounded. The hot feeling of tears rushed to her cheeks and eyes while a sob caught in her throat. 

“Are you well, Miss?”

Glancing sideways beneath the veil, Sinclair saw that the speaker was a well-dressed man waiting near the front door. The uncomfortable way he sat in the tiny carved chair gave the impression he was both tall and broad. A crisp linen suit in a sunny beige color gave him a meticulous appearance, only troubled by dark hair that hung a little below his ears, badly in need of a trim.

“I’m fine,” she stuttered, embarrassed at being seen by anyone in her state.

One of his eyebrows shot up in disbelief, but he remained silent. Sinclair was startled by the sparkling shade of green gazing at her from beneath his masculine brow. The emerald color was like nothing she had ever seen before, not even in a jeweler’s shop. For a moment, she was frozen by the intensity of the man’s stare.

“Miss?” 

The sound of his rich voice caught her attention and she realized how ridiculous she must look. Turning quickly, she climbed the stairs with trembling steps. On the upper floor, she was glad to see Frederick standing outside her bedroom door. With only a nod to him she rushed inside and locked the door behind her.

*************************************************************************************
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LUCAS SUTTON, EARL of Westmore, felt as if he had seen a ghost. The woman in black had appeared in the hall like something from a nightmare, taking him by surprise. Then she had disappeared before Lucas had time to recover. Davonport hadn’t mentioned any guests the last time they had talked.

He guessed her to be younger than himself, but no longer a child. Even under the layers of black, he saw the full curves in the outline of her body. An average height and a strong voice were the only other things he had gathered from their brief meeting, since her face had been hidden by her veil. Those weren’t enough for him to form an opinion about the lady.

“Lord Westmore, I did not realize you were here,” said Lillith, appearing with a handkerchief pressed to her eyes.

Shaking his head, Lucas stood up from the tiny chair and stretched his cramped legs. He knew that most women in England had a fondness for his long legs, but it was difficult to find comfort when sitting. According to a few reputable sources, the lean, muscled look of his body had been spoken of in more private settings, along with his dark hair and green eyes. It wasn’t vanity for a man to know he was handsome after hearing about it so often. 

“I was told to wait out here,” he said, crossing to her in alarm. “Has something happened?” 

“Yes.” She laughed a little. “Something wonderful has happened.”

He had been worried when he saw Lillith with watery eyes. The Davonports were like family to him, and he felt it was his responsibility to protect them.

“What happened?”

“I will let James tell you. He is waiting inside.”

“In the parlor?” That surprised Lucas. 

Davonport seldom left the comfort of his study. It had always been his opinion that the parlor was for ladies.

“It was a special occasion.”

He would have asked her for more information, but she dismissed him and walked away. Irritated at being so easily brushed off by two women in only a few minutes, Lucas stalked into the sunny parlor. Davonport sat in a cushioned chair with a distracted look on his face.

“Have I come at a bad time?”

Davonport blinked a few times before looking up at Lucas. He motioned for him to come in. “No, why would you ask?”

Lucas settled beside him on the large sofa. The lovely piece of furniture barely held his weight. “I just ran into Lillith outside and she had tears on her cheeks.”

“That woman gets emotional so easily,” Davonport smiled. 

It always amazed Lucas that they were still so in love after more than thirty years of marriage. Such a thing was rare in society.

“Who was the woman in black?”

“You saw the young woman in the hall?”

“Briefly, and I must admit it was strange.”

Davonport paused before he spoke, taking his time to form the words. Lucas had been around the duke enough to know this must be important to warrant such consideration. 

“Do you remember hearing of a daughter that Lillith and I lost long ago?”

“Of course, It broke both your hearts.”

“That woman out in the hall was our granddaughter.”

Lucas felt his eyebrows shoot up. Davonport had been like a father to him when his own had chosen to bury himself in a bottle. He’d always heard that the duke’s daughter died before being wed or giving birth. His own mother had mourned the loss of her best friend until the last moments of her life. Had she not died giving birth to his sister, Charlotte, the girl might bear her name.

“How can that be?” Lucas watched the play of emotions on Davonport’s face.

The old man sighed, sinking farther into the chair. “My daughter never died.  We created that story to cover up the scandal.”

“What do you mean?”

“She married an American and left the country. While she was gone, we never spoke, and now I’m afraid it is too late.”

“Too late?”

“She died six months ago in the fire that destroyed Chicago.”

“I’m sorry.”

Lucas felt genuine sympathy for the man at having lost his child twice. Looking at Davonport now, he saw dark circles under his eyes and a lack of color to his face. The loss must be taking a great deal out of the man.

“Her daughter, Sinclair, has come to live with us now. She is only a couple years older than your sister.”

Lucas remembered the heavily shrouded young lady he’d met in the hall and was surprised that she still chose such heavy mourning clothes. Most people began to wear dark colors and show their faces at this stage. It made him curious about her reasons to remain in such deep mourning.

“Sinclair had been out in society for two years when the fire happened.” said Davonport.

“She has been unsuccessful for that long?” 

“If she is anything like her mother, it would take a special man to recognize her attributes.”

The curves of her shape hadn’t been that hard for Lucas to make out, but perhaps her face had been less lovely.

“I fear my sister is headed in that direction,” he said after clearing his throat. “After her disaster at the Garrisons’ ball, I worry she might never make a successful match.”

“Was it that bad?”

“She tripped over her feet going down the stairs and tumbled down on top of a dozen other people.”

Davonport’s lips puffed up as he tried to contain his laughter. Lucas felt his own lips turn up at the edges. It was only humorous now, looking back on it.

“Now, she is refusing to attend any more activities this season.”

“Maybe we could help each other.” The duke rubbed his fingers under his wrinkled chin.

“I will be glad for some help. What are you thinking?”

“Lillith and I are too old to be following a young woman like Sinclair around for an entire season, but we do not want her to miss it. She needs to find happiness again.”

“So you want me to be a chaperone?”

“Yes, and in exchange, my wife will use her various connections to assure your sister’s accident is never mentioned again.”

“That would require a miracle since it was seen by so many influential people.”

“My wife knows how to convince people to keep quiet.”

“I have no doubt.”

“We could even plan a ball to assist them both in meeting society gracefully.”

The deal was both distasteful and tempting. He hated social events and the endless monotony that went along with them, but his sister dearly needed some help. Looking at Davonport, he saw that it would also be a big help for the old man. Sinclair was in need of a diversion from her mourning.

“I think that sounds like a wonderful idea.”

Lucas extended his hand. Davonport smiled as he took it. This would be a bargain for them both. 

“What brought you by today?”

“I brought another payment on the loan you gave me.” Lucas pulled a crisp banknote from the inside pocket of his coat and held it out.

“You do not have to pay me back.” The old man pursed his lips, staring at the piece of paper. “I was only doing right by your mother in giving you that money.”

“I know, but with business going so well, it’s only right to repay you.”

“Has it become a success, then?” Davonport still refused to accept the note, so it continued to be held in the air between them. 

“Yes, and I am glad. It would have been difficult to find a husband for Charlotte with no money.”

“The sweet girl deserves to have fine things.”

“Now that I have the money, I plan on devoting most of it to her.”

“Then you should not worry about paying back the loan.”

“I will not accept no for an answer.”

The duke shook his head but didn’t continue trying to argue. He finally took the bank note, placing it in his own pocket. Lucas was determined to pay that money back. Perhaps he would bring the final payment next time he came and they could both be done with it.  

“Now let us talk about something more interesting,” said Davonport.

“Such as?”

“Anything that does not involve women or money.”
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That night as Sinclair fell asleep in the room her grandparents had chosen, her mind wandered back to that chilly October night. Once again she was in her own room, dressed in the blue satin dress her mother had picked out for the ball, and the corset cut into her ribs. The maid had left in a fit over the wire-framed glasses Sinclair refused to remove from her face.

“Darling, are you properly dressed?” her mother’s sweet voice asked from the other side of the door.

Knowing she was attempting to be subtle, Sinclair decided to play along.

“Of course I am, mother dearest.”

Slowly Sandra Brown entered, dressed in a simple gown of midnight blue silk. Almost twice the material covered her mother’s bosom, regardless of them being equally ample in size. Sinclair wished she wasn’t forced by society’s expectations to expose so much of her soft flesh. She didn’t like to have men gazing at her with the heated look of lust in their eyes.

“You’re still wearing those ugly spectacles,” her mother said, her face pinched.

“I have bad eyesight, and I want to be able to know who I’m speaking to.”

“I hoped you might not speak so much tonight.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Men prefer a woman who is less opinionated.”

Sinclair rolled her eyes behind her glasses. Her mother was still angry with her for telling Mrs. Guther that her hat looked like a pumpkin at the last event they had attended. This drew her mother’s attention back to the thin glasses resting on her face.

“You would look so much lovelier without those.”

“I’m wearing them and that’s final.” 

She looked her mother square in the eye and saw the corner of her mouth twitch a little. It didn’t take long for a smile to spread and a chuckle to be heard.

“You are just like your father,” she whispered against Sinclair’s hair as she placed a kiss there. “Stubborn as mules, both of you.”

It was true that Adam Brown often encouraged his daughter’s free spirit, much to the disdain of his wife. He even went as far as encouraging her interest in the family shipping business. Had her parents not been so in love, it could have caused a lot of tension within the household.

“Come, come.” Her mother patted her on the shoulder. “We must go down now and dazzle the crowd.”

That night was yet another social fiasco. In true wallflower fashion, Sinclair kept out of sight for most of the evening. Every attempt her mother made to draw her into the crowd of young people was ruined the moment she opened her mouth. She didn’t know how to giggle and make small talk as the other girls did. She’d rather be discussing literature or politics. This made her unpopular with the high society people at the party.

When she could no longer stand the crush of people ignoring her, Sinclair escaped out into the garden. Cool night air blew across her cheeks as she ran from the sound of people. Tears streamed down her face and her lungs burned inside the confines of her corset. Once she reached the cool darkness offered by the wall, Sinclair pressed her cheek against the stones. Her face felt hot and damp enough to fog the lenses of her glasses.

“You shouldn’t let them get to you like that.” Her father had followed her outside.

“I try not to. I try to act as if their opinions don’t matter, but we both know they do.”

“Only as much as you let them.” Her father wrapped her up in a hug, and she breathed in the familiar scent of coffee and cigars. “You are smart, pretty, and wealthy. There is no reason you need their approval.”

“Mother would disagree.”

“There are things that a parent always wants for their children, but those are her dreams. Don’t let them become your nightmare.”

Once again, her father had known the right thing to say at the right moment. 

The fire came that same night. Sinclair woke up with sweat dripping off of her face. Her cotton nightgown clung to her damp body as she struggled through the sheets to sit up. Heat was thick in the air, making it hard to breathe. Fear gripped her as she tried to figure out what was happening. A strange glow from the windows gave her enough light to see her room clearly and find a way out.

In a stumbling rush, she went to her bedroom door. With her hand wrapped around the knob, she noticed smoke seeping in through the bottom of the door. Long gray spirals worked their way up from the floor to fade into the air. She paused for a moment to watch them dance in the hot air, forgetting the panic she felt. 

The sound of snapping wood behind the door caught her attention. It frightened her, forcing her to step back. Running across the slick wooden floors to the window, she threw it open and leaned out. What she saw made her breath catch in her chest.

Orange and red flames coated the city in color. Smoke billowed up into the sky, creating dark clouds across the stars. The sound of people rushing through the streets could be heard as she sniffed the burnt air. In the distance, an orange glow could be seen over the skyline. Sinclair felt heat pressing against her cheeks and it made the unshed tears in her eyes sting.

“Miss Sinclair,” a voice called up from the lawn.

She was relieved to see Frederick standing below in the garden. He looked frazzled, his hair falling limp in his face. He still wore his rumpled bedclothes, which Sinclair had never seen him in before. Black was smudged across his face, making it hard to read his expression. She had never been so happy to see someone in her entire life. 

“Frederick, thank goodness!” 

“Miss, are you able to get out?”

“Not through my door.” Her words were strangled with frustration.

“Then you’ll have to climb out the window.”

Sinclair gazed down the two stories from her window to the lawn. An impossible distance loomed in front of her. Gripping the windowsill, Sinclair shook her head vigorously.

“Miss, you don’t have much of a choice.”

“It’s too far.” Her voice got louder as the sound of destruction got closer.

“Just climb down the trellis.” Frederick motioned to the white woodwork nailed to the house beside her window.

“You’re going to catch me if I fall?” she asked timidly, eyeing the thin wooden trellis. 

“Of course,” said Frederick. “But we need to hurry. I’m not sure how much longer the house is going to stand.”

Taking a deep breath, Sinclair reached out to grab the fixture. She moved down the side of the house slowly, gripping the painted wood with sweaty palms. She refused to look down beneath the hem of her nightgown. 

“Miss, could you move a little faster, please?”

“I could, but I won’t.”

“If you fall, I’ll catch you.”

She snorted but didn’t dare look down at him. Her arms were growing tired from holding her own body weight and her chest hurt from breathing the smoky air. It took most of her strength to overcome her own fear and keep her body moving. 

“Miss Sinclair, maybe you should jump for it now.” Panic edged Frederick’s voice.

“I will do no such thing. I don’t even know why you’d suggest it.”

“Because the trellis is on fire.”

Looking up, Sinclair saw that flames had in fact leapt out the window and attached to the trellis. Shrieking, she released the frame and felt herself falling backwards. Hitting the ground knocked the air from her lungs and sent sharp pain shooting through her muscles.

“Miss, I hadn’t expected you to fall without warning.”

She struggled to breathe again as Frederick lifted her to her feet. Aside from bruises she could feel forming along her skin, nothing felt seriously injured. She checked all her limbs and joints to be sure nothing was broken. To her surprise, she felt a book tucked into the pocket of her nightgown. It was the one she had been reading before bed, and now it was also a survivor. 

“I hadn’t planned on falling,” said Sinclair in a hoarse whisper, “but I trusted you were ready.”

“Sorry, Miss.”

Shaking her head, she looked up at the remaining structure of her home as it fell into ruin. It was the only home she had ever known and now it was gone. She knew she would mourn the loss of it deeply when she had the time, but for now she urgently needed to find her parents. 

With an extended hand, she allowed Frederick to help her up and lead the way. They moved through the crowded streets, trying to get to the nearby lakefront. Stalled carriages blocked the streets and forced the masses onto the narrow sidewalks. At one point, she was pushed aside by an ailing man being carried on a homemade stretcher. She reached out and touched his hand for a brief moment. 

“Frederick, are you sure my parents got out?”

He squeezed her hand for reassurance. Still, the grim scene before her did little to ease her mind. 

“Fine,” she said, her eyes searching the crowds of people who had gathered at the edge of the water to watch the city burn. “Let’s find them quickly.”

Fredrick gently led her along the streets until they reached an area where the people from her neighborhood had gathered. She could see her house from there, now bursting with flames. A window that had once been her mother’s pride with its rose colored glass was shattered, letting the fire escape out into the night.

“Sinclair, is that you?” asked someone standing in front of the butler.

Peeping around, she saw the soot-covered face of Mr. Bronston, their neighbor and friend. His fat cheeks and dimpled chin were both blackened by ash. His robust shape was dressed in a night shirt, though he strangely wore his hat.

“Mr. Bronston.” Sinclair moved to stand beside him. She was surprised but happy when he pulled her into a warm hug. 

“We were worried about you, especially when Frederick didn’t come back right away.”

“Where are my parents?”

Her question must have caught him off guard because he didn’t answer right away. Instead, his gaze traveled past her face to where her home still stood covered in flames.

“They thought you might still be inside.” His voice caught in his throat, but he didn’t need to continue. 

Panic seized her. Pushing against him, she rushed towards the building. Heedless of the heat or danger, she didn’t notice when her legs no longer touched the ground. She wasn’t able to go anywhere because Frederick had caught her around the middle.

“Let me go!” she screamed, clawing at his arm.

“You can’t go in.”

There were tears in his voice, and in that moment, she knew the truth. 

They were gone. 

The world faded into blackness. That was where her dream always ended.

“No!” she screamed out into the darkness of her new room.

Sinclair sat upright in the bed, the sheets tangled around her legs. It took her a moment to remember where she was and the months that had passed. Her limbs trembled violently as she tried to even out her breathing. There was a soft knock at the door, and she knew who it was without asking. Without waiting for her to call him in, Frederick opened the door.

“Miss?” He sounded concerned.

“I’m fine. Just another bad dream. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

They both knew he hadn’t been sleeping. More than likely, he had been standing guard outside her door. This was a habit he had picked up after the fire. Part of him felt responsible for her, like an overprotective big brother. Since her parents were gone, he was the only part of her old family she had left. He often would not go to bed until the sun started to rise. Sinclair had no idea how he managed to stay awake all day on so little sleep.

“Do you need anything, Miss?” For the sake of propriety, Frederick remained on the other side of the door, not entering her room. 

“No, just another dream. No need to worry, you should go to bed.” She hoped he would listen to her for once and find some rest. 

There was a moment of hesitation before he spoke. “You made the right choice coming here. This is what your parents would have wanted.”

“I guess it’s better for me to be a good daughter now than never.”

“You were a good daughter, Miss. They were proud of you.”

Sinclair felt the tears burning in her eyes as she struggled to swallow a sob. If Frederick heard her crying, he would forget about propriety and come in to comfort her. Sinclair was certain her grandparents would not approve. 

“Thank you for saying so.” she said, which was not the same as agreeing with him. Sinclair didn’t feel like she had made her parents proud, but now it was too late to change. “You should go to bed before anyone else wakes up.”

After she heard the click of the door, Sinclair tried to close her eyes and sleep. It didn’t work. She wound up lying in bed, waiting for the sun to rise. 

*************************************************************************************
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IN A WELL-FURNISHED bedroom near a fashionable part of London, two people lay comfortably beneath red satin sheets. The woman’s lush figure was barely covered by the soft fabric. Her thick red hair, straight as a pin, spread out around her head like a fiery halo. Lucas reached out to stroke a bare arm before pulling away. Marissa Bedeau awoke to his touch.

“Are you leaving?” she purred, stretching like a cat beneath the thin covering.

“I have some important business to take care of.”

“More important than being here?”

“I am going to help a friend.”

“A female friend?”

There was a warning edge in her voice that grated on his nerves. He was beginning to think that she wanted more out of their arrangement than he was willing to give, and he would need to make sure she understood. Lucas began to dress without answering her question. He could hear her moving around in the bed but refused to turn and look at her. He was in no mood to for a jealous fit tonight.

“Are you visiting another woman?” she asked again.

“Not tonight. It is too late for most respectable women.”

Lucas was already putting on his highly polished boots when a porcelain vase flew past him to break against the wall beside him. He recognized the yellow roses that landed among the shattered pieces. Picking up one the flowers, he turned his hard gaze to her. He glared at her and saw Marissa’s breath catch in her throat.

“Are you attempting to anger me, madam?” he whispered, his voice as hard as steel.

“I have a right to know where I stand.”

“You are a diversion, nothing more,” said Lucas, his voice cutting through the air. “We owe each other nothing.”

“Is this your way of saying it is over?” The woman’s black eyes narrowed on where he stood before the fire. Her high cheekbones turned a deep red as she struggled to contain her anger. A beautiful woman could be quite ugly when she let her emotions run wild. This dramatic scene was becoming tiresome and he was eager to leave.

“I am reminding you that I may do anything I please without answering to you.”

In truth, things between them had been getting sour for the last few weeks. Marissa had been one of his longest affairs, but she had started making demands she shouldn’t. He had been thinking about ending things with her for some time and this only made it seem more necessary. 

“You would not set me aside,” said Marissa with confidence.

“Oh?”

“I am too great a prize to turn away.” Turning her lips up into a coy smile, the woman slid off the bed with the satin still draped around her. Every tempting curve was visible as she moved slowly toward him. The memory of their bodies together only an hour before stirred his manhood. With practiced skill, she stretched her body along his and leaned in until her softness pressed against him. “I can feel how much you appreciate me,” Marissa purred, running a hand up his trousers.

Years of practice had given him considerable control of his base urges. To him, nothing was truly irresistible. “I’m leaving.”

She ignored his words and continued to stroke his body in slow, languid movements. “You will not find anyone else who can please you like I do,” she whispered in his ear.

It did nothing to convince him to stay. In one quick motion, he pushed her away and reached for his coat. The hand clutching the sheet between her breasts trembled as she stood there fuming. The Frenchwoman was known for her uncontrollable temper, but Lucas was hardly intimidated. He’d handle her as he had all other women—enjoy them in this moment and forget them in the next. Like everything in his life, women had a place and he made sure they stayed in it. Nothing was more important than order, certainly not the illusion of love. 

“All women please me,” he said with a smile. “There is nothing you do differently.”

He tossed the rose at her feet and left before she could muster up the words to voice her indignity. Marissa was more trouble than she was worth. Though she was a talented bed partner, the young widow had begun to hint at a more permanent relationship. The last thing Lucas needed was the entanglements of a manipulating female.

The world was still dark when Lucas entered his home. On the walk home, he had decided it was time to end things with Marissa. Tonight it was made clear that the casual affair they had enjoyed would no longer satisfy her. His life revolved around his business and his sister, leaving no room for anything more. Somehow, he would find a way to part with her on agreeable terms. 

It was quiet as he crept upstairs in the dark. The servants were used to his late hours and no longer waited up. Gently opening the door to his sister’s room, he felt himself relax at the sight of Charlotte’s sleeping form. He paused for a moment, taking in the calm serenity of her face. His sister resembled an angel when she slept, with her flawless skin and golden hair. She was the reason he worked as hard as he did, with as many sacrifices as he made.

This would be the first year since their parents’ deaths that he would be able to enjoy the season. He had made sure he had enough money by her first season to buy her the things a respectable lady needed to succeed in the hunt for marriage. His sister would be able to do quite well, and he was glad for it. Nothing mattered more than making sure his sister would never want for anything.

Slipping in was easy since Charlotte slept like a rock. He stirred the fire to life and tucked the blanket around her. A chill still clung to the air. The light kiss he placed on her forehead brought a sigh from her, and he was hesitant to leave. Only the work that needed to be done in his study beckoned him out of the peaceful room.
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Chapter 3
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In the morning, Sinclair found she was nervous about spending more time with her grandparents. They were strangers to her, and she was afraid they might not approve of her personality. She knew that many people didn’t. For that reason, she spent longer than normal on her appearance and entered in the dining room for breakfast later than she wanted. They didn’t seem to notice her tardiness and welcomed her with warm smiles.

“I hope you have not been to a dressmaker already,” said Lillith. “I had planned to take you to my shop this afternoon.”

“I’m still in mourning. I don’t need any new clothing.” Sinclair looked down at her black muslin gown that lacked the fancy trim most women wore.

“I know, but it’s the start of the season and I don’t think your mother would want you to miss it.”

“I just arrived. I don’t think I’m ready to take on society.”

“You are new and a mystery. That will work in our favor.”

Her grandmother had a hopeful expression that Sinclair didn’t want to ruin. Shopping was one of her least favorite activities, but if it would please her new relative, she could endure it. 

Later, she allowed Lillith to drag her to the sunny little shop on Regent Street. The owner was delighted by their arrival and made no effort to hide it.

“You have a petite waist,” the dressmaker said, leading Sinclair into a private room to undress. “But it would still benefit from a tighter corset.”

“I don’t find them comfortable.” Sinclair had always worn the most basic style loosened enough that she could breathe.

“No woman does, but it is the cost of being a lady.”

“I can be a woman without one.”

“A woman, yes, but not a lady.”

She allowed the woman to pressure her into ordering one, but she had no intention of wearing it once it arrived. The ones she had brought with her from Chicago would do just fine without the risk of suffocating her. She stood while her measurements were taken in a bustling fashion, wearing nothing but her chemise. Afterward, she dressed and joined her grandmother to pick out patterns and fabrics. 

“Simple styles and darker colors.” Sinclair told her grandmother firmly.

“That will not catch any attention. You need to be making an impression.”

“I will make the impression that I am still suffering the loss of my parents. It hasn’t even been a full year yet.”

“I know, and normally I wouldn’t encourage you to go against propriety, but this is a special circumstance. You can’t afford to wait until the next year comes.”

Sinclair gave her a stern look. 

Lillith shook her head but slid the swatches of dark blue in her direction. “I know you are hurting, but you have to keep living.” she said in a hushed tone so the dressmaker would not hear.

“I can’t. I miss them too much.”

“I know how you feel, but it will ease over time.”

“You don’t know how I feel,” she whispered. “You don’t appear to miss my mother at all.”

She felt guilty when her grandmother didn’t respond. The silence stretched on for a moment, with only the sound of her grandmother’s staggered breathing. It was unfair to say something like that, to lash out at someone she hardly knew.

“It’s my fault they died,” Sinclair said when she couldn’t stand the quiet any longer. “If I hadn’t taken so long getting out, they never would have gone in after me.”

It felt as if Sinclair was unfolding her grief to let another person share in it. Just saying those words out loud made the burden of it lessen and she could feel her heart beat stronger for it. Confession was what she had needed for so long.

“It is not your fault,” Lillith whispered. “Your parents loved you so much. They would not want you to waste your life avoiding the world. They wanted you to come here for a reason.”

“I wish I could have had more time with them.” The finality of her loss was unfair, giving Sinclair nothing to do but suffer through the pain. “I would give anything for a few more memories.”

“I feel exactly the same.”

“Can you tell me why she left?”

“She left while we were sleeping,” said Lillith. “It was


































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
JEM MA. B






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





