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        December 1818

        Cheshire, England

      

      

      

      Miss Piper Farrow drew a length of narrow, pale yellow ribbon through her fingers while standing in a corner of Bridgethorpe village’s sole shop. It was just the color her cousin Patience would love. Or was it Madeleine who preferred yellow? The twins were so similar in some ways and different in others, she grew confused when it came to buying for them.

      She counted on her fingers to determine exactly how many ribbons she needed as Christmas gifts for her Lumley cousins and their daughters. So many Lumleys! Nine female cousins, and cousins by marriage, plus seven of their children were girls. Oh, dear, what should she buy for the younger boys and girls? She knew nothing of what boys enjoyed, and the smaller girls likely wanted toys rather than ribbons. Unless…she could buy enough ribbon for the child and her dolly to match. That was a grand idea!

      Sometime after the front door let in a cold draft before closing again, movement drew her attention to a tall, stern looking man whose fine coat and boots were those of a nobleman. He looked down his nose at the pipe he examined, as if even holding it was beneath his station. What would a man like that be doing in Bridgethorpe? Her cousin had inherited the title Earl of Bridgethorpe this year and no other men of consequence lived nearby. The village wasn’t on the Great Road, nor close to it, so passing carriages rarely appeared—at least, not when she was visiting.

      A servant rushed in the door and approached the proud man. “Sir, the blacksmith says he won’t have the wheel repaired until tomorrow or the day after. The hosteller says he has no rooms available.”

      The nobleman’s lips thinned. “I feared as much.” He set down the pipe but made no move to leave.

      Piper motioned to the shopkeeper’s daughter to have her ribbons cut, and strolled to the confectionary display, which happened to be mere feet away from where the gentleman stood silently. She’d only seen his profile, which was not quite as stern as his stance. A strong jaw and brow, a finely chiseled nose, as one would expect of a peer. What she wanted to see were his eyes. They told one so much about a person’s character, and she loved studying people.

      He glanced her way with his features pinched and eyes squinting, then turned away.

      Rather than taking offense, Piper grinned and continued to examine the sweets in the jars in front of her. This man would be fun to taunt. How disappointing that they’d go their separate ways at any moment.

      Something about him was familiar, but since she lived in London, she could have crossed paths with him any time.

      Mr. Kelley, the shop owner, returned from the back room. “Here you are, my lord.” He held out a pair of leather gloves.

      She was correct, he was a member of the peerage. Disappointment made her shoulders slump. She now understood why he might be so full of himself, and the revelation left her even sadder. How fun it would have been to raise his ire. As much as she’d enjoy it, she couldn’t bring herself to tease a stranger of his station. Her mother had raised her better than that.

      Surely, she knew the man. Something about him...how frustrating that his name lurked somewhere in her thoughts and she couldn’t find it.

      The gentleman tried on the gloves, stretched and fisted his fingers, then nodded to Mr. Kelley. “These will do.”

      “Very good, sir. Were you able to make arrangements for a place to spend the night?”

      “No. The Rose and Crown is full up.”

      Laughter bubbled up in Piper’s throat, but she quickly coughed and covered her mouth. “No room at the inn? And so close to Christmastime. How disappointing,” she said softly to no one in particular.

      The look he slanted in her direction showed he had little sense of humor, if any. Oh, but those eyes! Deep brown and intelligent. And too familiar.

      Mr. Kelley chuckled under his breath, then cleared his voice when the gentleman glared his way. “Shall I send a boy to the vicarage? Mr. Cookson’s rooms are as fine as those at the inn. He’d be delighted to accommodate you.”

      An idea popped into Piper’s head, which was usually not a good thing. This was no exception. She spoke to the shopkeeper, since she hadn’t been introduced to the gentleman. “Oh, no, that wouldn’t do. My cousin would never stand for such a slight, although I agree the vicarage is agreeably appointed. However, Lord Bridgethorpe would insist we offer our hospitality for as long as necessary.”

      Mr. Kelley studied her a moment before speaking. “Ah, yes. Lord Stockbury, may I introduce you to Miss Farrow? As she said, she’s the cousin of the Earl of Bridgethorpe.”

      “Miss Piper Farrow?” His face lit. “How did I not recognize you? I’m Jonah.”

      Her eyes and mouth widened slightly before she could school her reaction. “I thought I knew you. It’s been much too long since we saw you last.”

      “Yes, too long,” he agreed.

      She hadn’t seen her brother’s friend in at least eight years. Had she changed as much as he had? His face was more slender, not that he’d been fat before, and his person had also slimmed. He had grown at least two inches in height, making him tower over her. “I’m sincere about my cousin’s invitation. Do I understand your carriage is in disrepair? Please allow us to make your delay as comfortable as possible.”

      “Would you like my daughter to accompany you, Miss Farrow?” Mr. Kelley was so sweet to think of her reputation.

      “There’s no need. My brother is at the vicarage with his wife making arrangements for the christening of their son and will join me soon. My honor is safe.” She laughed lightly at the idea Jonah would find her enough of a temptation to compromise her. She was quite popular in London but only with men looking for a rich wife. “Aaron will be here shortly.”

      “I’m grateful for your offer.” Jonah instructed his valet to collect his belongings from his carriage at the blacksmith.

      After paying for her purchases, Piper went out into the cold to watch for her brother.

      When Jonah came outside, a wash of warm air swept over her and she realized how cold she was. She shivered and shoved her hands deeper into her muff.

      “Why don’t you wait inside the shop?” he asked.

      “Aaron will be here soon, and we’ll be tucked into blankets with hot bricks inside the carriage, on our way to a hot house overflowing with lively adults and wild children.” Realizing he’d likely turn down her offer upon hearing that, she quickly added, “Of course, I exaggerate. But I do enjoy the fresh air and quiet, for at least a little while.”

      No sooner did she finish speaking than a carriage came around the corner and Aaron hopped out. His expression grew confused, then he grinned. “Jonah!”

      “In the flesh. Imagine my surprise at meeting your sister in a small village in the middle of Cheshire.”

      “He’s Stockbury now. I’ve invited Jonah to stay with us until he’s able to travel again. There was no room at the inn,” Piper added, in hopes that someone would recognize her bit of humor, since it had been ignored the first time she said it. Neither man reacted.

      “I’m sorry to hear about your father. He was always good to me,” Aaron said. “You likely know most of my Lumley cousins, so you should feel right at home.”

      “Yes, I met many of them at Noblegreen’s wedding to Lady Patience.” Jonah’s expression grew sober. “I was sorry to hear of the loss of the elder Earl of Bridgethorpe.”

      “The dowager countess is solemn still, of course, but she insisted we celebrate the Christmas season joyously for all the grandchildren.” Piper shivered again when a chilly breeze stirred. “Now, may we please be on our way? I want to be warm again.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jonah Truelove, Earl of Stockbury, moaned inwardly with each jostle of the well-appointed carriage belonging to his rescuers, or their extended family, as it carried the crest of the Earl of Bridgethorpe. The motion pained him, his head a constant ache and dizziness making his stomach roll.

      When his carriage had slid into a ditch outside the village, he hadn’t thought he hit the window terribly hard, but with the movement of this carriage, his pain increased to the point he longed to lie down in the dark until it passed. He’d been lucky that a passing carriage was able to take them into the village, and he was grateful to have come upon friends. His accommodations with them would be much finer than the inn.

      Piper had mentioned the lively adults and children. With any luck, Stockbury would have a wing to himself. A day or two of quiet, rest, and a nice meal or two would see him put to rights.

      “What brings you to this part of Cheshire?” Aaron asked.

      “I was on my way to Neston.” Leaning his head back against the cushioned upholstery and closing his eyes, he held his breath as another wave of dizziness passed.

      “That’s a pretty little area,” Piper said.

      He couldn’t respond without fear of losing the battle against the nausea spreading in his gut.

      Aaron’s wife, Mary, spoke for the first time since they’d set off. “Were you able to finish your shopping, Piper?”

      “I’m still not certain what the boys would enjoy. I’ll return to the village later in the week. Perhaps if I spend some time in the nursery, I’ll see what they spend their time doing.”

      “Making noise and running,” Aaron commented.

      “He’s right,” Mary said. “Anything they can use to cause damage to furniture is sure to please them.”

      “Fox and geese,” Jonah offered in a strained voice. “It requires thought and concentration.”

      “Qualities not often found in a toddler, I’m afraid,” Piper said from the bench beside him.

      He peered through narrowed eyelids at her, but she didn’t appear to be poking fun at him. “I imagine my sisters and I were ideal children, so I can’t offer assistance.”

      Aaron snorted. “That’s not how I remember—”

      “Memories are best left in the past.” The carriage hit a bump, knocking his head against the side and shooting pain throughout his skull. He grimaced.

      “Are you unwell?” Mary asked.

      “I’ll recover soon enough.”

      “Please allow us to extend our invitation to stay as long as necessary for your health,” Piper said.

      While he wasn’t looking forward to his original destination, the size of the Lumley family made the prospect of an extended visit not to his liking. But he couldn’t deny the spirit of the offer. “That won’t be necessary.”

      The threesome continued talking among themselves, and he continued to wish the carriage would stop moving. He should be grateful that the headache didn’t continue to worsen. As unbearable as it was, he’d likely pass out if it got much worse.

      The trip to Bridgethorpe Manor was much shorter than Jonah feared, thankfully. Once he exited the carriage, he squinted at the bright sunlight and strode to the door, where the butler waited to take their outer garments.

      Aaron helped his sister and wife down from the carriage and spoke to the butler. “Let Lady Bridgethorpe know we have a guest. The Earl of Stockbury will be joining us for a few days. He’ll need a room prepared.”

      Piper stopped beside Jonah in the grand hallway. “Come sit in the drawing room until your bedchamber is ready. I’ll call for tea, unless you’d prefer something stronger?”

      He’d prefer a bottle of whisky, the only thing likely to end his pain, but he’d be a poor guest if he fell too deep in his cups this early in the day. Well, at any time of day, for that matter. He followed her into a large, elegantly furnished room. Once Piper sat, he lowered himself into a French-style chair that looked sturdy enough to guarantee it wouldn’t move beneath him. His head was spinning so badly that the rest of the room twirled around him.

      When he didn’t respond, Piper said, “I’ll have some tea sent in, then.”

      Male voices, loud and happy, rang down the hallway, growing louder as they neared the drawing room. Bracing his hands on the arm of his chair to stop this infernal movement, Jonah opened his eyes and prepared for the onslaught.

      Sam, the youngest Lumley brother, entered beside second-oldest David. “Lord Stockbury, welcome. Our house is always open to friends of the family.”

      “Please call me Jonah.” He couldn’t bear to say any more, each word costing him energy he needed to remain upright.

      David sat near Piper. “Did you remember the sweets Joanna asked for?”

      “Yes—” Before she could finish, three young banshees raced into the room.

      “Cousin Piper, Billy said you were only buying him candy, not me.” A cute poppet with ginger curls pouted in front of her.

      “Go ask my maid to find the package for you, Emmaline,” Piper said. “And tell her they’re to be shared among all of you.”

      After cheering and bouncing and hugging the young woman, the children ran out even faster than they’d entered.

      “Forgive my young cousins, Jonah.” Piper chuckled. “They do have manners, on occasion.”

      “No need to apologize.” Jonah closed his eyes again when the chair tipped to his left.

      “Jonah, you don’t look well,” Sam said, before calling for the butler. “Dankworth, see if the earl’s bedchamber has been made ready. He needs rest.”

      Piper rose and placed her hand on the back of Jonah’s neck beneath the upper fold of his neckcloth, the cold of her skin causing Jonah to jump, then grab the arms of the chair even tighter when his head spun. “No fever. Do you normally suffer from malaise when traveling?”

      “I am fine, I tell you. I likely got concussed when my head hit the side of the carriage.”

      She snatched her hand back and glared at him. “I’m only concerned for your well-being. Excuse me.”

      As she walked away, Jonah cursed under his breath.

      “Don’t mind her,” David said. “I fear her lack of children has led to her caring for all of us like a nursemaid. She means well.”

      Jonah’s smile wasn’t completely forced as memories filled his mind. “She was a mother hen to Aaron and me when we were children, even though we were older. I see she hasn’t changed.”

      Before he was forced to continue pretending civility, Jonah was reprieved by Dankworth’s return. “My lord, your bedchamber is ready.”

      He stood too quickly and regretted it but grabbed the back of a nearby chair to steady himself. “Forgive me, gentlemen, but I must lie down.”

      “Of course,” Sam said. “If you haven’t come down before dinner, we’ll have something sent up to you.”

      Unable to nod his thanks, Jonah grimaced in what he hoped could pass as a smile. Then he walked as gingerly as possible out of the drawing room.
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      After changing for dinner that evening, Piper hurried to meet the others in the drawing room before going in to dine. She spied Jonah leaving his bedchamber and heading in the same direction. As he reached the top of the staircase, he pitched forward, grasping the stair rail just in time.

      “Jonah!” She ran to his side.

      He brushed her away. “I’m fine. Just a bit of a dizzy spell.”

      “You nearly fell down the stairs. I suggest you time your ‘spells’ better. Clearly, you’re ill. Let me help you to your bedchamber and have a tray brought up.” Noticing the slight smell of brandy on his breath, she began to suspect he was drunk, not ill.

      “I’m perfectly—” Jonah wobbled slightly, closed his eyes and reached for the stair rail once more.

      Piper took his arm as if he were a recalcitrant child, which wasn’t far from how he was behaving. “Come.”

      He turned and walked with her without argument, surprising her almost as much as the way he leaned toward her, as if needing her support.

      Seeing a footman down the hallway, she called out, “Send Lady Bridgethorpe—the dowager—to His Grace’s bedchamber.” Although a year had passed since the death of her uncle, the earl, Piper had a difficult time remembering her cousin and his wife, Susan, were now Lord and Lady Bridgethorpe.

      The earl’s valet appeared from nowhere and hooked Jonah’s arm around his shoulder. “I will take him, miss.”

      She allowed the servant to assist the earl but followed them into his bedchamber. “Lady Bridgethorpe has been called for. She’ll know how to help.”

      “I don’t need help.” Jonah’s bark wasn’t as loud as he likely intended, as though he didn’t have the strength to speak even at conversational tones.

      “As you say.” Turning away when the valet assisted Jonah in removing his coat and neck cloth, she watched the doorway for her aunt.

      “Piper, there’s no need to remain here. Go join your family.”

      “It’s my fault you’re here, so I feel a need to ensure your comfort.”

      “I’m much more comfortable here that I would have been at the vicarage, I’m certain. Do not trouble yourself.”

      She was about to snap, it’s no trouble, when it struck her how taking that tone of voice would completely contradict the meaning. She chuckled.

      “You find my discomfort amusing?”

      “No, I was about to bark at you that I don’t mind taking care of you. We appear to be at an impasse.” The valet moved across the room to the cupboard, allowing Piper to feel safe in turning around to face Jonah.

      Jonah lay atop the coverlet of his bed, his arm over his eyes. His face was pale next to the white linen of his sleeve. In spite of his insistence, he was ill. “Are you up to eating, or shall I ask Cook for some broth?”

      “Please, Piper…my valet can send a footman. Join your family knowing you’ve done your duty to see to your guest.”

      Piper opened her mouth to argue but stopped when the dowager Lady Bridgethorpe entered. “My lord, how may I help? Shall I send for the doctor?”

      His lips thinned and he sighed. “Be assured I only need some rest.”

      The countess didn’t take him at his word, slipping her hand under his neck and holding it there for a moment.

      He moved his arm and opened his eyes. “It’s merely a headache.” His voice was becoming more tense each time he spoke.

      “Piper, will you bring me my laudanum?” The countess crossed the room to the decanter of wine and poured a glass.

      Since the earl’s bedchamber was in the guest wing, Piper nearly ran to fetch the medicine. Lady Bridgethorpe must also believe the earl was ill, no matter how much he claimed otherwise.

      When she returned, she handed the small bottle to her aunt, who poured a small amount into the glass of wine.

      “Drink this, Stockbury. It will ease the pain and allow you to rest.”

      “I’ll drink anything if it will bring me some quiet. Thank you for your concern, but I hate to keep you from your meal.”

      “Come, Piper.” Her aunt motioned with her hand to the door for Piper to follow and they left.

      Once they were away from his hearing, Piper asked, “Are you certain the laudanum was wise, Aunt? He seemed a bit drunk when I found him about to dive down the staircase.”

      “Not all men are drunks, Piper. Your friends give you the wrong impression with all their disdain for the male sex.” Her aunt descended the stair with a grace befitting the Queen.

      “They don’t dislike all men, merely the wastrels. Jonah might not be one, but he talks so…he has too much pride. Even though we were friends once, I’m clearly beneath his notice.”

      At the foot of the staircase, her aunt stopped, turning Piper to face her. “Beneath his notice? Are you attracted to him? Oh, my dear girl. Of all the men you’ve met, why have you chosen this one to fall in love with?”

      “I’m not in love.” The idea stunned her. “He’s an old friend and he’s changed so much.”

      “I don’t believe I’ve heard you speak of a man with such passion before. They’ve all been beneath your notice.”

      “Passion? You mistake me, Aunt.”

      “Oh, of course I don’t mean the romantic feelings, simply a strong emotional reaction. You’ve always ignored such men, at least in my presence.”

      Lady Bridgethorpe had a point. Piper found it easy to give such men the cut, as if pretending they didn’t exist. In that way, she was too much like Jonah was behaving. “I hadn’t meant to give him so much attention, but his lack of care for his health upset me. I can’t say why. From now on, I’ll leave him to your care.”

      “Marvelous. Now, let’s enjoy our dinner.”
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      When Jonah woke, he lay still for a moment to see if the room was moving. Assured he was recovered, he opened his eyes and glanced about. The room didn’t move. He rolled on his side to get up and that sent him spinning. He sat up and clutched his head. His left hand felt a knot, a very tender lump above his ear. Blast it, merely touching it sent a shard of pain through his head.

      He lay back down, motionless, hands pressed against the mattress to keep from being dumped on the floor each time it tilted. The room’s shadows were broken by a candle on a nearby table, and the curtains had been closed against the cold outside. He heard the sound of lively voices from another part of the house and wished he felt well enough to join them. It might take his mind off the reason for his trip.

      Someone tapped softly on the door before opening it. “Jonah, are you awake?” Aaron’s voice sounded as if Jonah was on his deathbed.

      “I am. And I’m not as poorly as you seem to think.”

      “Then why are you lying in the dark?” He approached the bed.

      “It seemed to be the sensible choice at the moment.”

      Standing near the head of the bed, Aaron chuckled. “I’ve never known you to avoid company. Come downstairs and join the family. Cook will prepare a plate for you. You haven’t eaten all day.”

      The thought of food made his stomach tighten. Yes, he was hungry, but his body still protested any movement. “Thank you, but I’m perfectly happy here.”

      Aaron dragged a chair to the side of the bed. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you. Your mother is well? Your sisters?”

      “Yes, all happily married, including my mother.” With his eyes closed and his head heavy on a pillow, he was able to converse better than he expected. “Is Piper still unmarried?”

      “Yes. She’s shown little interest in any of her suitors.”

      Piper chose that moment to enter the bedchamber. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to hear voices in here. You are well now, Jonah?”

      Aaron turned to look at her. “You are too old to be in a man’s bedchamber, and you really should call him Stockbury. We aren’t children anymore.”

      “I’ve known him for most of my life. Why, he’s practically a brother to me.”

      For some reason, those words caused Jonah’s lips to tighten. Nonsense, of course she felt a sisterly fondness to him. What else would he expect? Certainly not anything romantic. He clenched his jaw at the foolish notion. Romantic, indeed. He was on his way to propose to another woman and did not need to look twice in Piper’s direction.

      “Aaron, it’s fine if she wishes to call me Jonah. She’s right—we’ve been friends for too long to stand on ceremony.”

      Piper gave her brother a smug smile.

      Her brother stood and motioned for her to sit in his chair, which she did.

      “Why are you traveling so close to Christmas?” Piper asked. “I would think you’d wish to be with your family.”

      “My sisters are all with their in-laws, and mother went with Cecily. I…I had some business to attend to in Neston, so I accepted the invitation of a friend.” Why didn’t he tell them the whole story? He was on his way to propose to Ann Smythe, the girl he’d been promised to by his father twenty years ago. The words wouldn’t come. It was almost as if he didn’t want Piper to know, which was ridiculous given she’d just declared them to be like brother and sister.

      “It’s grand luck you broke down here and we were in the village at the right time.” Aaron smiled. “Will you stay a few days? You’d not be in the way, as you’ve seen. No one would notice an extra person in the room.”

      Piper turned and frowned at her brother. “If no one would notice, why should he stay, you dimwit.” She turned back to Jonah. “Everyone would enjoy having someone new to talk to. We’d love to have you here.”

      Even in the dim candlelight, her eyes seemed warm.

      “I shouldn’t stay any longer than it takes my carriage to be repaired.”

      “If time is tight, Lord Bridgethorpe would gladly let you use one of his horses.”

      The mere thought of his body landing in the saddle again and again for another full day’s ride held less appeal than spending an hour in the nursery with all those children. “No, my carriage should be ready in plenty of time.”

      Jonah would be on his way much sooner than he’d prefer, if he was honest with himself. He’d rather not go at all. Ann was a nice enough girl, pretty and accomplished as an earl’s daughter should be, but he felt no passion toward her. To admit the truth, there were a number of women of his acquaintance for whom he felt a strong attachment. Take Piper, for instance. They had always gotten on, shared much laughter as well as quiet moments sitting in the morning room reading, when he’d visit Aaron during school breaks.

      But his father and his closest friend had an agreement from years ago saying that Jonah and Ann would marry, combining their two families into a dynasty of sorts. The couple had been rather young at the time, and the joining of two earldoms did not a dynasty make, but they’d declared the pact just the same.

      The two families visited for a week or two each year. He and Ann spent some time walking together in the park or taking dancing lessons, but she was a reserved girl, and he was never excited at the idea of seeing her.

      On the contrary, a trip to stay with Aaron had brought him much delight. The anticipation of riding the country roads, swimming in the pond, or teasing Piper, filled him with joy for months in advance. The fact he hadn’t been going to see just Piper, and not Aaron, might have caused the difference in his enjoyment, but she enjoyed fishing and riding with them, and he’d been happy to sit for her to sketch his likeness.

      But he wasn’t here to propose to Piper, and she wasn’t likely to wish him to, so he needn’t dwell on the subject.

      “You gentlemen have gone suspiciously quiet. What were you discussing before I entered?” She looked from one man to the other. “What secret am I not privy to?

      Aaron chuckled. “We were discussing how it is that you’re still single. Jonah’s sisters are married, as am I and all of our cousins—”

      “They aren’t all married,” she argued. “Lucy Anne is still single, as is Cousin Charlotte. Why on earth would Jonah care about that?”

      Jonah opened his mouth to respond, but Aaron beat him to it. “Ah, yes, but surely Lucy Anne and Charlotte haven’t turned down ten suitors each.”

      Jonah coughed. “Ten? Have you no wish to wed?”

      “Of course, I want to marry someday, but only to the right man.” She grinned and appeared a bit smug before continuing. “And it’s actually thirteen proposals but only ten men.”

      Laughing, Jonah said, “That doesn’t seem fair to all those men.”

      “Or all the other young ladies seeking husbands.” Aaron joined his friend’s laughter.

      Piper didn’t appear to be embarrassed by their teasing. “It’s not my fault they propose to me before someone else. Or maybe I’m their third or fourth choice and they’ve been rejected before me.”

      “Somehow I don’t believe that’s the case.” Piper was too pretty, too much fun to be near to not be the object of some—many—men’s desire, Jonah thought.

      Their laughter made him less uncomfortable with his own dilemma. “Truth be told, I was on my way to propose when my carriage crashed. I wouldn’t be hurt if she turned me down, either.”

      Piper shook her head, her eyebrows drawn together in a frown. “Then why on earth are you going to ask her to marry you? That’s a horrible start to any marriage.”

      Aaron spoke before Jonah did. “You don’t need to explain. It’s none of our business.”

      Jonah waved away his concern. “It’s nothing shocking. An engagement planned long before we were born. Now that my father has died, her father is pressuring me to do my duty.”

      “Horrible,” Piper repeated. “I know that many marriages begin as a business arrangement and I am sad for those couples. Love is the only reason to marry.”

      Jonah felt the same way, but duty was much more important to him than his own pleasure. As soon as he could travel, he’d do the deed and move on to the next stage in his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Bright and early the following morning, Piper donned her favorite green morning gown, her wool pelisse and half-boots to take a walk outside. The air was brisk, the sky clear, not even the slightest hint it might snow. She’d never had a snowy Christmas, but still had a moment’s disappointment each day clouds failed to appear.

      Her path took her toward the stables and barn where she could remove her glove and smooth her fingers over the velvety noses of the goats, milk cows and horses. She loved them even more than dogs or cats, and they responded to her just as eagerly for her attention.

      As she walked past the stable door, Jonah stepped out into the light. He squinted for a moment before speaking. “Good morning, Piper.”

      “Good morning. Shall I call you my lord since there are others to hear my impertinent use of your given name?”

      He chuckled and the sound warmed her. “Never change, Piper. I wouldn’t know you if you became too proper like all those poor young ladies being paraded around Town on morning calls.”

      “Oh no, I shall never be proper.”

      “Neither are you improper,” Jonah added. “Just the right blend of manners and peculiar tastes.”

      “You call love peculiar? I fear for your married life.”

      His smile faded and he sighed. “It will be no different than my parents’, and a majority of the ton.”

      “It is too sad. Let us speak of something else. I imagine your favorite horse is too old to be ridden. Do you have a new gelding?”

      “Mm-hmm, Fury died five years ago. I have his son, Fleet, now.”

      “Fleet. You named your horse Fleet.” Piper shook her head.

      “No, my nephew did, and I couldn’t bear to disappoint him. So, Fleet he is. In both senses.” He chuckled.

      She turned to continue her walk, hoping he’d fall into step beside her, which he did. “You are well this morning?”

      “For the most part. I still get dizzy if I turn my head too quickly.”

      “I am glad. Although I’m not pleased you’ll be on your way so soon. It’s such a joy having you here.” Her happiness was greater than it should be to see her brother’s old friend. She hadn’t thought about him overmuch in his absence but seeing him again was like a missing puzzle piece falling into place.

      Jonah looked off in the distance silently.

      Taking the hint, Piper searched for something to say other than how happy she was at being able to spend time with him. “Do you spend much time in London, or do you prefer your country estate?”

      “I do my duty in Parliament like a good little earl, but I prefer the country.”

      She laughed softly. “When we were children, I knew you were the heir to the earldom, but somehow I never thought of you being a stuffy member of the House of Lords.”

      “Perhaps because
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