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        Hertfordshire, 1817

      

      

      Sir Lucius Clavering, sixth Baronet of Mardley, had just loosened his cravat and settled into the deepest armchair his hunting box boasted when he heard the loud echo of the knocker on the front door and the footsteps of Briggs proceeding to answer it.

      He wasn’t expecting visitors and couldn’t imagine why anyone should arrive at this hour to trouble him, but he’d instructed Briggs not to disturb him, and so, with a satisfied smile, he closed his ears to the noises outside the library and reached for his warmed brandy. A log in the fireplace cracked, and the well-cleaned chimney pulled the smoke upward. For the past hour or so, welcome aromas of roast game and simmering French sauces had wafted through the small stone house—the inviting scents of refuge. He had endured a wearisome round of Christmas obligations at the estate, brought on by his widowed mother who still lived there, and the incessant demands of youthful, entitled siblings that came with such a reunion. A quiet meal in his own company would be just the thing to restore his peace.

      A soft knock at the library door put a damper on his hopes. Lucius sighed audibly and wondered what could be important enough to disturb him. “Enter.”

      “A young…ahem, lady, sir,” Briggs said. “It appears she has lost her way in the snow and is seeking shelter.”

      “Unaccompanied, I presume?” Lucius inquired with the lift of an eyebrow. This was hardly the first time. The number of accidents occurring outside his London property requiring him to come to the rescue of comely young maidens was impossible to credit, and Lucius was impatient with such a tiresome ploy. It appeared he was now not even safe in Hertfordshire.

      “Naturally,” Briggs replied, eyes twinkling. He was as wise to the ruse as his master.

      “Show her in, then,” Lucius said on a sigh.

      The girl ushered into his library minutes later was a prime example of one such maiden. She certainly was a taking thing, with a sweet apple-shaped face and doe-like eyes, framed by a perfect halo of golden curls that were tucked into a chignon in the back. This he was able to appreciate, as she had removed her bonnet.

      “I am dreadfully sorry to disturb you, my lord,” she said in a voice that was little more than a whisper.

      “I am not ‘my lord’,” he responded with as much patience as he could muster. “Merely ‘sir’. Let me know how I may assist you.”

      “You are very good.” The young lady surveyed the room with wide eyes, and upon spotting a gory painting of a hunting scene covering the entire back wall, shuddered and turned her back on it, the root of which gesture appeared to be more from artifice than delicacy.

      Lucius waited, his irritation tinged with ready amusement. “But how came you to be here, Miss⁠—?”

      “Miss Woodsley. The stagecoach set me down on the knoll, and I mistook the location. I believed it to be the road leading to the Craigsons’.”

      “The stagecoach already? It must be the first time ever it has arrived early.” When she didn’t respond, he inquired, “And who are these Craigsons?”

      The girl bit her plump lower lip and looked fully into his eyes. She was quite pretty and, with a jolt, Lucius realized there was also something familiar about her. London Society? A local family? He could not place her.

      “The Craigsons are a large family from Hertfordshire,” she said. “I was invited by their daughter Constance to visit.”

      Lucius frowned. “I thought I knew every family in the neighborhood. Unless they have rented the Burnham Estate?” He looked at her. “In what village are they located?”

      “They reside at Coddicot, my lord—sir.”

      “Coddicot! Good heavens, child. You are quite a distance from there. The stagecoach splits south of here at Welwyn, and you are now east of where you want to be in Woolmer Green.”

      Any potential humor he might have felt over her studied innocence vanished at the fix he now found himself in. He would be honor-bound to escort her to the home of these Craigsons’ without delay. And in this weather, too! It spoke a rapid end to his peace. “How came you to travel alone with no one to see to your safety?”

      Miss Woodsley cast her eyes upward before answering. “The head mistress at Paisley Seminary said a maid could not be spared to accompany me, sir, and that I would do very well on the stagecoach.”

      “Indeed. What an odd notion for a head mistress to have, as one who should be concerned for your well-being. A delicately nurtured—and young—female such as yourself left to make her own way? I cannot comprehend it.” I cannot credit it either.

      Miss Woodsley ducked her head and studied the melting snow on the sides of her boots. Lucius felt the burden of her presence. How he’d needed this evening of solitude and calm, and how little he relished taking the carriage out in such weather.

      He paused. His sister was likely still at St. Albans and therefore of no use, but perhaps Lady Harrowden would take her in. It would be deuced awkward to see his old neighbor again after having neglected her for the past two years, but surely she would see he was in a fix?

      Lucius shook his head. He couldn’t disturb her this late. He’d have to go to Coddicot.

      “Have you eaten?” Lucius asked at last. “I can ask Cook to bring you something sustaining while we sort out what’s to be done.”

      “You are too kind, sir.” His unwelcome guest lifted her gaze slowly to meet his, her lashes flipping upwards at last. “Although I am anxious to be off, something sustaining would be most welcome.”

      This is it. The seduction begins. Surely they would be halfway through their meal when the doorbell rang, and the outraged father, uncle—whoever it was—who had been led to his hunting box by divine intervention, would burst into the dining hall and gasp at the thought of his innocent daughter or niece dining alone with such a reputed rake as Sir Lucius Clavering, declaring they must marry at once to spare her pristine reputation.

      Miss Woodsley, he was sure, would not wait until the vows had been exchanged before she showed herself to be a managing, cunning sort of female. As soon as the contract was signed, she would begin the slow interference of his comfortable existence until all his friends shook their heads in pity. Lucius ground his teeth at the image.

      “Briggs will show you into the dining room, where I will ask the maid to attend to you,” he replied with icy politeness. “She will ensure that propriety is maintained.” And although he could not be certain, he thought he saw a flash of disappointment in Miss Woodsley’s eyes. His first assessment of her had been correct.
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      The next-to-last passenger to quit the stagecoach—a buxom woman who’d claimed to be a sick nurse for the gentry—exited the tilting vehicle in a swirl of snowflakes that did not appear to worry the driver, if his shouts at each stop were any indication, and therefore Selena Lockhart decided they would not worry her. The fat flakes would seem harmless, friendly little things were they not accompanied by a biting cold.

      The departing passenger graced Selena with a generous whack on the shoulder from the basket she’d slung over her solid back, a blow that would surely leave its mark. Although she had been garrulous and smelled of garlic and spirits, Selena missed her presence the minute the door to the stagecoach closed and they rejoined the road. When two of them had shared the warmth of the enclosed carriage, Selena had been able to dismiss her bleak thoughts about the future. Alone, she shivered.

      At first, the cold caused little tremors as she adjusted to the invasion of frigid air, and she tried in vain to wrap her cloak even more tightly about her. Then her teeth began to chatter. Audibly. Well, Selena. You insisted on this course of action and now must see it through. Besides, anything must be better than the disagreeable attentions of Robert Bromley, who was entering his dotage and still imagined she must be grateful for his offer.

      After another half hour of fruitless meditation, the stagecoach jerked to a sudden stop and tilted on its axis. Selena lurched forward, banging her head on the opposite seat with a force that brought tears to her eyes. With her luck, that would leave another mark, and one more visible. There was a bustle and shout as the driver, along with the lone passenger seated on top of the stagecoach—who had tried to coax his way inside without success since he had not paid the additional fare—climbed down to inspect the damage. Selena lifted the heavy leather curtain and watched the activity from her window.

      “Right stuck we are,” the driver said with a scowl. He batted the snow off his hat and shoved it back on his head.

      “‘Tis no surprise with thee tooling the coach in that neck-or-nothing way.” The passenger shook his head in disgust.

      The driver stuck his chin forward. “What’d you say?”

      Selena bit her lip. The two had been exchanging sharp words since the roof passenger was taken up several hours earlier, and the bickering added to her sense of isolation. A thought occurred to her, born out of desperation. Perhaps she was close enough to her destination to walk, since the next stop was hers. Their voices kept rising in pitch, and before the men broke into an outright brawl, Selena picked up her portmanteau and pushed open the door. If courage could not spring up on its own, she must conjure it.

      “Miss, no need for you to be leaving the carriage.” The driver paused in his altercation, treating her to the dismissive tone he had used with her since he had recognized her low station. “We’ll be on our way again in two shakes.”

      “Whot’s this you’re jawing on about?” The passenger balled his hands and placed them squarely on his hips. “This carriage ain’t going nowhere. We’ll need a job horse to pull us out—and several men asides.”

      The driver puffed up his chest like a prize cock about to fight. “Tain’t you the driver of this vehicle.”

      “Excuse me,” Selena interrupted. She would not be deterred by the driver’s high-handed manner. What did he know of her station anyway? “Do either of you know where we are?”

      Serving her with an impatient glance, the driver gave a curt answer. “Just entered Woolmer Green.” Turning back to the passenger, he added, “And this is a broad stretch of flat road⁠—”

      Woolmer Green meant nothing to her. “How close are we to Harrowden Estate?”

      “Harrowden?” With deliberate disdain, the driver pulled his gaze from the passenger and rubbed his chin. “It’s nigh four miles from here, I reckon.”

      Selena's determination began to waver and she huddled in her cloak, taking refuge from the flurry of snowflakes. “Then it will not be possible to walk from here.” She looked at the coachman. “What are your plans, sir? Do you truly think we shall become unstuck?” She pleaded silently with her eyes. No blustering. I need the truth.

      The driver opened his mouth to give a quick answer but paused when the passenger raised his eyebrows. At last, he spoke as if the words were forced out of him. “P’raps he’s got the right of it. The wheel’s hit a frozen rut and the axle’s broke. It’s only three miles to the last posting inn.”

      He then surveyed her cloaked figure with interest. “We’ll jest unhitch these horses, and you can ride with me.”

      The flash of revulsion that hit her was involuntary and instantaneous. “No, I don’t think I shall join you,” Selena said in a strong voice that surprised even her.

      The portmanteau, which she had been cradling in her arms, she took securely by the handle. “I will seek shelter at the house over yonder, whose windows are lit. I am quite sure they will take pity on my plight and lend their assistance. You are to bring my trunk to the next stop as planned, and I’ll have Lady Harrowden send someone to pick it up at the posting inn there tomorrow.”

      Selena spoke with a confidence she was far from feeling. “In any case, should brigands come to loot the carriage while you are away, goodness knows I have nothing of value to steal.” She did not wait for their reaction but turned and began to walk.

      A few feet into the tree-lined path, and she could no longer hear their argument, which had sprung back to life in her wake. The silence was a relief. All too well did she know what a vulnerable position she was in, traveling alone with only two men of unknown morals to accompany her. The quicker they forgot about her the better. No, it was more prudent to head toward the manor she saw in the distance. It was of a decent size, which meant servants and respectability; and mentioning she was to visit Lady Harrowden would give her the protection she needed.

      The silence became less friendly as she trudged on in the snow, and the house seemed farther than she had first judged. There was a movement in the trees to her right, which set her heart pounding, and her arms ached from the weight of her portmanteau and the books she had stored in it. Her feet burned from cold, and bits of snow slipped into the top of her boots as she sank into the white powder with each step.

      Selena arrived at last and rapped the knocker on the front door, which echoed inside. She attempted to swallow the lump in her throat, as she waited in the cold silence, and she cast her gaze about the two-storied stone manor decked with eight windows on each floor. The hoot of an owl came from the trees to her right, and she jumped at the eerie, lonely sound.

      Three years should have been sufficient to prepare her for this, but the stretch of time didn’t seem to be enough. One year to recover from the shock of her father having gambled away his entire fortune and plunged himself headlong into drink, for Matthew Downing to rescind his offer of marriage, and for the fickle attention of former friends in the ton to dwindle to nothing. One year to dash all hopes that a new life could be created at her mother’s small property in Bedford where enough of the gentry were connected to the pulse of London’s Society and its delicious gossip. One year to sink further into poverty as her father succumbed in his weakened state to the influenza and the collectors came to take what little there was left.

      It was hard enough to leave home, the responsible daughter and the eldest of four, but she had persuaded her mother it was the only thing to do after refusing to enter into a loveless marriage, and indeed it was. They had no means to give her sisters a London Season where their sweetness of temper and charming countenances might cause some gentlemen to contemplate an unequal match. At least with Selena gone, there would be one less mouth to feed for her mother. And Lady Harrowden was offering a respectable salary. If ever Selena had needed a sign from Providence that she was on the right path, the timing of this position was it—or so she had thought until now.

      The door opened, but the man behind it did not have the look of a servant. His clothes were too fine, and he had a handsome chin and noble brow with a prominent crease in the middle of it. There was a look of haughty superiority on his face, and if she wasn’t mistaken—irony.

      “Yes, miss? How may I be of assistance?”

      “Good evening, sir. I was bound for Harrowden, but the stagecoach has broken down. I saw the lights in this house from the road and had hoped to find assistance here.”

      “I did not expect to host a henhouse when I had the shutters opened today,” was his cryptic reply. “Harrowden? At least you’re in the right town.”

      What an odd greeting. It was nothing Selena could answer, so she waited for him to continue.

      “And what is your business with Lady Harrowden?” His cynical gaze swept over Selena, and she was made to feel as shabby as she surely looked. Not only was her cloak several seasons old, but it had lost its luster in patches. “A companion, I presume?”

      Selena fumed for a moment. If only this man had known her before her disgrace, he would never dare to speak to her in such an impertinent manner. She couldn’t give him the set-down she longed to—not when she was dependent upon him for help.

      Why should his reaction surprise her, though? It was the way of Society. “You have surmised correctly, sir.”

      Selena waited, still on the doorstep with the cold at her back, but he did not bid her enter. Perhaps she had made a grave error in coming here on her own, but she had nowhere to turn now. The stagecoach driver was long gone, and all she would have was an empty coach or a four-mile trek to Harrowden, where she was sure to get lost or freeze to death before ever she reached it.

      Behind the gentleman, a movement caught her eye and revealed itself in the form of a young woman, smartly dressed in a cream gown and a spencer of evening primrose yellow. She looked young to be this man’s wife, but no other explanation offered itself.

      Selena relaxed at once and gave her a brilliant smile. “Good evening, ma’am. I am relieved to see the mistress of the house is at home. I had begun to fear I had fallen on a bachelor establishment.”

      The look the woman sent her husband confused Selena, because it was not one of self-assurance. Was she newly married then and not comfortable in her position? Selena narrowed her eyes. Perhaps this house was run by a despot whose own wife cowered before him, which would be very like this gentleman if his initial greeting were any indication. But she could not give up this chance to appeal to another woman. Her whole safety depended on it.

      “I assure you, I shall not trouble you for long,” Selena said, ignoring the gentleman. “If word can be sent to Harrowden, I am quite certain they will send someone immediately to fetch me.”

      “This is rich,” the gentleman murmured, as he looked at his wife. He took a step back and folded his arms, a mocking smile on his face. Without sparing him a glance, Selena turned the full force of her pleading gaze on the one who could help her.

      “I…I…” the woman hemmed.

      “Go on,” the gentleman urged his wife, waiting for her to speak. He almost seemed to take pleasure in her discomfiture. Had Selena stumbled on a madhouse?

      With a timid glance at her husband, the young woman said, “I am sure a supper might be prepared for you in the kitchen—is that not so?”

      A voice came from beyond the hosts. “Sir, the supper has been brought up and is waiting for you in the dining room.”

      His gaze fixed on Selena, the gentleman called over his shoulder. “Set another plate.”

      So he was intending to let her in. Good. She could no longer feel her toes, and even her warm cloak was beginning to be ineffective against the biting cold. He opened the door wider, and she took a step in.

      “Thank you, sir.” She turned to his wife and graced her with a small curtsy. “And you, ma’am.”

      “Miss Woodsley is not, in fact, my wife,” the gentleman said, as he led the way to the dining room.

      He did not look back as he said it, and Selena was left to decipher its meaning. The implication came upon her at once, and she felt a flush mount to her cheeks. She had not stumbled into a madhouse—no! She had stumbled into a house of vice. No wonder that poor girl looked so uncomfortable. Would he expect something of Selena? Was she to be another one of his conquests? Even the snow was preferable to that.

      She followed behind numbly. At long last her courage deserted her, and Selena felt tears prick at the back of her eyelids.

      Her host stopped before a dark wooden door and opened it, ushering the young lady in before him. When Selena came to the door, he glanced at her face and stayed her with a light pressure on her shoulder. She trembled from cold and fear, unable to meet his gaze, but he stepped closer until she was forced to look up. He seemed to be studying her, searching for something in her eyes, and Selena’s heart beat strangely.

      “I will not hurt you,” he said, his voice low, as if soothing a wounded animal. Without releasing her from his gaze, he called out to his servant.

      “Can we drive to Harrowden in this weather? Find out from Finn. We are going to escort this young woman there this evening.”

      “Right away, Sir Lucius.” The servant hurried off to do his bidding.

      “Thank you,” Selena whispered and, released from his nearness, stepped in front of him into the dining room where a servant was pouring the drinks. Any thought that Miss Woodsley might be as terrified as she was vanished as the young woman sent a calculating glance at the gentleman entering the room behind Selena.

      Turning with a seductive smile that was at odds with her wispy, childlike voice, Miss Woodsley leaned forward. “Sir Lucius, you were beginning to tell me how we might make our way to Coddicot. It is so good of you to offer.”

      He sat and leaned back as the servant dished soup into his bowl. “We shall have to hope the weather will hold so that we may indeed set out tomorrow. In the meantime, I believe fate has sent us an answer in the form of Miss—” He turned to Selena and raised his brows in question.

      “Miss Lockhart,” she supplied.

      “In the form of Miss Lockhart. As we are to take Miss Lockhart to Harrowden, we shall request that Lady Harrowden put you up for the night to keep your reputation safe. In the morning, I shall relieve them of your unexpected presence and take you to Coddicot where I might restore you to your friends—who must be beside themselves with worry.”

      His eyes twinkled with private amusement, and now Selena was truly confused. Was this woman not his mistress? Perhaps he was not the rake Selena had assumed him to be.

      She hadn’t noticed the servant filling her bowl with steaming soup, but now she felt its warmth on her face. “I am much obliged to you, sir,” Selena replied, glancing at Miss Woodsley. Upon closer inspection, she could not be more than eighteen. How came she to be here?

      Miss Woodsley wound the napkin around her fingers in a nervous gesture, and when she spoke, she had lost some of her self-assurance. “Sir Lucius, I admire your noble impulse to protect my reputation, but…Lady Harrowden will not be expecting me. I cannot impose upon her household in such a way.”

      She paused to take a convulsive breath, and Selena thought she might be suffering from fear, until Miss Woodsley blurted out, “Surely we can contrive to protect my reputation whilst I stay here and then set out at an early hour in the morning with none the wiser?”

      Selena's eyes widened. It had seemed at first glance that Sir Lucius was the hunter and Miss Woodsley the hunted, but now…

      “You mistake me,” Sir Lucius replied, picking up his spoon. “I am not concerned with your reputation.”

      Selena wasn’t the only one who received a jolt from his harsh words. Across from her, Miss Woodsley looked as if she had been slapped.

      “I am, at present,” Sir Lucius continued, “only concerned with my own.” No sooner had he spoken the words than the rap of another visitor echoed through the house.

      Sir Lucius picked up his wine glass and held it in his hands. A smile hovered on the corner of his mouth. “Ah. Now the fun begins.”
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      It was just as he had predicted. In minutes, following on the heels of Lucius’s servant, a dashing young man rushed into the room, his brow thunderous. He tossed his cape back, revealing a thin blade. He would have looked comical in his dramatic entrance were it not for his stern expression. With one hand, he removed his hat, and with the other, he raised a shaking finger toward Lucius.

      “You—you, sir, shall answer for the seduction of my sister. How little it surprises me that her innocence has led her right into a trap set by a known rake. Her reputation will not survive after you’ve been closeted together in this way. I will see that justice is done, even if it has to come from my own hand.”

      The bold nature of this statement was somewhat lost when he reached into the pocket of his waistcoat in search of a handkerchief and wiped his nose, which had begun to run. Lucius shot an amused glance at Briggs, then at Miss Lockhart, who was staring at the sight before her as one transfixed by an oddity.

      When the gentleman had tucked the handkerchief back into his waistcoat, he allowed himself to look around the room. It was then that he peered more closely at the small group gathered around the table. He stopped short at the sight of Miss Lockhart.

      Lucius stood. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Sir Lucius Clavering, Baronet of Mardley. It appears you already know me by reputation—” Lucius narrowed his eyelids at the word, for although he had once dabbled with fair Cyprians like all men of his age, they had long ceased to hold any interest for him. If his reputation was less than pristine still, he knew it had more to do with his according only the barest civility to young ladies without coming up to scratch with offers of marriage. Rake was an epithet used purely out of spite.

      “I do not have the pleasure of knowing you at all,” Lucius continued, “and I cannot say I am the poorer for it. You will recognize your sister, Miss Woodsley, of course. And this”—with a nod to the most recently arrived guest—“is Miss Lockhart.”

      The young buck’s eyes widened as he fixed his gaze on Miss Lockhart, and he visibly faltered. “I don’t know what kind of deep game you’re playing at, sir⁠—”

      “Why, none at all,” Lucius replied smoothly, forcing down his irritation. Who did this greenhorn think he was? “If you thought I had designs on your sister—a girl upon whom I had not laid eyes before she forced my hospitality this evening—let me assure you it is no such thing. Miss Lockhart’s presence safeguards her reputation quite nicely.”

      Mr. Woodsley fingered the sword hilt as if he still hoped it might come to a challenge. Fool. The young man would not come off the victor.

      “But what kind of propriety does that woman lend?” Mr. Woodsley asked, as he glanced at Miss Lockhart’s outdated attire with an expression of aversion. “How came she to be in a bachelor’s establishment without accompaniment?”

      Miss Lockhart astonished Lucius by leaping to her feet and taking her own defense. “My situation is none of your concern, sir. But if we are looking to point out irregularities, I might ask the same of your sister.”

      “Wh-why, I don’t see how that is any of your concern⁠—”

      “Precisely,” Miss Lockhart responded, her eyes flashing dangerously.

      “Spiked your own guns,” Lucius murmured, as he gestured for the hovering footman to bring the second course. The evening that had so threatened to cut up his peace was beginning to look quite promising. He wasn’t even bored.

      However, it was time to put this farce to an end. “I can see how concerned you were for your sister’s welfare and how lucky to discover her whereabouts. You must be reassured to find her reputation intact. Your arrival is timely. I was about to escort your sister, along with Miss Lockhart, to Harrowden, where Miss Lockhart will be residing with the countess.”

      “Lady Harrowden?” the man exclaimed, sending a startled glance at his sister.

      “How relieving that I shall not need to inconvenience Lady Harrowden by foisting an unexpected guest upon her, as I had planned to do until I could restore your sister to her friends on the morrow. Briggs, will you see that our guests have everything they need to continue their journey?”

      Miss Woodsley’s silverware clattered on the plate as she stood, her face livid. Without sparing Lucius a glance, she swept past her brother, who had been rendered momentarily speechless, and made her way to the door.

      “Well, sir…I am, of course, much obliged to you. I see I quite misread the situation, and if I’ve caused you any inconvenience, why, I apologize for it.” Mr. Woodsley attempted a placating smile. “I wouldn’t want this to bring us any discomfort should we meet again in London⁠—”

      “Joseph, let us go.” Miss Woodsley cut his effusions short, much to Lucius’s relief. Before the door closed fully, her exasperation led her to betray herself. “You’re late.”

      Her brother’s muffled reply came through the shut door. “Don’t imagine I am always to appear at the snap of your finger, even if you do discharge my debts. Save that for your suitors.” Their footsteps and voices trailed away as Briggs escorted them out.

      Miss Lockhart locked eyes with Lucius, who gave a shake of his head and the hint of a smile. She took her seat again. “I had convinced myself I’d landed in Bedlam upon arriving here, and I am still not entirely sure that is untrue. However, I see it is not all of your own making.” Her expression was severe, but he thought he detected a flash of something in her eyes—if not humor, then relenting.

      He wiped his mouth with the thick cloth napkin. “Some women are…determined.”

      Miss Lockhart lifted her chin and drew in a sharp breath. “Let me be perfectly clear. I am not one of them.”

      Lucius nodded, oddly chastened for having jumped to the wrong conclusion. He looked at her more closely and was struck by her mouth that was tinged the natural hue of raspberries and her eyebrows that arched perfectly over gray eyes that had already expressed many emotions in their short time together. Miss Lockhart had arrived dressed in a red cloak from several seasons ago, and the gown she wore underneath was almost shabby. For all that, as soon as she spoke, her quality became apparent. He would have to remember not to be hasty in his judgments.

      Briggs opened the door. “Sir, your carriage is ready when you wish for it. The snow has nearly ceased.”

      “Very good.” Lucius turned to Miss Lockhart, feeling more kindly disposed toward her now that the worst of his concerns had been dealt with. “We are not in a hurry. May I offer you some pudding? You were nearly blue with cold and will need to be warmed before we venture out again.”
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        * * *

      

      Selena felt much more cheerful after having eaten, and now that she was thawed from the chill, knew a great temptation to stretch out on the sofa that was placed temptingly before the fire and go to sleep. This could not be, of course, and she forced herself to remain alert. Harrowden Estate would be her home now. Please God, let it be a welcoming one.

      Before long, Sir Lucius was ready to set out, and she reluctantly put her cloak back on, knowing the cold would feel cruel after the all-too-brief reprieve. The cloak had not thoroughly dried before the fire, but the baronet surprised her with his thoughtfulness. She not only had a hot brick at her feet, but Sir Lucius tucked blankets securely around her in his phaeton.

      At least now she knew his name. Sir Lucius Clavering. Selena chided herself against thinking kindly of him. It would only be a matter of time before he reminded her of her station and the chasm that separated them. It was better that she accepted his brief gesture of condescension for what it was.

      Apart from the horses’ hoofbeats and the carriage wheels rolling over the snowy path, all was quiet as Sir Lucius drove, his groom perched behind them. Selena was overcome by fatigue from the combination of warmth under the blankets and the frigid air outside—that and the comforting sensation of having someone else in charge for the first time since she’d left the safety of her mother’s house. Despite her resolution to remain alert, the sensation of protection settled about her like a warm cloud. She yawned.

      "You are under no compulsion to tell me, of course, but how came you to be companion to the countess? Where do you come from?” Sir Lucius looked down at her, and his superior height, coupled with his handsome and imposing demeanor, weakened her defenses. It had been some years since she’d encountered a man she felt to be a paragon—that is, if she overlooked his initial arrogance—and it was harder to bear when she knew she stood no chance at winning his good opinion.

      “Forgive me,” Selena said as she tried to swallow another yawn, her eyes watering from fatigue and cold. “I was lately living in a village near Bedford where my mother has a small property. Lady Harrowden is my father’s second cousin, so it is not a very close relationship but enough to claim a connection and be of service to her.”

      “Have you never had a London Season then? Why hide yourself away in a role where you are likely to be little more than a drudge? You cannot be more than twenty.”

      “I am three and twenty,” she replied after a brief hesitation. Wasn’t the answer obvious to him? “When my father died, his estate passed over to my cousin, who…” Selena stopped short as a series of memories flashed before her “…who did not require any advisement on the running of his estate,” she finished. Selena pressed her lips together. “So we soon found ourselves new lodgings. It only made sense that I would not remain a charge upon my mother, and she remembered this connection, the end result being that I am here.”

      “Hm.” Sir Lucius frowned, and when at last he did speak it was only to say, “Don’t let her frighten you. Lady Harrowden is known for her sharp tongue.”

      Selena pulled the blanket more securely around her shoulders. “Well, I should not think she can eat me.”

      This brought forth a smile from her transitory benefactor, and they did not speak many more words before they pulled up in front of the Harrowden residence. It was not extremely large as far as estates went, but it was three times the size of Sir Lucius’s house. The carriage wheels were muffled in the snow as they drove along the path that led to the front stairs, and Selena’s tremors of cold turned to trepidation. If she could not find her place here, she did not know where else she could go.
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        * * *

      

      Lucius hopped down from the carriage and handed the reins to Finn so he could help Miss Lockhart alight. With the blankets discarded in the carriage, the slender woman shivered at his side, and he knew a strange impulse to put his arm around her and shield her from the worst of the wind. He settled for offering his arm as they climbed the steps. The door opened shortly after the sound of the knocker ceased to echo.

      "Good evening, Mullings,” Lucius said. “I believe Lady Harrowden is expecting Miss Lockhart this evening. Her stagecoach had a run-in near my hunting box. It is most likely still there with her trunk attached to it, if the drivers have not been able to pull the coach out of the rut. We came by the back roads.”

      The butler stepped aside to let them in. “Indeed, sir. One of the footmen had already gone to fetch her at the posting inn and has come back. The inn had no knowledge of why the stagecoach was delayed. If you will wait here inside where it’s warm, I will make Lady Harrowden aware of the young lady’s presence."

      When the butler disappeared inside a door along the corridor, Miss Lockhart glanced around at her surroundings, and Lucius had a chance to study her more closely. Despite the fact that her eyes were too close together to label her a beauty, her slender nose and sweet mouth lent her quite a pretty appearance, and when she tilted her chin inquisitively, it revealed a willowy neck and a neat chignon just visible when she turned her profile toward him.

      Miss Lockhart had not complained about the cold, although the tips of her nose and ears were red. She didn’t spare him another glance, and with her attention off him, Lucius wondered just what she made of her new circumstances. Neither spoke, and when, minutes later, the door opened, it was Lucius’s sister, Maria—not the butler—who exited the room to fetch Miss Lockhart. Lucius bit back an oath.

      "Lucius!" Maria Holbeck advanced into the room and held out both her hands. He kissed them dutifully, attempting to hide the scowl that threatened to form. Any last hopes of having a New Year untroubled by further family obligations were quashed by this unexpected encounter. Maria had told him she and her husband would be remaining with their family at St Albans.

      Maria turned to Miss Lockhart with a calculating look. "Lady Harrowden told me she was expecting you, and we were both wondering what could have happened to the coach. What a charming…coincidence that you fell into the hands of my brother. I will bring you to Lady Harrowden.”

      Maria had gestured Miss Lockhart forward, but she turned back and gave Lucius a penetrating glance. “I know you had hoped to be left quite alone, but I believe fate has aligned itself against you. Since you are here, you may save me the trip to your house and say that you are happy to attend the Twelfth Night ball for which I will be sending out invitations."

      Lucius turned to follow Miss Lockhart, keeping his voice even. “I have no plans to attend any balls. It’s why I came to my hunting box.”

      "Life is often not what we planned," Maria replied austerely.

      How true that was for Miss Lockhart. Lucius was sure it was not by her own choice that she left her family to come serve as companion to a cantankerous old woman. However, Lucius should hope he had more control over his destiny than that. At least, that’s what he spent most of his energy trying to secure. To be left in peace and comfort—that was all he asked. And if that was true for him at age thirty, Lucius didn’t imagine it changing as he aged.

      He should go now—he had no desire to see Lady Harrowden. But there was something that compelled him to remain for Miss Lockhart’s sake. He was curious to know what would become of her.

      Miss Lockhart stopped in her tracks with his sister at her side and turned to look at Lucius, her head held high. She opened her mouth to speak.

      In the end, Lucius did not discover what Miss Lockhart was going to say, nor was he given a choice whether or not to remain. "Lucius, you may as well come in too,” Maria said as she advanced toward the drawing room. “Lady Harrowden has not seen your face for two years, and she will want a glimpse of you."

      Lucius entered the room in time to see Lady Harrowden’s brows snap together as Miss Lockhart came to stand before her. He was struck by the change in the widow’s face. While she had always been a rather severe old woman in all the time he had known her, her severity seemed to have been replaced by bitterness.

      "What do you mean by coming to me in this ramshackle manner?” she demanded of Miss Lockhart. “And in the company of a known rake no less—Sir Lucius, you know very well it is true, no matter if I have known you since you were in short coats.” Turning back to Miss Lockhart, Lady Harrowden added, "I sent my footman to get you, and he returned empty-handed.”

      Although Miss Lockhart’s expression remained veiled, Lucius saw her rising color. This is not a woman who will take to her new position easily. She will likely not last the week.

      “My lady, you can hardly expect me to be blamed for the stagecoach breaking down—” Miss Lockhart was cut off.

      “Do not try your impertinence with me, young lady, or your employment here will be short-lived."

      Lucius began to be uncomfortable. He could in no way defend Miss Lockhart—what right had he? But something had happened to Lady Harrowden to cause her to be so uncivil.

      Miss Lockhart’s color rose further, and Lucius knew by instinct that it took every ounce of her self-control not to respond in kind. Miss Lockhart was gently bred, but with her straightened means, she might not find a position in more favorable circumstances.

      Miss Lockhart met the widow’s gaze and remained silent. There was nothing challenging in her expression, but neither did she back down. The silence stretched.

      "Lady Harrowden, I am happy to see that your companion has been safely restored to you by my brother. She will be a great help to you, I daresay.”

      “A very odd thing to have an unmarried man and single woman arrive together⁠—”

      Maria continued in a commanding voice, as if the countess had not raised an objection. “It is a fortunate thing the weather detained me here long enough to keep you company until her arrival. Well…” Maria clasped her hands together in front of her. “I must be off now that the snow has abated. I promise to come more often, and I do so hope you will grace our Twelfth Night ball with your presence.”

      "If the weather is anything like today, you may be assured I will not,” Lady Harrowden snapped. She seemed to recollect herself, however, and softening, added, “However if it is warm enough, I will come. I know the importance of showing support for local celebrations.”

      “Well, I shall hope for good weather, then,” Maria said, “and I must bid you good night. As it is, Charles will be beside himself with worry—especially since his dinner was held up." She laughed at her own pleasantry.

      “Come again before the ball, Maria,” Lady Harrowden said, adding in her most acidic tone, “Sir Lucius, I suppose I shall see you here again in another two years.”

      Lady Harrowden had every right to hold a grudge against him, and Lucius acknowledged her snide comment with an inclination of his head, but he did not apologize. He was not going to give the countess his head for washing.

      He turned to face Miss Lockhart. He didn’t like the idea of leaving her here, and he bestowed a final glance upon her before turning to follow his sister. Her cryptic smile held a hint of mischief that made him stop in his tracks to see if she would divulge the reason behind it.

      “Sir Lucius, I am much obliged to you for rescuing me from what I imagine was near certain death. I was chilled through, and I'm grateful for your chivalrous nature in taking me in so promptly—and with such an air of hospitality.”

      Although her tone was perfectly pleasant, the sardonic edge to her words did not escape him.

      "I am happy to be of service, Miss Lockhart,” Sir Lucius replied gravely, though the corner of his mouth twitched. There was a bite to her, this one. He bowed before the countess. “My lady.”

      Alone with his sister in the hallway, the footman standing at the front door, Lucius muttered under his breath. “How is it possible you are here already? You made no mention of this when we were together over Christmas. I left St Albans precisely for some time apart from the family."

      “You must blame our grandfather then for purchasing a hunting box not twelve miles from the family estate.”

      “And then our father for arranging your marriage to Holbeck, who lives no more than three,” Lucius grumbled. “You said you would remain with Mother through January.”

      Maria smiled patronizingly. “How often our dearest wishes are not accorded. But Mother changed her mind and said she’d rather not plan a Twelfth Night party, so I am throwing a ball here.” His sister smoothed the fur on her muff.  “The number of unattached ladies far outweighs the number of single gentlemen, and I know I can count on you to do your duty.”

      Lucius curled his lip. “You cannot be so naïve as to think that will tempt me."

      "Oh no. Merely to warn you," Maria replied. "I know you too well to think that such a thing will be tempting. However, you may as well come, you know. You have an entire week to yourself and may grumble in your library to your heart’s content. Soon you will long for company, and this is just the event to provide it.”

      "I hardly think so. Why are you at Harrowden on such a day? Surely Holbeck does not permit you to traipse about in this sort of weather. And I shouldn’t think you and the countess had much in common.”

      "No, but someone has to visit her if you won’t,” Maria said tartly, with a significant look that sparked a twinge of guilt in Lucius—an irritating sensation considering there was no limit to what his own family would ask of him. But it was true he hadn’t kept his promise to the dying earl to look in on Lady Harrowden and see she was well taken care of. Well, technically speaking, Lucius had done so once, but he could not fool himself into believing that one visit was true to the spirit of his promise.

      “I came early in the afternoon,” Maria continued, “and I was meant to stay just for the time it took to have tea together. But it soon began to snow, and I thought it safer to stay put while the snow lasted. Thankfully, it stopped, and it is now safe to return home. I much prefer my own bed."

      "A sentiment with which I highly concur.” Lucius had given a signal to Mullings and before long their two carriages were brought around to the front.

      Before they made their way to the front door, Lucius said in a voice only his sister could hear, "Miss Lockhart does not have the easiest of circumstances before her. Lady Harrowden will not set herself out to be pleasant to a mere companion. She is more likely to treat her like a drudge. In fact, she seems decidedly more bitter since I last saw her.”

      “Lady Harrowden is lonely. And that is why she has engaged a companion. Miss Lockhart will only be fulfilling her role. And I’m sure it’s a situation that will suit both very nicely. Miss Lockhart will earn her living, which is something she clearly needs, and Lady Harrowden will have someone to amuse her and run her errands.”

      “Hmph.” The conversation irritated Lucius for reasons he could not understand, and he was ready to end it. “Do you need me to accompany you?” he asked, hoping fervently the answer was no.

      His wish was granted. “It is two miles in the opposite direction, and I have both my groom and a footman. I shall be perfectly comfortable.”

      Lucius nodded. “Good night, then.”

      Maria exited into the frigid air, her breath coming out in a cloud. “Mind you come to my ball. I am counting on you.”

      Lucius grunted and waved one hand.
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      After Sir Lucius and his sister left and the door was closed behind them, Selena found herself alone with Lady Harrowden. The cold draft sweeping under her skirt made her shiver, and the chimney to the right of the countess gave off more smoke than warmth.

      Lady Harrowden studied her in silence for a moment before saying, “Well, here you are at last. We will see how this arrangement suits, I suppose. Ring the bell there, and the maid will see you to your room."

      Those were dampening words. Her brief correspondence with Lady Harrowden, cold and perfunctory in nature, should have warned her not to expect much consideration from the countess. She had nevertheless romanticized the adventure, since it was the means of escaping a disagreeable marriage prospect and a stifling home environment. To have imagined her new life as an improvement in circumstances was a mistake, and the reality came as a rude shock.

      "What time tomorrow would you like me to be at your disposal, my lady?"

      “The maid will apprise you of my habits. I am not an early riser, so you will have the mornings to yourself. I will expect you to tend to me starting from eleven o'clock.” Lady Harrowden’s papery skin shrouded her with frailty, and the deep pockets under her eyes gave her a disconsolate air. But there was an edge to her words when she dismissed Selena. “That will be all."

      Lady Harrowden turned her gaze to the flickering logs in the chimney, signaling an end to their conversation. Selena rang the bell and waited quietly until the maid entered the room. Only then did Lady Harrowden stir from what looked to be a sober contemplation.

      “Show Miss Lockhart to her room. Tomorrow morning, I will expect Mrs. Randall to give her a tour of the house so she knows where to find everything. Miss Lockhart knows when she is to come to me."

      Selena gave Lady Harrowden a curtsy and turned to follow the maid. The corridor was drafty but, surprisingly, not much colder than the drawing room. Her own room, however, although small, was nicer than she expected and warmed by a small fire. Her apprehension over her new position, that had increased with the day’s events, now abated somewhat. She would have time to walk in the mornings or read, and she had a warm fire. The role was likely to be tedious, but there were these small pleasures, at least.

      "You have no trunk, miss?” The maid looked around in confusion. They must not have communicated belowstairs what had happened.

      "No, the stagecoach broke down, and I only hope they will find my trunk and bring it to me without delay. I have one change of clothes in my portmanteau, and that will have to do until I have the rest.” Selena tried to speak with more confidence than she felt. “And what is your name?”

      “Hazel, miss.” The maid dipped a curtsy. “There is hot water, and I will bring you more in the morning. Will you take your breakfast in your room?”

      Selena shook her head. "I am an early riser. I will go for a walk before breakfast if the weather permits it, but I will come to the breakfast room to take my meal.”

      The maid dipped another curtsy and left. Selena was alone. She looked around her room. There was a large, single, four-poster bed and enough space to move comfortably between the bed and the wardrobe. The corner of the room to the right of the fire held a writing desk, and she could hardly believe her luck. If only she could reconcile herself to Lady Harrowden’s dragon-like personality, she might be easy.

      Selena unpacked her portmanteau. It was only then she realized the maid should have thought to help her remove her dress, and Selena should have thought to ask. She had grown self-reliant in their straitened means at home. However, by the time the idea of requesting help had occurred to Selena, she was hesitant to call the maid back. Did she merit any of the attentions paid to a guest? Selena was a gentleman’s daughter, after all. She really did not know what to think.

      In the end, Selena did not ring the bell but reached behind her back and undid the laces the best she could. Then she pulled her shift over her head, replacing it with a fresh one, and climbed into the bed, wiggling her bare legs rapidly until the cold sheets started to feel warmer. She stilled, drowsily staring at the fire, which gave off warmth and a cheerful glow. In this instant, Selena could almost imagine finding contentment in her life here. For the first time in two days, it was with pleasure rather than worry that she drifted off to sleep.

      The next morning, Selena woke when the maid brought in the hot water and went over to turn the burning logs. This time she was not going to miss out on getting help.

      “Good morning, Hazel,” she said. "Would you mind helping me into my dress?”

      “Right away, miss. I’m not trained as a lady’s maid, though." Hazel dropped the poker and came to the side of the bed where Selena stood. The maid began to tug the strings hanging from her stays.

      "Never mind about the training,” Selena replied briskly. "I am here as a companion, and I will not be overly particular.”

      When Selena was properly dressed, she asked Hazel whether Mrs. Randall might be spared to take her to visit the house once she had eaten. The mounds of snow outside did not recommend her to a walk, and she thought it best to set out at once to familiarize herself with the house.

      "I believe Mrs. Randall is aware of it, miss. I will just see when she is available and will send word to the breakfast room.” Hazel dipped a curtsy before leaving, and Selena turned to the dressing mirror and pinned her hair in a simple knot she knew would have to do. Her position did not require elegant hair, which was a bit of a shame, because with curling papers, she knew her hair was one of her best assets.

      Selena examined herself in the small glass, trying to assess how she felt—trying to judge how she looked and perhaps what impression she might have made on the masculine, sardonic Sir Lucius, who had a surprisingly tender side tucked away. She frowned at the last thought that had crept in. Ridiculous girl.

      Once downstairs, a footman directed Selena to the breakfast room, where she ate in silence. Afterwards, she entered the corridor and turned to where she thought there might be stairs leading to the kitchen. Perhaps the housekeeper could be found there. Selena passed an open door in the corridor when the sound of a gentleman's voice reached her from inside the room.

      “Miss—Miss! Might I help you with something?"

      Selena retraced her steps until she was once again looking through the door of a library where a young man stood, dressed in the first stare of fashion. The stylish clothing leaned toward extravagance, and although his face was handsome enough, his lips had a petulant air to them. He raised his eyebrows as he took in her appearance, and heat crept up Selena’s cheeks. She had traded yesterday’s gown with the muddy hem for her only change from the portmanteau, which was a dull brown, cotton-print dress that had begun to fade. Even her best gown would not have done for this meeting.

      “Good morning, sir,” she said, hiding her dismay. “I am Miss Lockhart, and I am Lady Harrowden’s companion. I was not aware she had other guests.”

      Selena paused, thinking that perhaps it was no business of hers to know whether or not there would be guests. She wished she’d had a manual of how to be a lady’s companion—what she was entitled to and what she certainly must or must not do.

      "I am not a guest,” he replied, his smile ready as he took a step toward her. The smile changed his appearance and made him more attractive. She began to think her first assessment that he was of a querulous nature was incorrect.

      “Perhaps that is why you were not aware of it,” the gentleman went on, “but allow me to introduce myself.” He bowed. “I am Lord Harrowden, nephew to Lady Harrowden, and the current earl since my uncle died two years ago."

      Selena was considerably surprised. There had been no mention of anyone in residence other than Lady Harrowden, and it had not occurred to her to wonder who had inherited the title.

      "Excuse me, my lord. I was not aware Lady Harrowden had anyone else living with her. Do you reside here permanently, if…if such a thing is not too bold to ask?"

      "I have been residing in London and had left my steward in care of this estate, permitting my aunt to continue to live here as long as she wished. But I arrived a week ago to take up residence. I have recently become absorbed in the affairs of the estate and must spend time here to better understand how it is run.” Lord Harrowden puzzled his brows. “I had not been made aware that my aunt had engaged a companion."

      Selena received this news with bafflement. Why would Lady Harrowden not tell her nephew something as significant as that? “Perhaps your wife knew of it, my lord,” she volunteered.

      "Perhaps she would have, were I married,” Lord Harrowden responded with a self-deprecating smile. "However, I have not yet found a lady to fill the position."

      Selena darted a glance into the corridor and then back at him as she considered how best she should answer. This was likely to be an uncomfortable situation and something she had not been prepared for—to live in such close quarters with an unmarried man. She wondered that Lady Harrowden had not thought to mention it. But then she remembered that Lady Harrowden had sent for her before her nephew had taken up residence.

      "Well, I am on my way to find Mrs. Randall so that she may give me a tour of the house. I bid you good day." Selena curtsied and turned, hoping to make her escape, but the earl precipitated her movement toward the door.

      "Please, allow me," he said. “I would be delighted to show you my house and grounds, and I have nothing so important it cannot wait.”

      Selena could not refuse without sounding churlish, but she did not wish to have more time alone with a strange gentlemen than she could avoid.

      “I…um.” She sought inspiration for how to refuse, but none came to her. "Very well," she said at last. "However, the maid has warned Mrs. Randall of my wish to speak with her, and I should hate to think she was waiting for me. Allow me to inform her of my intentions, and perhaps she might later show me the areas that are more within her domain."

      "I think you need not trouble yourself about Mrs. Randall. Once she hears that I have taken you for the tour, she will find it perfectly natural, as I am the master of the house.”

      Selena now found herself in a bind. She was somewhat under this gentleman's power, being employed in his house, but her aversion to anything that hinted at lack of propriety made her pause, as did a new fear that had just struck her: she did not want Mrs. Randall to think she was acting above her station.

      “Do come,” Lord Harrowden urged, as he reached for his gloves that were resting on the side table next to the door. “I may not have something of more importance to do now, but it does not mean I have the entire day at my disposal.”

      His tone was friendly enough, but there was a tenor to his words that Selena did not like. She stepped aside and let him lead forward, her heart sinking as she followed.
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      Lucius awoke too early for his liking. Dim rays of sunlight peeked through the curtains in his room, and the fire had not been stoked. He couldn't remember the last time he had awoken before his servant had arrived. Lucius went over to stoke the fire himself when he realized he could see his breath in the dim light.

      He couldn’t get last evening's events out of his mind. His encounter with Lady Harrowden for the first time in nearly two years served to remind him just how short he’d fallen of his promise made to her husband to look in on the countess after the earl died. Partly from compassion for Miss Lockhart—for she had not seemed at all comfortable when he left her—and partly from a sense of guilt, he’d suffered a temptation to go visit.

      However, Lucius wasn't accustomed to listening to his own conscience, and he decided to dress himself and have breakfast instead. The feeling would surely pass soon enough.

      He had just finished a leisurely breakfast and was perusing The London Gazette while drinking his second cup of coffee when he heard the dull echo of the knocker at the entrance. Who is it this time? May a man not have a reprieve in his own house?

      Briggs entered a moment later. "Sir, there are two men who wish to deliver a trunk belonging to the young lady who came here last night—Miss Lockhart.”

      Lucius looked up in surprise. "Well, I hope you told them to take it to the Harrowden estate since that is where it belongs.”

      “I attempted to do so, sir," Briggs replied, “but they said the road is blocked, and they have no choice but to leave the trunk here.”

      Lucius was betrayed into a hasty retort. “If they set the thing outside my door, that is precisely where it will stay.”

      His butler made to leave the room when Lucius thought the better of it. This was Miss Lockhart’s trunk, and she should not suffer for the men’s lack of diligence or his loss of temper. “Stay a minute, Briggs. I will see to the trunk.”

      At the door was what looked to be the stagecoach driver with his cape and tall hat perched on his head. He was accompanied by a second man who Lucius recognized as a hostler from The Songbird, a nearby inn.

      “What brings you here?” he asked them. “Did Miss Lockhart not give you instructions for her trunk?" The article in question, a brown, stiff leather box with a rounded lid and thin straps held in place by metal studs, sat between the men on the ground. It looked too small to carry all the effects of a woman setting up permanent residence in a new place.

      "There’s a tree that fell last night from the high wind, sir—along the road. We can’t bring the coach to be fixed until the tree is removed, but the trunk must go either way. We thought p’rhaps the miss might still be here."

      “This is my hunting box, and she is a lady,” Lucius replied with a degree of exasperation. “Of course she is not here.”

      The men did not seem to know what to make of that and looked from the trunk back to their poor conveyance. Lucius paused for a moment. Perhaps this was fate's way of telling him he needed to do his duty to the countess and see how she was faring—and this time to stop and converse with her. He owned to some curiosity over whether Miss Lockhart was in better frame today than she was last night. She had been subdued before the countess, though she’d taken pains to hide it. She had certainly let him know precisely what she thought of his welcome. The memory made Lucius smile.

      “Very well,” he said. “You may leave it here. I will see that Miss Lockhart gets it."

      The men wasted no time in setting the trunk outside his front door and turning to climb into their gig as if they feared he would call them back. Lucius watched them turn the carriage and go the way they came, which must have been the unencumbered portion of road leading to The Songbird. He turned his face to where the stagecoach must lie, but the sight of it was hidden by the trees. They had not had any more snowfall
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