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      The Northumberland Nine series is a late Regency period Historical Romance series featuring nine sisters  and nine aristocratic gentlemen at a house party where there is hope at least one sister will form a match to save the family from poverty. The Northumberland Nine were first introduced in book nine of my Desperate and Dare Series, An Undesirable Duke. In this new series we return to Selbourne Castle  and each book will feature one sister and begin at the start of the house party.

      This large series features popular romance tropes such as: second chances, a secret baby, friends to lovers, enemies to lovers, secret romance, a secret marriage, strong heroines, and noble rogues that will leave you ready to fall in love.

      Happy reading!

      Dayna
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      MARCH 13, 1827
      SHEFFIELD ENGLAND, LUCKFELD MANOR

      Willa escaped the house, wiping a bit of baby slobber from her cheek with her sleeve. It had begun to rain but spring was making a valiant effort to burst forth. Willa picked up her skirts, her destination unknown.

      She couldn't stay inside a moment longer with her sisters pecking at her like hungry hens, and she a trough full of corn. What was it about motherhood that made them so feverishly interested in her life? Now that they had their own children, one would think they would fuss over her less.

      But no.

      They didn't use to treat her like this, like an errant child. They were smothering her.

      The only one who had any sense was Josie. Tomorrow, Josie would return to London and the children of St. Arthur's Orphanage where she and her husband, the Earl of Selhorst, gave much of their time and wealth as generous benefactors. A task that kept Josie rather busy, leaving Willa to enjoy her independence.

      But her other sisters, all seven of them, were not so lenient. Thankfully, Jeannie, having just delivered her second child, was too tired to notice Willa’s absence.

      Willa pulled the hood of her petticoat over her hair to keep her head dry and took shelter under the overhanging branches of a willow. The gentle patter of the rain turned to a steady drum on the gravel path.

      She sighed. She was stuck here, but that was better than being stuck inside the house, exhausted by question after question about the gentlemen she's met, danced with, and might presume to be in love with.

      Willa rubbed her hands together, admiring her warm soft kid gloves. One of many pairs, now that she and her sisters were no longer destitute. Two years ago, in a miraculous about-face, her sisters had gone from desperate spinsters on the verge of poverty to wives of wealthy gentlemen.

      At this moment, Odette was excavating Druid ruins on the famed Floki Islands with her husband. Annette and Bernadette were back in Northumberland with their children, and tomorrow she and her parents would leave, but in separate directions. Her parents would return home to Northumberland, and Willa to London with Georgie.

      Or so they all believed.

      Georgie would think Willa was returning with Josie, and Josie would think Willa was returning with Georgie after a brief stop at Meadowlark, Georgie's new sanctuary for animals. Which would give Willa the perfect opportunity to prove once and for all that she didn't need their hovering.

      She'd never needed it, and she would prove that by making the journey back to London by herself.

      Was it risky?

      Yes.

      Scandalous?

      Most definitely.

      But she was going to do it anyway.

      She heard the crunch of boots on the gravel and slid farther into the shadows of the tree, watching the path. A gentleman strode by, doffing his hat and shaking rain from the rim before putting it back on. Willa smiled. She reached through the curtain of leaves and touched his arm.

      He jumped in surprise. “What the devil.”

      Willa giggled.

      “I beg your pardon,” he said.

      “You need not beg my pardon. Come in here out of the rain. Take shelter with me.”

      Wesley’s jaw worked with indecision. But then he stepped through and joined her in the shadows of the willow.

      “And just what are you doing here, Mr. Parker?” Willa teased. Wesley always looked uncomfortable when they were alone. He could be stodgy, but he was also her dearest friend. And the only reasonable person she’d met in London. He also happened to be neighbors with Jeanette and her husband, Lord Luckfeld.

      He took off his hat and shook it again. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I'm avoiding my sisters and mother. I'm avoiding all of them,” she admitted.

      “They are only looking out for you,” he replied.

      “They are smothering me. I don't need looking out for. I'm not a child. I'm nineteen. I've had one whole season, and I'm about to start another. They weren't this protective when we were the poor, Northumberland Nine.”

      “But now you're not poor. You have a large dowry, and London is a lot different from Northumberland.”

      “How would you know? You've never been.”

      He smiled wryly. “You've talked about your home so much it feels like I have. However, I can see why they are so worried about you.” He reached up and pushed her hood back. “You are a beautiful young woman with money. That makes you a target for fortune hunters.”

      “Even with eight sisters and their eight husbands?”

      “Even so, you're hard to resist, Willa.”

      Willa rolled her eyes. She might blush, almost, if the compliments weren't being given by a dear friend. She wasn't completely immune to him. Wesley had roguish curly brown hair and a quick smile that made him easy to stare at. He'd be the most eligible bachelor if he had a higher title to inherit. In her first season, Willa had learned that above all else, the haute ton favored status above wit and charm.

      Wesley had evaded the marriage mart, but how much longer would that last? He was… Willa thought back to his last birthday, nine and twenty now, ten years her senior. And yet they got along so well. They could be the same age. Willa didn't care if he was only a baronet’s son. He was kind and sweet, and always knew how to make her laugh. He had the most honest brown eyes she'd ever seen on a person, and right now they studied her—reading her as it were, but he was never able to guess her thoughts.

      She grinned at him. “When you look at me like that—” Her smile widened as he grew flustered.

      “I'm just looking at you. We are conversing, and when two people converse, they look at each other. It's rude not to.”

      “God forbid you be rude, Wesley.”

      He scoffed. “I have my moments, like any man. How long do you intend to avoid your sisters? I came here to speak with Lord Luckfeld, who I presume is busy with his wife and new child.”

      “He is. I think they're sleeping,” Willa said.

      “At midday? I wanted to congratulate them.”

      “There's always dinner. They have to wake and eat sometime, just like the baby,” Willa said.

      Wesley tugged at his cravat. He always did that when he was nervous.

      “What is the matter?”

      “Nothing,” he replied.

      “You're anxious. I can tell.”

      The notch in his throat bobbed up and down. “No, I'm not.”

      Willa narrowed her eyes at him. “You are a terrible liar. Did you know that?”

      He scoffed again. “I have no reason to lie.”

      Another lie, Willa mused to herself. “Would you like to come inside? You did ride all this way,” she teased him. “How are your parents and sisters this afternoon?”

      “Very well, thank you. They are preparing to return to London tomorrow.”

      “As am I,” Willa said.

      “Who are you returning with?”

      Willa chewed her lip. Should she tell him her plan? He won't approve, but she was bursting to tell someone.

      “Can I tell you a secret, Wesley?” she whispered, though she didn't need to. There was no one around to hear them.

      He raised a brow. “We've never shared secrets before. We've been friends for going on… How long now since we first met?”

      He swallowed again. Was he blushing? She could see color creeping up his neck. Why was he blushing? It was a simple question.

      “I first saw you here when our families had dinner together. I believe it was your first day here before your first season,” he replied.

      “Yes, I remember now. Luc's brother and sister had just returned from school for special visits. That seems so long ago.”

      “You were wearing a green silk gown,” he said, “and it was rather enchanting how it shimmered in the light.”

      Willa blinked. “You remember the dress I was wearing?”

      He gazed at her with something like embers in his eyes. Maybe it was a trick of the light. Heat washed over her skin, and she sucked in a breath.

      What was that?

      She’d never felt anything like that before, not with Wesley, not with any man. He was her friend.

      “You left quite an impression. I will say that,” he said.

      Willa didn't ask any more. She felt off-balance, as if she stood on sand and it shifted beneath her feet.

      What had she been saying? What had he been saying?

      “I forgot what we were talking about,” she said.

      “Your return to London. Are you going straight there, or will you stop and see more of your family?”

      “Straight there,” she said. Should she tell him? For some reason she wanted to. Even though she just knew he would disagree with her plans. The urge wouldn't go away.

      “My family thinks I'm going back with Georgie, but Georgie thinks I'm going back with Josie.”

      “You leave tomorrow, don't you?”

      “Yes, but… I intend to travel back alone.”

      His brow furrowed. “Alone? You can't mean you intend to travel by yourself. That isn't safe.”

      “It's perfectly safe for women to travel alone. I see it all the time.”

      “Those women don't look like you,” he returned.

      “You mean like daughters of gentlemen or a person of wealth?”

      “Either. I return to my first point. Those women don't look like you. Why would you want to do that?” he asked.

      “To prove that I can, of course. My sisters and parents never hovered over me like this. They treated me like an adult, like I had a brain of my own and could make my own decisions, but now they want to tell me what to wear, how to do my hair, where to go, what to say, what to think, how to act. I'm not a heathen. I know how to behave. I understand that our circumstances have changed a great deal, but I didn't suddenly become incapable of taking care of myself just because I have a new wardrobe. I am perhaps more prepared than any of them. I had a season. I know what society expects of me but this level of”—she fisted her hands at her sides—“confinement is maddening. I'll prove to them how ridiculous they are being by making the four-day journey on my own.”

      “How are you going to do that? Hire a private carriage?”

      “No, I'm going to do it just like any other person, by stagecoach. It's quick and efficient. I've planned every step of the journey and allocated the necessary funds for my room each night.”

      “God above, you're going to stay in an inn alone? You can't be this naïve.”

      “I will have a disguise. No one will bother a widow.”

      “A young widow with a milk-and-honey voice like yours? You will be accosted your first night.”

      “I know how to defend myself. I am related by marriage to a duke, one who used to travel the world as a prizefighter.”

      He rolled his eyes and folded his arms. “Please tell me this is some elaborate tale to give me indigestion?”

      “It most certainly is not.” She folded her arms and mirrored his belligerent frown.

      “If it's a bit of freedom you want, why don't I escort you back with the company of your maid? I'll invite Ned, and we will make a fun little trip of it.”

      “That would put me under your protection. I don't need anyone's protection. That is precisely my point. I can protect myself. I knew you wouldn't understand. I thought my sisters would—being so independent and resourceful as we had to be our whole lives. We are not sheltered daughters. They've changed. They've gone soft.”

      “Of course they have, they're mothers now. It will happen to you too when you have a babe of your own.”

      Willa swallowed. A babe of her own? She hadn't given it much thought, being the youngest of nine children. A child looked like so much work. Her sisters had helped raise her. She hadn't thought she wanted children of her own, but then her sisters had cute, plump, pink little babies. She might be changing her mind. Softening, as it were, to the idea, but that would mean finding a husband, which she wanted to do in her own time, in her own way.

      “Willa, I'm going to be honest with you. We've always been honest with each other, haven't we?”

      “Refreshingly so. It's what I like most about you.”

      “This idea is stupid,” he said.

      She flinched. “Stupid?” He'd never been that honest with her.

      “Your experience with the aristocrats of high society is limited. You don't understand the trouble you're asking for, and not just from the men who will see right through any disguise you attempt. If it is known you traveled four days on your own, you will be ruined. There's no telling what they will say about you.”

      “I have never cared about rumors.”

      “You should start,” he said. “A lady in your position cannot play fast and loose with her reputation. It doesn't just affect you. It affects everyone around you. Your friends, your acquaintances, your sisters. You represent them all. You can hurt them in ways you haven't even thought of.”

      Willa clenched her teeth and breathed deeply through her nose before she lost her temper. “I knew I shouldn't have told you. You don't understand.”

      “I understand what you want, but this isn't the way to get it.”

      “I don't think you do. How could you?”

      “I don't want to see you hurt. You're the smartest person I know. Men from Cambridge can't keep up with you. But this idea is ludicrous. You can come up with something else. I know you will think of another way.”

      Willa huffed in annoyance. Now he was pandering to her ego. Was this a mistake? She'd gone to so much trouble already to plan her clandestine escape, but he made some valid points. The only problem was now someone else knew what she planned to do. And while they'd always been honest with each other, she now realized that in this, she would have to lie. She felt dirty being dishonest with one of her few true friends.

      Her debut into society hadn't been smooth. Most of the people she met were false and egotistical. They didn't like her opinions or her observations. They sneered at her, whispered behind her back. She supposed that's why her sisters had become so protective of her. They thought she was hurt by such actions, but she wasn't. Willa didn't care about the opinions of others. She knew herself, and Wesley knew her.

      Which is why he probably wasn't going to believe what she would say next. But there wasn't much he could do about it. In this next endeavor, she was going to be alone, at least until she made it to London, and she would make it to London.

      She was a Marsden. Marsdens never turned their back on a challenge.

      She lifted her chin. “Fine, I'll do something else. I will go back with Georgie tomorrow, and in four days, we’ll have tea at Gunther’s. How about that?”

      He nodded once, his lips set in a grim line. “I look forward to it.”

      “My toes are damp. How about we go inside and have a nice pot of tea?”

      He offered his arm and she accepted, trying to ignore the hollow feeling in her stomach. They left the cozy shelter of the willow and proceeded to the house.
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      Wesley wasn't deterred by his failed almost-proposal. Truly, he hadn't intended to propose to her. He would like to, should the opportunity present itself. But his immediate goal upon visiting Luckfeld Manor had not been to propose but to speak with Lord Luckfeld, one of Willa's many guardians, about proposing to her. Lucian Luckfeld, his neighbor and acquaintance, was his first step in a long campaign for Willa Marsden's hand. He gained her friendship last season, but now he wanted more. He had no rush to be married, but from the moment he met Willa, he wanted her. Her beauty dazzled him, the shining softness of her cocoa hair, the way her warm brown eyes twinkled with amusement, and her laughter, quiet and a bit raspy, the most erotic sound he'd ever heard.

      He doubted she knew how sensual her laughter was, but it made the hair on his neck stand on end. In his mind, she was the perfect woman, intelligent, confident, witty. She made the most mundane topics of conversation sound intriguing. They'd once discussed voles in great depth, from their pig-like snouts to their webbed feet, during a garden fete. Then she’d drawn him a picture of a vole smoking a cigar in a wingback chair, and that was just one of the many moments that kept him entranced. But there was one large obstacle that stood between them.

      Their friendship. Their sweet, honest, utterly benign friendship.

      She did not see him as a suitor. She didn't see any man as a suitor. There was one thing that was clear when Willa debuted her first season, the men of the ton were frightened of her. Except for him and maybe Ned—no, he was quite certain Willa intimidated Ned too.

      But Wesley wasn't. He was ensnared, entranced, and to be blunt and to the point, he was in love with Willa Marsden, and…

      She had no bloody idea.

      Now he needed to figure out how to breach the ravine between friendship and romance. How to make her see him as more than just that good ol’ Wesley, dear sweet Wesley, as she liked to say, and view him as a man who would lead her down dark hallways or press her into the hedge and kiss her senseless.

      That's what he wanted to do. But he would never. He was a gentleman, and he took that seriously. He'd seen her dress down rogues and blades. She was not a woman impressed by such tactics. So, what would impress her?

      He was having a devil of a time trying to find out how he could woo Willa. If he knew her like he thought he did, a straightforward conversation might do the trick, but it couldn't be that simple, could it? He wanted to see her eyes go smoky with desire. He wanted to know without a doubt that she returned his affection—hell, even the word affection was too placid for what he felt for her.

      She made him ache with longing. Made him sweat and curse and burn, but what did he make her feel? He hoped something. Wesley thought she might…

      He wasn't sure he'd hid his feelings well, keeping the fire of his passion for her banked. He didn't want to frighten her with his ardor. Under that willow tree, he'd been so tempted, and he knew some of that fire had slipped out in his gaze, but had she seen it? Was she aware of it at all?

      Her friendship did mean a great deal to him.

      He didn't know what he would do if she rejected him. Once he had formal permission to court her from her assortment of brothers-in-law, he was going to slowly woo her. There was no rush. She might need a bit of convincing and time to switch her thinking of him, but he hoped—no, he prayed—that soon she would see him as more than a friend, more than honest and sweet Wesley, so that when he proposed she would say yes.

      They shared a pot of tea and then Wesley went home. Lord Luckfeld was resting with his wife, and Wesley didn't want to impose on their new family time. He returned to his house, soaked through, and there Ned was, waiting. Good old Ned, the best friend a man could ever ask for. Though his attempt at growing a fashionable mustache wasn't going well. The slash of black above his lip looked more like a steak of boot black than a mustache.

      “Well?” Ned asked.

      “He was sleeping.”

      “Sleeping? At this hour?”

      “They just had a baby, Ned. Imagine how tired they must be.”

      “Exhausting for her ladyship, yes, but him?”

      Wesley rolled his eyes. “One day you'll understand how babies are made, Ned. Until then, I'm not going to explain it to you. Ask your governess.”

      Ned shoved at his shoulder. “What did you say to Willa?”

      “I invited her to dinner tonight.”

      “Oooh, will this be a special dinner?”

      “No, I didn't⁠—”

      “Just say it. You didn't propose, you didn't tell her how you feel, you're a coward.”

      Wesley glared at Ned. “How many women have you proposed to?”

      “None, but I'm also not in love with any, drooling after their skirts like a nauseated puppy.”

      “Fair point,” Wesley said, “but it wasn't the right time. She's made up some ridiculous plan, and I know she intends to go through with it. There's just no convincing her once she's made up her mind.”

      Ned scratched his mustache. “What sort of plan?”

      “She intends to lie to her sisters and make the four-day trip to London by herself.”

      Ned's brows raised. “She can't do that. She’ll be ruined.”

      “That's what I told her, and I thought maybe I had convinced her, but knowing her, she will just do what she wants anyway.”

      “So what are you going to do? If you know she will do it anyway, you have to do something. Best-case scenario, her reputation is in tatters. Worst-case scenario⁠—”

      “I know. I thought about it all afternoon, but her mind is set. She's beyond weary of her sisters hovering over her. She thinks this will prove her independence.”

      “You have to do something,” Ned said.

      “What can I do?” he asked in exasperation. “I offered to escort her. You and I with a maid to chaperone but she rejected that idea. She wants to do it by herself on the stagecoach.”

      “I've got it,” Ned said excitedly. “You can follow her.”

      “What? How?”

      “On horseback.”

      “And what do I do if she sees me? She will be livid.”

      “Don't let her see you. It's one of the busiest roads in England, and she’ll be in a packed carriage full of men and women. That's safe enough. It's the in between things that are worrisome. You can ride ahead and book rooms near hers. Did she even think to book rooms?”

      Wesley was slumped against the settee, arms folded, but now he sat up. “I'm not sure, but I can ask her. I can pretend that I've accepted her plan—no, I've already told her I didn't. She won’t believe I’ve had a sudden change of heart. Whatever she has planned, she won't tell me now. She knows my feelings on the matter. She lied right to my face and assured me she would be traveling back with her sister, Mrs. Cage.”

      “You could just tell them what she's up to, you know,” Ned said.

      “Do you know how angry she'd be if I betrayed her like that?”

      “What happens if she gets hurt, which would be worse? Her being angry with you or her being…”

      Wesley ran a hand through his hair. They'd made small talk over a pot of tea, but every possible scenario had gone through his head from bad to worse, but Ned's idea… There was something to it. He could follow the stagecoach on horseback like an outrider, or he could keep watch and even ride ahead before they reach the inn and book a room, paying the innkeeper extra to give her a room next to his. That way he was close by in case there was trouble.

      “She plans to go in disguise.”

      Ned scoffed. “There's no disguising her.”

      “We’ll have to hope for the best, Ned. That's all we can do, and if she won't be convinced with reason, then I think you have the right of it. We'll have to follow her and ensure she is safe.” Wesley got up.

      “Where are you going?” Ned asked.

      “We both need to repack if we're spending four days on horseback.”

      “My arse is going to be numb for a fortnight after this ride,” Ned grumbled.
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      The morning was thick with mist. Georgie was still in bed when Josie and Patrick left at first light. Supposedly, at least as far as Georgie knew, with Willa in the carriage. Willa had bid her mother and father farewell last evening before bed. They, too, thought she was going with Josie, and Josie thought she was going with Georgie.

      As Josie's carriage disappeared into the mist, Willa set out on foot for the coaching inn down the road where she would get on the stagecoach heading for London. Between the fog and the thick veil of black lace that covered her face, Willa had a hard time seeing. With the huff of frustration, she flipped back the veil. She wasn't concerned about being seen at this early hour. It was only when she reached the inn that she would have to hide her identity. She folded her arms, holding in the warmth inside her cloak. It was rather spooky to be walking this empty road when no one was around. At least, no one that she could see, but she hoped they wouldn't be able to see her either.

      Her anonymity was her shield. The village wasn't far, only a mile up the road, and as the sunlight strengthened, the mist evaporated in its warm rays, and the scenery grew more welcoming. Some way across the field, a farmer was busy hitching a mule to a cart before a thatched cottage. The birds woke, beginning their morning songs, and along the edge of the road, little buds of chamomile bloomed to accept their share of morning sun.

      Willa began to hum to herself, feeling more cheerful and optimistic about her plan. She was right. Traveling alone wasn’t so terrible. She lengthened her stride as the village appeared over the rise, and she lowered her veil. She didn't need to carry much in her valise but a single dress, extra stockings, and a nightgown. She wore all her outer garments already.

      One thing she’d quickly become accustomed to—and gleefully enchanted with—was silk stockings. She couldn't get enough. She'd never worn such decadence. There was something to be said for wealth that she hadn't realized. She was far more comfortable in her clothing than she'd ever been, and she had more than she would ever need. Thanks to generous dowries from all her brothers-in-law. They seemed determined to flood her with fine things now that she was the last sister to wed. They'd taken it upon themselves to shower her with gifts of jewelry, gloves, boots, bonnets, fans, to the point that it was absurd how her dressing room overflowed.

      When she went home to Northumberland, Willa insisted on staying with her mother and father in their humble house. When in London, she lived with Josie or Jeanette. Sometimes Georgie or Luna. Anne and Bernie rarely came to town, and Odette and Nicolette sparingly, but each of them had their own homes and a designated room for her with wardrobes filled with clothing she didn't even need but was too gracious to reject.

      They all seemed to be adjusting to this new life of wealth and privilege with ease. Willa only cared that they were happy now, that none of them had to worry about the next harvest, the next winter, or that cousin Irving would someday take away the only roof sheltering them, but none of that had come to pass.

      Not only had all her sisters married exceedingly well, but their mother, after seventeen years, had at last born a male heir. Willa grinned as she recalled the look of horror on Cousin Irving’s face when he met the newest Marsden child. Willa didn't mind gloating, but sometimes the number of things bestowed to her were ridiculous. It was all too much to bear, and she longed for the simplicity of her old life, never having to carry more emotionally or physically than she needed.

      But her silk stockings would be pried from her cold dead hands. She would never give those up again.

      Even if she had to turn to highway robbery.

      Speaking of highway robbery, she was on a highway, and Willa could hear a carriage coming. She dropped her head low and moved to the far side of the road. Should she hobble like an old woman? They might stop to offer assistance. That's what she would do, but she didn't want assistance. She was nearly to the village. Willa didn't need anyone's help now, and she was quite proud of that fact.

      The sounds of the world waking up filled her ears as the carriage rolled closer. She lifted her head and nodded to the coachman. He tipped his hat to her but kept rolling. She could hear the hammer of the blacksmith and church bells. The small village was already growing busy, the inn yard filling with carriages and horses. Her stomach floated as she entered the yard to wait by the blackboard featuring the stagecoach schedule. She perused the noted times and checked her watch. Perfect. In exactly a quarter hour, a coach would be leaving. She went inside to pay her fare. No one blinked an eye at her. See, she was right, she gloated to herself.

      Willa went back outside to enjoy the fresh air. She smiled under her veil. She couldn't wait to tell her sisters about her trickery when she showed up on Josie’s doorstep in four days hence.
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      Wesley stared out the murky glass window of the inn. There she stood, head held high, waiting for the coach. Ned took a seat across from him with a cup of tea and a scone in his hand.

      “Is she here?”

      Wesley nodded toward the window. “She's standing right there. Didn't you see her?”

      Ned smirked. “I don't track her every movement like you do.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Yep, that's her. I’d know that cocky tilt of her head anywhere.”

      Wesley frowned at Ned. “She doesn't have a cocky tilt to her head.”

      “When not viewed through rosy-tinted spectacles of lust she certainly does,” Ned replied. “She looks upon the world as if she already knows what you're going to say before you say it, and she's judged it inadequate.”

      Wesley smiled. “What I’m hearing you say is that she makes you feel inadequate. Not so with me. She makes me feel…like a lit fuse.”

      Ned drew his head back. “I don't think that's good. At the end of the fuse is explosives. You explode. You’re obliterated. One can only hope you don't take anyone out with you.”

      Wesley raised a brow as he sipped his coffee. “Like you?”

      “Exactly. I don't want to be blown up. So what do you do now?” Ned asked.

      Wesley took a sip of his coffee and gently set the mug on the table. “We wait until she leaves. Then we'll mount our horses and ride to the next coaching stop.”

      “I'm a little concerned they gave us the schedule beforehand. What if we were highway men intending to rob the coach?”

      “Patrons need to know the schedule ahead of time. How else would they plan their trips?” Wesley asked.

      “Oh, that makes sense.”

      “Don't be nervous, Ned.”

      “I confess I am anxious about the idea of following someone. I like Willa, and I don't want her to be upset with me.”

      “This is for her protection. She is stubborn, and she is choosing to ignore the obvious dangers of her plan. We're being good friends by doing this. Should anything happen to her, she will be grateful for our interference, and if luck should favor her and nothing happens, then she will never know we were there. We will meet her for tea at Gunther's as planned.”

      “What will we do if something does happen?” Ned asked.

      “Whatever we have to do to protect her.”

      Ned nodded. They sat there for a few minutes more, Wesley nervously tapping his fingers on the table. After he finished his coffee, the innkeeper took their cups away. Wesley's stomach knotted as he watched Willa give her valise to the coachman, who set it in the boot of the coach and handed her inside. He clenched his teeth with worry as the coach loaded with patrons and prepared to depart at the snap of the reins.

      Wesley lurched from his seat. “Let's go.” He hurried out of the inn as the
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