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    This book is dedicated to the girls who grew up playing in the dirt and dreaming of adventures, who rode motorcycles and horses, and struggled to define the word lady.

      

    

Prologue:

The ship dropped anchor. Winnie went out onto the deck to watch as Millie was taken in shackles from the brig to the boat launch. The trip across the Atlantic had been more adventurous than she cared to repeat. “What will happen to her?” 

Cassie shook her head. “I don’t know what the legalities are. They will probably extradite her to stand trial in America.”

Winnie licked her lips nervously. “Will we have to give witness?”

Her father put his arm around her. “Due to your age and your gender, I’m sure they wouldn’t call you to testify.” 

Winnie wasn’t sure how she felt about that. On the one hand, she didn’t wish to appear in court but on the other, it felt like it was her duty. She’d caught a murderer. After everything they’d been through, the sabotages to the show, the murders, Riley being a suspect and the attacks on her family, it made her angry to think that just because she was a woman, she didn’t get to give her testimony. 

Harry moved towards the boat launch with the constables. 

“What’s Harry doing?” she demanded.

Her grandfather, the colonel, joined them at the deck rail. “He asked the constables if he could disembark with them. He needs to get to the estate to check on the duke.” 

“But he didn’t even say goodbye,” she tried to keep the emotion out of her voice. 

“We’ll be right behind him as soon as we get the troupe settled,” colonel Bill reassured her.

“Why don’t you and Winnie go on to the estate,” her father suggested. “Cassie and I can settle the troupe and follow along behind you.”

Winnie and Cassie shared a look. “What about the assassin?” Winnie asked. “We’re certain Alan was working with someone here in England.” 

John draped his arm about his new bride. “I have Cassie to protect me,” he said with a grin. “What could be safer than my very own Pinkerton agent?” 
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SARAH EXITED HER SON’S sick room. She’d outlived two dukes, and it looked as if she might outlive a third before the year was through. She was tired of wearing black. The damned Queen and her idea of proper mourning, Sarah muttered. While she hadn’t properly mourned the old duke, the old bastard, had deserved to die a horrible death, she’d gone through the motions for propriety’s sake. But for her husband Geoffrey, well, she would give him the respect he deserved. He had been a good, kind man. And as good a husband as one could hope for...considering. She sighed. He’d been taken too soon, and now, her own son lay at death’s door. Who was killing the dukes of Applegate and why? A tear slid down her cheek, but she shoved it aside. There was no time for tears. She needed to eat, bathe, and rest while Mrs. Lockwood sat with Jeremy.

The housekeeper was more friend than servant. She’d known Olivia since they were girls and she’d first arrived at Applegate, an orphaned relative dependent upon the old duke’s mercy. She snorted. Well, she’d learned the cost of the bastard’s kindness. The old wound in her heart tried to crack open, but she dismissed it. It’d been forty years. Forty years. Sarah felt suddenly old and tired.

Voices from below halted her steps. Damn those vultures! She would rather do without food than face her husband’s family. Let the vultures eat themselves. She’d not give them another bone to gnaw on. Quickening the pace to her room, she remembered the tin of cookies hidden in her bedchamber. Dining on cookies was better than facing the unwanted relatives who’d come to wait for the last duke of Applegate to die.

Sarah Poindexter didn’t think she could deal with anything else. She felt every one of her fifty-eight years and a glimpse in her mirror showed the haggard face of an old woman. Tears blurred the image. Until Geoffrey’s death, she was often mistaken for a girl, but with Jeremy’s illness, the fine lines in her face and the silver in her hair were becoming more prominent. She swallowed hard and turned from the mirror. Life was hard. No one knew that better than an orphan, especially a girl. She should be thankful the old duke had seen some use for her, or she and her brother would have ended up in an orphanage or worse. Shoving aside her maudlin thoughts, she hurried to wash some of the sickroom from her skin, change her dress, and repair her hair. Jeremy had taken another turn for the worse. She feared pneumonia on top of whatever else he was battling. To add insult to injury, someone in her household had betrayed her confidence and alerted the relatives of Jeremy’s impending doom. They were descending like flies on shit. She’d gotten rid of all but one, Pemberton. She rolled her eyes. Lord, give me strength not to strangle the man. She located the tin of cookies and took a small bite. Her stomach growled in protest. She needed more than sugared pastry to get through this latest battle. Putting the cookies away, she glanced once again in the mirror and was relieved to see a more composed version of herself. She would have to brave the questions and speculation if she wanted sustenance.

Pemberton believed his friendship with her husband granted him certain liberties. He had tried to insinuate himself into her graces. Why he would think she would trust him or need to rely on him, she could not fantom. He’d been out riding with Geoffrey that last day. Did he feel guilty for letting her husband die? Pemberton had been the one to come to the house with the news of her husband’s death. He had tried to act as if he were her savior. Like she needed a man to save her. She was grateful for his assistance in planning Geoffrey’s funeral service. Of all Geoffrey’s relatives, he was the least obnoxious, but that wasn’t saying much. Sarah knew she was being unkind, but she had no tact left. Perhaps she should be grateful to Pemberton. He had, after all, summoned a doctor after Geoffrey had been thrown from his horse. But that accident was something that never should have happened. Geoffrey had been an excellent horseman. She was still uncertain what had spooked his horse and caused the beast to rear up, unseating her husband, making her a widow. She tried not to buy into the conspiracy theory that someone had cursed the dukes of Applegate. No, more than likely, her family had become a target for someone else’s greed. Pemberton was next in line to be duke if Harry couldn’t convince William’s son to come to England. “William’s son.” She glanced back at Jeremy’s closed door. Taking a deep breath, she descended the stairs; she would beard the lion in his den. Perhaps it was time Pemberton provided her with some answers.

––––––––
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Pemberton and his son sat playing cards in the parlor. They had insisted on staying and while Sarah Poindexter, the dowager Duchess of Applegate, had no fight left in her to run them off, she also had no plans to entertain them. This wasn’t a house party, and they were not her guests. If Pemberton thought she was going to cater to him, he had another thought coming. She’d dismissed most of the servants, keeping only Mrs. Lockwood and her sister, a couple of maids, and the stable boy. It made chores difficult, and she’d had to pitch in, but with the smaller household, Sarah felt more capable of protecting her son. She had no desire to attend yet another family funeral. She believed someone had poisoned her son, but she’d yet to figure out who and how.

Sarah forced down a bit of bread and meat, and a cup of strong tea.

“How is the young duke doing, your grace?” Cook asked.

Sarah swallowed the lump in her throat as well as the bite of food and shook her head. “There’s a rattle in his chest.”

The cook, Leona, put her hand on the duchess’s shoulder. “I’m keeping him in my prayers.”

“Thank you.” Sarah pushed back her plate, took another sip of tea, and rose.

“You hardly ate enough to keep a bird alive, mum, you need to eat.”

“I can’t. I need to get back...”

“You need to rest. You’ll be no good to the duke if you make yourself sick.”

Sarah reached out and clasped the other woman’s work-roughened hand and squeezed. “Thank you. I appreciate your concern.”

The cook squeezed her hand and opened her mouth as if to say something, but then closed it again and gathered up the dishes. “Ring if you need anything, your grace. Night or day, I’ll fix you something to eat or something for the duke.”

“Thank you, Leona.” Sarah hurried out the dining room before the tears could fall. She blinked back tears and slumped against the wainscotting in the foyer. Closing her eyes for just a moment, she let herself relax. It had been so long since she felt as if she could breathe. Exhaustion consumed her body, mind, and soul. She needed good news, or at the very least, answers. Taking a handkerchief from her pocket, she mopped her tears. Still, she hesitated at the door to the parlor. She should just go back up to Jeremy. Pemberton could wait.

“Have you had any luck discovering what became of those papers?”

Sarah recognized the timber of the earl’s son’s powerful baritone. She strained to hear the earl’s reply, but the heavy oak door muffled his quiet voice.

“The duchess probably burned the clothes he was wearing at the time of the accident. I would not concern myself with it. The duchess has more immediate concerns than her husband’s affairs, business or otherwise.”

Affairs?

“Still, I think you should speak to her...”  

Sarah pushed open the door, and both men dropped their cards and abruptly stood. “As you were, gentleman. I couldn’t help but overhear your discussion. You have some business concerns that included my late husband?”

The earl blushed. “It was nothing important, I assure you, your grace. Geoffrey and Rys had a wager. Geoffrey had the voucher on him the day he died. I would like to get it back.”

“Oh, is the wager not owed to his estate?”

“No, madam, if anything, his estate would owe us.” The earl raised his head, lengthening his neck like some angered bird.

“I see. Well, your son is correct. I had Geoffrey’s clothes burned.”

The earl didn’t look satisfied, but he asked nothing else.

Sarah had a feeling he was lying, but about what, she did not know. She eased onto the settee. “Tell me about the day Geoffrey died. The two of you planned to meet and ride?”

Pemberton shook his head. “No, we just happened to be riding at the same time and rode out together.” 

Another lie, Geoffrey told her he was going to meet Allister. “To race?”

He nodded. “You know, Geoffrey, he loved to race. We went out to that pastureland just west of town.”

“Why so far away?”   

“The horses needed wide open space to run.”

Sarah was sure the earl was not telling her everything. According to Geoffrey, the race was planned. Did the earl think she would be upset about the race or a wager? 

“Sarah! Your grace, come quick!” The housekeeper, Mrs. Lockwood, called.

A chill slid down her spine, and Sarah leapt to her feet. She took the stairs two at a time.
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THE GREAT HOUSE HAD an ominous, forbidding look, as if warning unwary intruders not to stop. Harry’s heart stuttered in fear. “I’m too late,” he cursed leaping from his borrowed mount. He burst through the front door, startling the maids in his wake.

“Master Harry,” the first maid dipped into a deep curtsy.

The other blushed and stammered. “You’ve returned.”

Harry forced a smile for the two girls, and he searched the downstairs. “Hello Merry, Happy, I hope you are both well. Is the duchess about?”

Merry frowned and looked away. “She’s upstairs in the young duke’s room.”

His relief was short-lived. Jeremy was still alive. He stilled, seeing the worry on the two servants’ faces. “What has happened?”

Happy shook her head. “He’s taken a turn for the worse pneumonia we think.”

Harry’s heart sank. “Is he...” He raised his eyes at the muffled footsteps on the second floor.

Sarah appeared at the top of the stairs. “Harry, you’ve come home.” Her pale hand gripped the newel post as a sigh escaped. “Finally.” Gracefully she made her way down the steps, but Harry didn’t miss the way she clutched the banister, nor the fine lines that had appeared in the months since he’d been in America. The duchess looked to have aged twenty years.

“Yes, your grace, I came to the estate as soon as I could disembark from the ship.”

“All is well then?” she asked, searching his face. “When I stopped receiving telegrams, I am afraid I feared the worst.”   

Jeremy’s illness had taken a toll on the beautiful woman. The duchess had never appeared old and frail, but seeing her now, it shocked him to see how much she’d aged in the past year. He stepped forward to take her hands when she reached the landing. He nodded. “All is well here?”

She pulled him into an embrace. “My dear Harry.” Placing a hand on his bearded face, she studied him. “You look just like your uncle the last time I saw him.” She smiled and dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief.

“Uncle Robert isn’t here?” He’d sent a message to the old highlander asking him to come and keep the duchess safe while he was away. He would have words with the old man. How dare he ask this woman for help and not be willing to come to her aid in return?

“Why would Robert be here?”

Harry blushed under her perusal, aware he must look like a barbarian highlander with his red beard and long, sun-streaked hair. He debated telling her he’d requested his Uncle Robert’s assistance. The old bastard had thought nothing of imposing on his former lover’s wife, bringing her his orphaned nephew to raise after Harry’s parents died in a carriage accident. Robert had feared for his safety, even cutting ties with him for fear their enemies would learn of his continued existence. Harry had only seen his uncle a few times since coming to live with Sarah and her family. He’d brought a frightened, motherless babe to the duchess when he’d been less than two years old and promised to return for him when it was safe. That was over twenty years ago. His uncle didn’t believe his parents’ death had been an accident. Robert had returned to the highlands, taking leadership of the clan, and tried to learn the truth of their deaths. Harry knew when he sent the telegram to Robert, his time with the duchess was getting short. He was so thankful Sarah had been willing to open her home and her heart to another child, but he was no longer that motherless child in need of comfort. It would soon be time for him to leave again and fulfill his duty to his clan. He’d only been gone a few months, but it felt like a lifetime. Sarah and Jeremy were more his family than Robert and the clan could ever be.

“It is so good to see you. Did you bring good news?” Her voice cracked and he could see the cost of her feigned good cheer. Harry hated to add another heartache to her already full burden.

“Yes ma’am. You didn’t get my telegrams?”

Frowning, Sarah shook her head. “The last one I received said you’d located William’s son.”

Harry nodded. “I did. He’s in Somerset. John and his family are settling the other performers. I needed to come on ahead to assure myself that all is well.” He studied the woman who’d been like a mother to him. “Is Jeremy...” he couldn’t think of the words to ask the painful question.

“He’s still alive, but I’m not sure for how much longer.” She opened her eyes wide. A trick he knew was to keep the tears at bay. He thought of Winnie. He’d seen her employ the same trick. Even when tears might have helped them achieve their goals, these two strong women refused to shed them. He wondered why? He’d watched some women use tears and other wiles to get their way. It shouldn’t surprise him to realize Winnie and the duchess were cut from a similar cloth. Neither woman would use false tactics to secure their goals, nor would they lower themselves to show weakness. He wondered if it was this similarity to the duchess that had attracted him to Winnie.

“When will John and his family be arriving?”

“Soon,” he hesitated. “But I have other news, a great surprise for you.” He forced a smile, hoping it was a pleasant surprise. After a quick look around to be sure no one was near enough to overhear, he leaned close and whispered, “William is alive.”

Sarah fell against the door, clutching her heart. “My William,” she asked, her words barely a breath.

Harry couldn’t help but wonder if that would be how Winnie would think of him forty years from now. Would he be her Harry? If only he could be her Harry for life, but life was a fickle beast who ripped babes from their mothers and tore lovers apart.

“Harry, please, William. How did you find him when none of the agents could—”

Harry realized she’d been asking more than once by the tone of her voice. Shaking off thoughts of Winnie, he said, “He hired me to work the show...” his words trailed off at the sound of hoofbeats and carriage wheels.

“What he hired you, but how do you know...”

Distracted by the noise outside, he said, “Um, yes, ma’am. Colonel Bill Dexter...”

She straightened, shocked. “The show owner, he is William?” She frowned at the sound of a horse and carriage stopping in front of the house. “Please God, not more vultures, I mean relatives,” she muttered.

He turned and glanced out the window in time to see Winnie duck her head back inside the carriage. Being a redhead, he didn’t hide his emotions well. He could feel his pale skin pinkening with his blush, and that only made him blush harder. “Oh dear. I should check out some paperwork I neglected while I was gone. I’ll be in the library.” He started backing away.

Sarah turned wide-eyed to see the carriage door opening and a large, gray-haired man descend from the interior. “That’s him? That’s William? Here. Now. Oh, my word, and I look a fright.” She hurried from the hallway, leaving Harry staring after her. Sarah knew she was acting like a silly girl with her first beau, and she didn’t care. She didn’t want her first sight of William, or rather his first sight of her, to be one of a haggard old woman. Tears burned her eyes as she hurried to her room to change and freshen up. She whispered a prayer that Jeremy lived long enough to meet his-uh-uncle.
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HIS GRANDDAUGHTER SHOVED down the window and stuck her head out.  

“Winona, young ladies don’t stick their heads out of carriage windows,” the colonel scolded, not that he really cared what other people thought, but his nerves were making him surly. He’d not been home in over forty years. The only good thing about this homecoming was knowing his asshole of a father was dead.  

Ducking back inside the carriage, Winnie glanced at him and gnawed her bottom lip. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to be a lady.”

Bill frowned as he studied his granddaughter. He had been younger than Winnie when he’d left home. Raised to be a gentleman and a peer, he’d often felt a failure. He’d struggled to read and learn. He had difficulty keeping still and concentrating. His father called him an idiot. He would not treat his beloved granddaughter so callously. He reached out and put his big, age-spotted hand over the smooth, tanned skin of hers and squeezed. “I’m sorry Win, I’m just feeling anxious.” The closer they got to the estate, the more homesick he became, but it wasn’t the estate he wanted to see. Home for him meant one thing, one person. What would Sarah think of this much older, well-worn version of the boy she’d once loved? Worry swam in the pit of his stomach, and he popped a peppermint into his mouth to ease it. “How bad is it?” He asked.

Winnie hesitated. “May-be it’s just in need of repair...”

The carriage stopped, and the three of them alighted. Bill stared at what had once been his home.

Yellow Horse helped the carriage driver with their bags. “Are you well?”

The colonel just stood there, staring at the signs of neglect. The manor house needed whitewashing, the lawn was unkept and everything looked as if a strong wind would blow it down. “I don’t understand. Applegate has always been a self-sufficient farm with good tenants and a good income from the apple and fruit orchards, not to mention the dairy and the livestock.” He couldn’t comprehend what had brought it to this state. Shaking his head, he turned to help Yellow Horse with their baggage.

Their arrival had gone mostly unnoticed. Only the lad from the stables seemed interested in their arrival.

Bill called to him, “Hey boy, come here and give us a hand.” When the young man didn’t move. The colonel pulled a shiny coin from his pocket and tossed it in the air. “Not even for a bit of sparkle?”

The boy hurried over and helped the driver of the hired carriage deposit their trunks out on the lawn. Done, the driver held out his hand for the rest of his money. Colonel Bill pulled his coin purse from his pocket and handed the man a couple of coins. He snatched them before the colonel could change his mind and leaped back onto the carriage seat and hurriedly turned the rig around.

“Help bring these inside and I’ll double this.” Bill handed the boy a coin.

“You from London?” the lad asked.

The colonel smiled and hefted one of the carpetbags. “Nope, I am from right here.”

“You don’t talk like you’re from here,” the stable lad grumbled.  

“I’ve been in America since before you were born,” Bill laughed. “Probably since before your Da was born.”

The boy grabbed one leather strap of a trunk while Yellow Horse grabbed the other. “You must be really old then.”

“Ancient,” Bill grumbled, juggling several bags to the door.

Yellow Horse snorted. “If you are ancient, what does that make me?”

“You, my friend, are immortal, timeless.” He chuckled, shoving open the heavy oak door.

“Are you an Indian?”

“I am Lakota.” At the boy’s quizzical look, Yellow Horse started grumbling under his breath in his native language about the ignorance of the English.

The colonel replied. “The ignorance is universal, my friend. You know, anyone who isn’t one of the people doesn’t understand the difference between Lakota and Cherokee. To most folks, Indian is Indian.”

“Yes, and the only good Indian is a dead Indian,” Yellow Horse complained.  

Winnie calmed him by speaking in their native tongue, in her soothing, gentle way. “It is an honor, Yellow Horse, that you have been presented with an opportunity to teach this young English man the truth of our people.”  

“You are wise beyond your years, winyan chantetu,” Yellow Horse said, using the Lakota word for granddaughter.

No one came out to greet them or ask what they were doing at Applegate Manor. Harry had warned them that the duchess had sent nearly all the servants away, but it was still surprising to see the place looking so vacant.

The colonel growled and stomped into the house, leaving Winnie, Yellow Horse and the boy to follow in his wake. They brought one of the trunks into the foyer. The inside of the house looked little better than the outside. It was threadbare and dark. “Where in heaven’s name is everyone?” Demanded the colonel, his big voice booming in the hallway.

Harry rushed out of the small library at the end of the hall that their housekeeper had used when Bill had been a child. The room had originally been designed for his mother, but after she had passed away, it had become the housekeeper’s domain. “Sir,” Harry said, pausing when he became distracted from his brief eye contact with Winnie. He blushed and stammered, “Um, we weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.” He looked away guiltily.

The boy should never play poker because he couldn’t bluff worth a damn, the colonel thought as he looked from his granddaughter to the young man. With a growl, he demanded, “And why would you have thought that?”

Harry blinked behind his spectacles and stammered, “I thought you had to
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