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        Aberdeenshire, Scotland

      

      

      
      “Mama, my life is too dull with Spalding and Cassandra married and gone away. I must have some entertainment before I go mad.”

      That statement was all that had been required to send Lady Agnes Wentworth and her sister Edith off to Grandmama Thomson’s home not too far from Invernochty. Well, a bit of pouting, sighing, and wistful pleading glances might have helped.

      Standing in the open doorway to the garden, Agnes smiled and took a deep breath of the fresh Scottish air. Edith said she was foolish to think the air might actually be different in Scotland compared to their home in West Sussex, but it was true. Today the air smelled of adventure and excitement. Surely she’d find something to amuse her now.

      “Agnes, do come join the conversation.” Grandmama’s voice sounded pleasant enough, but there was the firm edge of a command there, too.

      How was Agnes supposed to find adventure while sitting in a room filled with prim young ladies and their mothers? Edith lifted her superior nose and smirked. Agnes refrained from sticking her tongue out in return. That was exactly what her sister hoped would happen, which would cause Agnes to receive another scolding on the carriage ride home.

      They were in Scotland and she was trapped in a drawing room listening to two awkward sisters singing and playing the pianoforte.

      No gentlemen were present. Agnes hadn’t even glimpsed a man since the butler showed them to the drawing room. The footman who’d served their tea couldn’t have been out of leading strings long enough to be called a man.

      Restlessness had her shifting in her chair, drawing a stern glance from their hostess. Agnes smiled apologetically and turned her gaze back upon the sisters at the piano. Their voices were sweet enough, she supposed, but the rich tenor of an unmarried young lord would be just the thing to enrich their performance.

      A handsome unmarried lord, of course. One with stylishly wavy brown hair and seductive brown eyes. A flirt. No, if he were too obvious, Grandmama would give Agnes a sharp pinch on the arm to remind her not to respond. He’d have to express his attraction entirely with his eyes, until the music ended and he could ask her to walk through the garden.

      Agnes sighed. She’d met no such gentleman since she’d arrived at Grandmama’s house. While it was a relief not to be put on display everywhere she and Edith went, with the intent of landing a husband, she missed dancing and flirting and rides in a curricle. Even a friendly game of croquet would be better than sitting, sitting, sitting.

      At long last they were allowed to stroll about and chat. Agnes took the opportunity to step out into the garden. Urns of peonies lined the walkway leading to the formal, structured pathways and sculptured hedges.

      Gravitating toward the shade of the trees to one side, Agnes ambled slowly. If she was lucky, her absence from the drawing room might go unnoticed.

      The music of birds singing in the trees was much more her type of entertainment. Sweet and soft, with no sad longings expressed. Birds were always cheerful.

      That cheer was needed to urge her past the heartbreak of learning Lord Joseph had announced a bride—and it wasn’t Agnes. Surely his father, the duke, had made the choice for his son, but didn’t Joseph love her enough to insist he make his own choice?

      Love had never been mentioned between them, but he’d been so amiable, and often took Agnes and Edith for drives. Had she misread his intentions?

      It mattered little now. A bit of intrigue or adventure would clear the last vestiges of her disappointment and leave her mind free to find love.

      The tiny cheeps of baby birds brought her thoughts back to the garden and warmed her heart. New beginnings pleased her, whether it be friendships, babies, or puppies. The promise of what was to come made her fanciful for her own future. One day, hopefully soon, she’d begin her adventure as a bride.

      One of the baby birds’ cheeps sounded distressed. The noise came from the grass beneath a tree. Approaching with careful steps, Agnes discovered a chick had fallen from its nest. “You poor dear. Will your mother find you here to feed you?”

      More likely a cat would find it. The lack of wing feathers told her it was too young to fly up into the tree.

      Agnes studied the branches, one of which was low enough to reach if she stretched up on her toes. She couldn’t swing herself onto a branch with the chick in her hand, though. “How am I to return you to your nest?”

      Bending low, she scooped the chick into her hands. The poor thing fluttered and cheeped frantically, its gray downy feathers puffing up. “Don’t fear, I’m not going to hurt you.”

      In fact, Agnes still wasn’t certain exactly what she was going to do with the chick. Glancing up at the branch and down again at the trembling creature, an idea came to her. She tucked the chick into the bodice of her gown. “There, that will keep you safe.”

      With the bird’s safety assured, she jumped and grasped the thick branch. Hanging for a few moments, she considered her next move. Walk up the trunk while she hung, or swing back and forth until she could pull herself up?

      Grandmama would be shocked to see Agnes swinging from the branch. She’d be no less shocked to see her climbing, but that method suggested her legs would be less exposed. She quickly climbed the trunk as she hung onto the branch, and hooked one leg around it.

      “Agnes, what are you up to now?” Edith whispered loudly, stomping through the grass.

      “I’d think that’s quite obvious, sister.” She pulled herself upright, then checked to see that the baby bird was still safe. Balancing her feet on the narrow branch, she reached up to the nest above. The mama bird was nowhere to be seen, thank goodness. Stretching out her arm with the chick in her hand was precarious enough without a distressed mama bird pecking at her.

      Edith’s hands were fisted on her hips. “Come down from there before someone sees you.”

      The leaves on the tree were full enough that Agnes had little fear of being seen. “If you walk away and ignore me, no one will suspect anything is amiss. The way you stand with your exasperation and disapproval so obvious, everyone will assume I’m doing something untoward, as usual.”

      Once the chick was in its nest beside its siblings, Agnes inched her way back to the trunk. Getting down proved more difficult than climbing up. When she released her hold on the branch, she landed on her seat in the grass with an oomph.

      “Why must you always embarrass me? Can’t you behave properly even once?” Edith helped Agnes to her feet and batted at whatever clung to the back of her gown. “Look at this. Your gown has grass stains on your backside and dirt on the front.”

      Ignoring her sister, Agnes pulled her gown and shift away from her breasts and peered down at the damp spot she felt there. Ugh.

      “Now what?”

      “The birdie, erm, relieved itself in my gown.”

      The expression on Edith’s face was worth the sticky mess. Her complexion turned green, then white, and she gagged before she regained her composure. She shook her head at Agnes in a perfect imitation of their mother. “We can’t go inside with you in such a state. What will we tell Grandmama?”

      Excuses were never in short supply when Agnes suffered the results of enjoying herself. “I tripped over my hem and fell?”

      “Perhaps if you’d been walking backward that might work. The grass stains are on the back. And how do you explain the dirt down your front? You look like a fairy run amok.”

      “I’ll say I found a puppy and picked it up, and when it squirmed, making the front of my gown filthy, I lost my balance and fell.”

      Edith shook her head, her annoyance plain to see. “Let’s simply say you fell and leave it at that. Change the subject immediately thereafter.”

      Agnes brushed her gown and adjusted her bodice while they walked back to the house.

      “I don’t know why you feel you must rescue every lost or injured creature you stumble upon.”

      “See? Even you admit I stumble often.” Agnes bit her cheek to keep from grinning. “No one will find anything amiss. I am safe.”
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        * * *

      

      Several days later, Agnes walked alone in the woods beside Grandmama’s property, glad for the silence surrounding her. Edith wasn’t one for speaking overmuch, but some of the ladies they’d visited of late had bored her to tears. They talked forever, scarcely pausing long enough to catch a breath. No one should be expected to bear such monotony.

      Here in the woods she was alone with her thoughts. The fog was just lifting, and birds sang sweetly. Agnes had slipped away before her sister or grandmother would be awake. At least she hoped so. No one should notice her absence for an hour or two, at the least.

      Turning a bend, she started at the sight of a man approaching, leading his horse.

      “Good mornin’.” His voice—and its rich Scottish accent—warmed her heart.

      “Good day.” Not normally at a loss for words, Agnes had no idea whether she should continue the conversation or simply walk past him.

      “I dunnae come across anyone this early, most days.” He smiled and her heart danced a jig.

      “I haven’t been here long. Why are you leading your horse?”

      The handsome man paused, rubbing his horse’s nose. “He hurt his hoof.”

      “Poor thing.” She stood on the other side of the horse’s head and stroked its neck. “You are a beautiful creature, aren’t you?”

      “Well now, some have been known to say so, but they would say anathin’ for a kiss,” the man replied.

      Agnes gasped, but was secretly delighted at his obvious flirting.

      The stranger winked.

      “I spoke to your horse.” But she couldn’t deny the man was a beautiful creature. His
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