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Chapter 1
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Birchwood Estate, England, 1807

LADY HELEN SKIMMED THROUGH THE POST, hoping for a letter from her mother, but there was none. She resolutely brushed aside her disappointment; it never served any purpose to brood over what was not to be.

The sound of a gig and her aunt’s voice brought a smile to her lips. Caroline was Lord Seton’s only sibling and lived about five miles away. Either she or her husband, Lord Birks, made it a point to visit often. 

“Where is your father?” Caroline asked, handing jars of fruit preserve to Helen.

“Why did you not tell me you were making jam? I would have helped.”

“I only made a few bottles. It was no hardship, I assure you.”

Helen smiled. Nothing was ever a hardship for Lady Caroline Birks. She was busy with chores, visiting tenants, or tending to her precious roses. Lord Birks was the opposite; he rarely bestirred himself. He said he needed to sit because watching Caroline hurrying from one task to another made him dizzy.

Helen loved her uncle and aunt and their good-natured bickering. There was never a dull moment at Mulberry Lodge whereas Birchwood was quite the opposite; even the servants seemed to move noiselessly. Lord Seton was inclined to silence. While Helen did not doubt that her father loved her, their time together was mostly spent quietly reading after dinner or playing chess.

Lady Seton–Helen always thought of her mother as Lady Seton–did not live with them. She had moved to Bristol when Helen was seven. Caroline had told Helen that her mother had left because the sea air was good for her health. That was twelve years ago. Helen had long since learned that her mother hated the country and despised her husband’s company. She wanted excitement and found it with like-minded people in Bristol. 

Helen did not dwell on what might have been if Lady Seton had not left. Caroline had taught her not to have regrets about anything. She liked to say that it never serves any purpose to brood over what is not to be.

“Where is your father?” Caroline asked again. “We must decide about your Season. I blame myself. You should have made your come-out last year.” 

The year before, Helen's debut was postponed because Caroline went into mourning for her mother-in-law. She could have avoided full mourning but had loved the dowager and wanted to respect her memory.

“You must not say that, Aunt Caro. We would not have enjoyed the Season last year. I loved Old Lady Birks, too. She was always wonderfully kind to me.”

“The Season is only a month away, but your father avoids the subject of sending you to London. I must speak to him. Where is he?”

“He went for a walk. I expect him back any moment now.”

“There he is.” Caroline frowned. “Why does he not buy a decent coat? That greatcoat is almost as old as you are.”

“You know Father. He does not care about his appearance.”

“He should. Just because that woman left ...”

“Aunt, please!”

“I am sorry, pet. I try not to speak ill of your mother, but I love my brother and it hurts to see him like this.”

Lord Seton came in through the side door. “Ah! Caro. Good to see you. How is Birks?”

“He is his usual self. I left him with his weekly crossword and his pipe. I am sure to find a heap of ash on the carpet when I go home.”

“He is a good sort.”

“I suppose he is. Now, Seton, you must decide about Helen. If we do not leave for London next week, we will not have enough time to prepare.”

Lord Seton sighed as he took a chair. “I wish we had eligible men in the neighborhood.”

‘Well, we do not. Not unless you consider Lord Ransbury,” Caroline said with a huff.

A look passed between Lord Seton and Caroline. Helen knew something had happened in the past to drive a wedge between the families. She also knew it was another secret she might never learn.

“When do you want to leave?” Lord Seton asked.

“We shall need at least two weeks to prepare. ‘Tis pointless having our gowns made here or sending for fashion plates.”

Lord Seton nodded. “I shall write to Mr. Lawry to have our townhouse cleaned and refurbished if necessary. Do you want him to hire the servants?”

“The housekeeper and the butler, and a handful of staff to start with.”
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One week later, London.

Helen and her aunt shopped together for gowns and essentials and pretty fripperies, putting their heads together over fashion plates and giggling like schoolgirls. They had similar tastes and often liked the same fabrics and designs. 

“White is not my color,” Helen told the modiste as she refused a white muslin sample. “It dulls my complexion. Ivory and alabaster look better. So do pearl and peach.”

“You are right, my lady. You have splendid looks and taste. I am sure you will be a great success.”

Helen thanked the woman who was only being kind. Fashionable gowns were not likely to turn her into a great beauty. Though she was passably pretty, she lacked the womanly curves that men admired. Her mother never failed to mention that it was a pity she had not inherited her golden curls and blue eyes and took after her father’s side of the family, with nondescript brown eyes and straight black hair so thick it was difficult to manage. ​

She could not change her looks. Neither did she want a man who chose a wife solely based on beauty. Beauty could be fleeting. What lasted was strength of character, kindness, and a pleasant disposition. She would accept any gentleman who had those attributes, was likable and could be respected, and did not have offensive dining habits. If she had to sit across the fellow for the rest of her life, he needed to not cause her stomach to roil.

“We are all set now,” Caroline said when the last batch of gowns arrived. “I was afraid the house might need new carpets and furnishings. Luckily, everything is well preserved. The pianoforte needs tuning, though.”

“It will not matter. I play atrociously.”

“Whose fault is that? Your teacher was excellent. Had you practiced more, you would have been a credit to her. I cannot understand why you stopped practicing.”

Because Mother told me I was tone-deaf and had no talent for music.

Caroline patted her hand. “It does not signify. You have other talents. Your needlework is exceptional, and you are a superior artist.”

“Hardly that! I can sketch a bit and paint.”

“You are being unduly modest, my dear. Birks would not have sat for his portrait if you were not good.”

A footman came in with a letter from Lord Seton. It was urgent; the messenger had stopped only to change horses and had ridden through the night.

Caroline turned pale as she read the letter. “Is it Father?” Helen demanded.

“Birks is badly injured. His carriage lost a wheel and broke down.” Caroline stared at the letter, her eyebrows pinching together. “I do not know what to do. You must be presented to Society.” 

“We can worry about that later. Uncle Bruce needs you. Aunt Caro. You know how he is. He will not listen to anyone else. I will not be surprised if he is already bullying the servants over having to drink broth!”
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Birchwood Estate

Lord Birks’s injuries were grievous and required careful nursing. He was a difficult patient and prone to disregarding the physician’s orders. Only Caroline could stop him from doing something foolish like attempting to get out of bed.

“Helen should return to London,” Caroline told Lord Seton. “You must write to Alexandra. She is Helen’s mother, after all.”

“I cannot trust that woman to guide Helen through the Season.”

“We can trust Helen. She has a sensible head on her shoulders.”

Lord Seton rubbed his temple. “Her mother will not agree to be tied down with bringing out Helen. She prefers card games to balls and parties.”

“Why do you not write to her? She has a duty towards her daughter.”

Lord Seton laughed mirthlessly and picked up a sharpened quill. He only had to offer his estranged wife a large sum for her to remember her duty to Helen. A week later, Lady Seton replied that she was leaving for London and would be waiting for Helen to join her. Caroline engaged a female companion to accompany Helen on the journey. 

Lord Seton kept to his study. The lines around his eyes and mouth grew more pronounced. He did not want Helen to spend time with Alexandra, but Helen had to meet young men if she was to make a good match. 

When Helen took leave from him, he placed his hands on her shoulder and looked down at her seriously. “You do not have to marry for the sake of security. I have provided well for you. If your mother makes you unhappy, send for Mr. Lawry, and he will bring you home. He is a man of honor and enjoys my complete trust.”

“Father, you must not worry about me. I shall write as often as I can.”
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Helen was delighted by the new arrangement. She loved her aunt dearly, but had not seen her mother in over a year. 

Her mother usually came to Birchwood when she had large bills or debts beyond her generous allowance. It annoyed Caroline and made Lord Seton livid, but Helen did not care. She was happy to see her mother and tried to spend as much time as possible with her.

Sometimes, Lady Seton spoke sharply to her, but Helen knew it was because she was annoyed with Lord Seton and Caroline and not with her. 

––––––––
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Seton House, London.

Lady Seton’s long-time dresser told Helen that her ladyship was in bed with a megrim. Helen did not know what a megrim was. “Is Mother very ill? Did you summon a physician?”

Edith smirked. “She gets them from time to time. Do not fret. She will be all right by tomorrow.”

Lady Seton sent for Helen on the following afternoon. She was still in bed and looked haggard. Helen fought back her tears; she was meeting her mother after fifteen months. “Mother, I am happy to see you.”

“Are you? You were happy to have your aunt with you for the Season, were you not? Come closer. Let me have a look at you.” 

Helen waited for her mother to finish her examination. “What I regret most about marrying Seton is that you take after his family.”

Helen’s tongue cleaved to the roof of her mouth. She stared down at her hands. Her nails were neatly trimmed. She had stopped chewing on them after her mother had called it a revolting habit. Had her mother noticed?

Lady Seton yawned delicately and sat up. “How much is your father prepared to spend on your clothes?”

“Aunt Caro and I shopped when she was here. I have everything I need.”

“Caroline chose your gowns? She is a frump. What does she know of fashion?”
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Chapter 2
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London, 1807

LUKE STRODE INTO THE SECOND FLOOR of the Turner and Sons building. His father’s voice reached him even before he opened the door to his private office.

“Good afternoon, Father,” he said, removing his hat and shrugging off his greatcoat. 

Tom Turner thrust a letter into Luke's hands. “Have you taken leave of your senses, boy? Do you want to ruin the business?” 

Luke glanced at the letter. “It is a reminder for payment, sir.”

“You do not send a reminder to an earl!” 

“I am safeguarding Lord Bragg’s interests. He signed an agreement to invest in my new venture. He would forfeit his deposit if he did not send the draft on time.”

“Why send a letter? You should make an appointment to see him or send a clerk to his secretary. It does not pay to rub the upper classes the wrong way.”

Luke handed his father a glass of water and went around the large, gleaming mahogany table to sit across from Tom. “Lord Bragg was worried he might miss a payment. I assured him that he would receive a reminder every month.”

“He is an earl. He may say one thing and mean another. You better be on his good side. If he likes you, he might introduce you to more clients.”

“Very well, Father,” Luke said meekly. 

Tom leaned closer with a speculative gleam in his eyes. “Dora will be home soon. She has done very well in that fancy school. Did you see the report her headmistress sent?”

“I did.”

“You and Dora make me proud. My friends laughed when I sent you to Eton and engaged a governess for Dora. They said I was getting above my station, but I knew what I was doing. I wanted you and Dora to speak like the nobs and make friends with important people. Look at you! Who can say you are the grandson of a rough sailor?”

Luke loved his grandfather and was proud of his achievements, but knew his father was embarrassed about their humble beginnings. 

“My greatest wish is for Dora and you to marry into titled families.”

“Father, you cannot be serious. Dora is too young to be married.”

“Nonsense! She turned seventeen two months ago. Your mother was eighteen when I married her.”

Luke noted the light of battle in his father’s eyes. It was going to be a long fight. When Tom had an idea, he was like a child with a new toy. 

“Father, we are a respected family because of what you and Grandfather built. The nobility is a small slice of society and mostly made up of self-absorbed nincompoops who do not care about anything beyond the fashion of their neckcloth! We do not need to become like them.”

“Fine words and that is what they are, mere words!” Tom brought his fist down on the table. “You know very well Johnny Fletcher’s gal is a baroness. Lord Strauss arranged the match. I told Lord Strauss that Dora would have three times the dowry that Fletcher gave his daughter if he found an earl for her. Think of it! Our Dora to be a countess. My grandchildren will be noble.”

Luke steepled his fingers. “Why do you want me to marry into the nobility? The children born to me and my lady-wife will still be plain old Turners.”

“A titled father-in-law will open more doors for our business. That is why.” 

“How much is Lord Strauss's help costing us?” Luke asked dryly.

“Do not take that tone with me! I know what I am doing. Lord Strauss will introduce you to important people, and Lady Strauss will take Dora to ton parties.”

Luke had nothing against the ton and did not envy them, but had no wish to wed a noble-born young lady, nor would he let his father sacrifice his sister’s happiness. But he did not argue; that would only make his father more determined to carry out his scheme.

He sprawled in his chair after his father left the room and planted his well-shod feet on the table. The nobility prided itself on its supposedly blue blood. The Turner blood was red. Luke’s grandfather had been a sailor. When an accident left him unfit to sail, he opened a small shop. Though not educated, he was a canny businessman. In ten years, the Turners were rich. When Luke was nine, his father had enough money and clout to send him to Eton. Luke had expanded the business to include newer projects, and Turner and Sons had grown much bigger. But that did not make their blood blue. 

The aristocracy had a term for those who made their wealth through trade and commerce. They called them Cits and treated them as an inferior class of people who were not worthy of social interaction. 

His father thought that a connection with a titled family would give them entry into the upper crust of society. Luke knew better. When he was at Eton, boys from titled families ganged up against him. He was the butt of their jokes. They mocked his speech and refused to sit with him. “He smells of the shop,” they cried amid hoots of laughter.

His only friends were Edward, James, and Richard, the respective heirs of Lord Langdon, Lord Reid, and Lord Ransbury. They invited him to their country estates during the summers. He was a welcome guest in their homes and looked forward to the weeks of riding, swimming, and playing cricket. 

When he was eighteen, he overheard Lady Langdon telling Edward that his visits had to stop. “Luke is a young man now. It is not proper. He might form an attachment with a guest, and we shall be blamed. Think about your sister. Mary is fifteen. She has always been fond of Luke. What will you do if that fondness leads to something more? I have nothing against Luke, but he is not of our class.”

Edward protested vehemently and threatened to leave if Luke could not stay. That night, Luke took leave of the Langdons on the pretext of family business. Edward thrust his hands in his pockets and avoided looking at him. Mary, who loved him like a sister, demanded that he stay and sulked when he refused.

He saw Mary four years later at her wedding. Her face lit up when she saw him and introduced him to her new family as her dearest friend. She was Lady Hunter now and never failed to invite him to her parties. He made a brief appearance now and then and made up for his tardiness by visiting her at home.
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Chapter 3
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HELEN WAS BAFFLED. Her mother was not making much of an effort to introduce her to the ton. In the beginning, hostesses found gentlemen for Helen to dance with, but Lady Seton made it abundantly clear that she would choose Helen’s partners. She had differences with many people and forbade Helen from having anything to do with them. She did not call on other ladies, and their callers usually came over with the intent of setting up card games. Helen found them loud and vulgar. Fortunately, her mother did not insist upon her presence. 

Helen’s dreams of enjoying the Season slowly faded. Her mother often deserted her for the card tables. Fortune hunters hovered around her, paying extravagant compliments, asking her to dance, or trying to lure her into the balcony or garden. Without friends to spend time with or well-meaning ladies to introduce her to suitable gentlemen, Helen perforce found an inconspicuous spot to wait until her mother was ready to go home. 

Lady Seton’s behavior suddenly changed after Lord Ransbury came to London. “Ransbury is the man for you! Do as I say, and you will be Countess of Ransbury very soon.”

“Father will not approve. Something happened between our families, and we do not visit.”

Lady Seton waved aside the objection. “Do not worry about that. Have you met him before?”

“I met him twice. I also recollect meeting his father.”

“Well, you did not leave a good impression!” Lady Seton huffed. “I wrote to him two years ago to arrange a match between you and his son. He sent back a scathing reply.”

“Mother, I do not understand. Why did you want the match?”

“I have dreamed of it for a long time. Richard’s mother, Francesca, was my closest friend. She had twins, and I had you. We decided one of the boys would marry you. Richard’s twin died as a boy. Francesca was in Europe at that time. She died in an accident without knowing about her son. Is that not terribly sad? I want to keep the promise I made to her. You cannot complain. Ransbury is among the most eligible men. Handsome, wealthy, titled, and young. What more can you want?”

To Helen’s acute embarrassment, Lady Seton used her friendship with Lord Ransbury’s deceased mother to foist Helen’s company on him. She bribed a servant in his employ to keep abreast of his master’s social calendar so they would attend the same events. 

At a musicale, she persistently asked Lord Ransbury to take Helen to visit the portrait gallery. Helen knew of her mother’s plan; someone was waiting to bolt the gallery door from outside to force Lord Ransbury’s hand. 

Helen refused, and to her utter mortification, saw the relief on Lord Ransbury’s face. He was onto her mother’s tricks and must think her tarred by the same brush. At their next meeting, she quietly told him not to seek her out, as it would give her mother the wrong idea. 

Lord Ransbury was in love with Miss Abigail Fairfax. When rumors about Miss Fairfax erupted at a ball, Helen suspected her mother was behind them. Fortunately, despite the scandal, Lord Ransbury and Miss Fairfax became engaged. Helen was happy for them; they were very much in love and well-suited. 

When she overheard her mother scheming again, she warned Lord Ransbury that Miss Fairfax was in danger. Her mother did not know of her role in foiling her plans but blamed her for letting Lord Ransbury slip through her fingers. 

Helen often wondered whether it would be better to return to Birchwood. 
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Chapter 4
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LADY HELEN SLIPPED OUT OF THE HOUSE without her maid. She drew her dark tulle shawl close around her and kept her head down, her simple gray muslin gown in no way attracting attention, and her shepherdess-style straw bonnet hiding her face.

Lady Seton disapproved of her visiting the library. Helen tried to comply with her mother’s wishes, but with nothing much to do during the day, and her mother waking late and keeping to her suite of rooms, she was driven to boredom. 

At Birchwood, her father and Lord Birks ordered books from the London shops, including novels. Not the penny dreadfuls, naturally, but they did not shy away from Gothic novels. Helen missed the evenings when the four of them took turns reading aloud.

The circulating library close to Seton House had become her favorite place. Its mingled scent of new and old books reminded her of countless happy afternoons spent with her family in the library at Birchwood. 

Miss Gray smiled as she handed Helen a brand-new book. 

“The Thorn and the Lily! When did it arrive?” Helen asked, admiring the book jacket.

“This morning.”

“I  have been waiting for weeks to read it. When may I borrow it?” 

“I have yet to enter it into the catalog, but you may look through it if you wish.”

Helen retreated to her favorite reading nook, a deep-seated cushioned chair behind the last bookshelf. She meant to read for a bit and leave, but when she looked up next, the room was dark, and rain splashed against the windowpanes. 

Miss Gray numbered the book and gave it back to her. “You need not wait to finish it now.”

Helen looked distractedly at the clock. “I did not realize it was so late. I should leave.”

“It is raining, my lady. You had better wait until it lets up a bit.”

“It is only a few minutes’ walk, and I have my umbrella.”

Helen stepped out into the pouring rain. The stiff breeze slapped against her gown and tugged at her umbrella, but she did not return to the safety of the library. Her mother did not know about the library visits, and Helen wanted to keep them a secret. 

The rain fell harder. Helen’s umbrella was not much of a protection except that it kept her book from getting wet. She held it and the book in one hand and inched her skirts up with the other. Her choice of the shepherdess-style bonnet was proving a nuisance, as it obscured her view of the road. 

Helen lifted her face and peered from below her bonnet. She was almost home, and the road was fortuitously free of carriages. The direction of the wind changed and pulled at her umbrella. Helen dashed across the road, but her wet skirts slowed her down. She gripped the umbrella and the book with both hands, not caring that the hems of her gown and petticoats dragged in the mud. 

And then she walked into a puddle of rainwater and felt her slipper come off. 

Helen unsuccessfully tried to push her foot back into the slipper, but it bobbed away from her, leaving her hobbling on one foot to fight the wind persistent in dislodging her umbrella. The clip-clop of hoofbeats alerted her to possible danger, but the rain made it difficult to see if she was standing in the horse’s way. 

She bent down to retrieve her slipper when she was knocked off her foot and fell heavily on her side. The breeze triumphantly blew the umbrella out of her loosened grip, and her precious book slipped out of her hand. 

“No!” she cried out in frustration.

“Wait! Allow me to help you!”

A figure loomed at her side. Helen tried to see through the waterdrops blurring her eyes. A male figure crouched beside her. 

“Are you hurt?”

Helen shook her head. She felt no pain, not yet, but was appalled to be found in such an undignified position and tried to rise with the support of her arm, but her foot had got entangled in her wet skirts, and she could not manage it. She wished the man would go. She would not mind crawling home if she did not have a witness.

“Are you in pain? Did you twist your ankle?”

Helen shielded her eyes with her hand and looked up. The man was young and handsome. Very handsome. Raindrops clung to his curling dark eyelashes, eyelashes that framed vivid blue eyes and brought to mind her turquoise pendant. The rain plastered his black hair to his well-shaped head and ran down the planes of his face. It should have made him look bedraggled–she was sure she looked much like a drowned rat–but he looked like a dashing character out of a medieval romance. 

“Miss, you will catch a chill if you continue to lie in the rain. Let me help you up.”

Helen closed her eyes. It was better that the man believed she had fainted rather than consider her a dimwit because she could not speak. She was tongue-tied. Her vocal cords refused to function. It was always this way with her; speech deserted her in the presence of great physical beauty, more so when the specimen belonged to the male species. 

“Wake up! Open your eyes, Miss!” The man spoke forcefully, accompanying his injunctions with smartly delivered pats on Helen’s wet cheeks. 

Helen debated whether it was not prudent to open her eyes. The man’s well-meaning efforts to rouse her were strong and enthusiastic and could leave her with a bruised face. 

When she felt his arms go under her shoulders and legs, she realized he meant to carry her and opened her eyes and blinked rapidly to emphasize that she was fully conscious. The man did not seem to notice, perhaps the rain stung his eyes as it did hers, and lifted her in his arms. It was a nice feeling. He must be quite strong to pick her up as if she were no heavier than a book. A book. Her book. She had to find it.

“Put me down,” Helen said, her voice resembling that of a toad with a bad throat.

“Where do you live? I will take you home.”

Helen shook her head. He could not mean to carry her into the house. She cleared her throat. “I will walk.” Much better. Now she only sounded like a toad.

“If you insist. You must check for pain before you put your weight on your feet.”

The man kept his arms around Helen until she found her feet. She spotted her book. It was lying open and facedown beside the man’s hat. The hat must be ruined, too. 

“What is the matter?” he asked when she took a step away. 

“My book.”

“Stay here.” He picked up the book and returned to Helen’s side. “How do you feel? Any pain?” 

Helen touched her right shoulder and nodded. 

“That is my doing. I am sorry I had to push you out of the way. My horse might have trampled you otherwise.”

Helen noticed the horse for the first time. The black beast was among the biggest horses she had ever seen, and she began to shiver.

“You must get warm. Where do you live? Let me see you home.”

“There is no need,” Helen said through chattering teeth and gestured at Seton House. “I am almost there.”

“You live there?” the man asked, staring at the stone façade. 

“Yes,” Helen said, her tone subdued. Had anyone from the house seen her? Her mother’s new dresser was often at the window. What would she do if her mother learned the man had carried her in his arms? Even now, she was standing far too close for propriety. 

She ought to step back, but her eyes were drawn to the man, and she could not look away. 

“Go inside. You may catch a chill.” The man’s words broke the spell. “Take your umbrella,” he added, picking it up. 

Helen walked across the road, gathering enough self-control not to look back. She knew he was still there; she felt his gaze, and her heart warmed at his concern. To avoid her mother seeing her, she used the servants' entrance and returned to her room. 
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Bessie sprang up from her mending. “What happened, m’lady? Did you have a fall?”

“I slipped, but I am not hurt,” Helen said, holding up her mud-stained gown by a few inches.

“You are dripping wet, my lady. You will catch a cold!”

Bessie rang for a pot of sweet tea and bustled about with dry clothes and hot water. Helen had scraped her elbow and palm. Bessie gently applied salve over the cuts. “You should have allowed me to accompany you.” 

“It was an accident, that is all. I always walk down to the library alone.”

“From now on, you must take me with you, m’lady.”

Bessie fussed over Helen, softly chastising her for going alone, and insisting that she would accompany her mistress from now on. She was eighteen, only a year younger than Helen, but as annoyed with her mistress as a nurse with her recalcitrant young charge. She continued grumbling under her breath as she toweled Helen’s hair dry and draped a fleecy shawl around her shoulders. 

Helen wrapped the shawl firmly around her, still chilled to the bone despite changing into warm and dry clothes, and sank into the comfortable chair beside the fire. 

Bessie propped cushions behind Helen and lifted her feet to rest on a footstool. The tea tray arrived, and Helen felt better after drinking two cups of the steaming hot brew. She tucked a thick strand behind her ear and stared at the dancing flames. The reality of her narrow escape began to sink in. If the man had not pushed her aside, she would have suffered a grievous injury or worse. 

Who was he? She had not seen him at any Society event. She could still feel the strength of his arms. His hands were strong, and yet his touch was gentle. He had appeared out of the rain like a flash of lightning. At least, that was the impact he had on her senses. She hugged herself, feeling his searing gaze again on her face.

Throwing aside her shawl, Helen took out her art portfolio and sketched her rescuer’s face. She used charcoal, her fingers flying over the paper as she made urgent strokes, and a strong face took shape, all angles and planes, a sculpted chin, and a Roman nose. She held it up and pursed her lips. The eyes and the mouth were not right. Taking a softer pencil, she added warmth to the eyes and a hint of a smile to the mouth. That was better. 

Helen propped the sketch on the table beside her and snuggled deeper into her chair. She smiled drowsily at the likeness and fell asleep. 
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Luke took another sip of the fine brandy and gazed absently at the robust fire in his bedroom. He could not stop thinking about the young woman. If he had not pushed her aside or been going at a gallop, Thunderbolt would have mowed her down. 

She was a slip of a thing. He hoped the fall had not injured her. Poor little waif! She was like a frightened kitten out in the rain. When he had helped her up, she had been dazed, her eyes not leaving his face. Wide hazel eyes, with shades of green and gold. It surprised him she was out without her maid until he remembered she had used the servants’ entrance. She was a maid in that grand house. 

The houses on that street belonged mostly to the nobility. People of that class usually did not treat their servants well. The poor woman was an example. She was out on an errand in such abominable weather. It must be the library book. She would get into trouble for not bringing it. 

Luke’s mind conjured images of the young woman toiling up a narrow staircase with coal scuttles and buckets of hot water. She was a dainty creature, possessing a delicate beauty that could go unnoticed. He hoped it went unnoticed! Female servants were vulnerable in more ways than one, and a pretty face invited unwelcome advances. 

His mother had mentioned they needed a ladies’ maid for Dora. His sister was returning home after spending a year at an exclusive school. He would ask his mother to employ the young woman. His mother was fair and kind to all the servants. And their household was safe for any woman. 
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The first thing Luke did after going to his office the next morning was send his secretary to buy a copy of The Lily and the Thorn, a task surprisingly difficult as the book was already sold out at most of the shops. 

“How did the book come into your possession? I gave it to a dear lady yesterday,” Miss Gray asked, examining the number on the first folio of the water-soaked book, and not caring to glance at the brand-new replacement in Luke’s hand.

“There was a mishap. It was my fault and I want to make amends.”

“A mishap? Do you mean an accident, sir? She ought not to have ventured out in the rain. How is Lady Helen? Is she hurt?”

“Lady Helen?” 

“Lady Helen comes here every afternoon. She is a regular visitor.” 

“I do not think she was hurt. She appeared more worried about the book.” 

Luke left the library with a puzzled frown. He stopped the carriage at the spot where he had rescued the young woman and sent his coachman to inquire at the servants’ entrance. The house was indeed Lord Seton’s townhouse, and Lady Seton and Lady Helen were in residence. 

Luke told himself he could stop worrying about the young woman. She may have used the servants’ entrance for reasons of her own. She was a lady born and bred and not someone who needed rescuing.

And yet, she had the look of an abandoned waif.
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Usually, Luke’s days were occupied with business matters. But that afternoon, his thoughts often strayed to Helen. Lady Helen. She was a delicate creature. Fragile. A lady. He might have unintentionally injured her while pushing her out of the way. Dora often told him he did not know his strength. Perhaps she had caught a chill. His friend’s sister was suffering from a lung infection after getting drenched in the rain. Dora also caught a cold easily. 

The librarian had told him Lady Helen came to the library every afternoon. The best course was to go to the library and see how she was. Luke closed the ledger in front of him and rose. However, he paused in the act of shrugging on his greatcoat. The librarian would misconstrue his presence. She would take his act of courtesy as an interest in the young lady. That would not do. He was a Cit, and any association with Lady Helen would not be to her advantage. 

An hour later, he summoned his coachman.
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