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			Prologue 

			London, 1850

			It was a closed casket by necessity, not protocol.

			But that didn’t keep ­people from coming.

			They milled about the drawing room, somber clothing and whispered voices coalescing into a dark smear of sight and sound. Some had come to grieve, others to gawk. He was far too drunk to remember their names but not yet drunk enough to drown them all out, so he took another surreptitious swig of whisky from his flask and tried not to scowl.

			Through the din of the room’s murmured speculations, his mind added its own rehearsed explanations for his sister’s closed casket.

			She suffered terribly, in the end.

			She’d not want to be remembered that way.

			Ensuring, unfortunately, that Josephine would be remembered the other way.

			Young. Pregnant. Unmarried.

			Damn it all, but what was he supposed to say to these ­people? That Josephine had wanted to die? That perhaps now, at least, she could find the sort of peace and respect she had been denied in life? The guests might be here in his home offering their condolences, but there was an edge of macabre fascination to their voices. They’d never have forgotten the scandal as long as she had lived among them. Well, Josephine had solved that problem, hadn’t she? The entire room believed she had died in childbirth, the babe along with her.

			The truth, however, was somewhat more damning.

			“I must speak with you, Lord Branston.”

			Thomas was startled enough to momentarily forget the siren’s call of the whisky. Here, at least, was a name he could remember, even dead drunk. Miss Gabrielle Highton. He turned his head until his bleary gaze focused on the face of the woman he still hoped to marry, despite all that had transpired. “Gabrielle?” he croaked.

			“Yes.” She wrinkled her pretty nose. “Are you . . . unwell?”

			Unwell. That was one way to put it. He breathed in, wishing the room wasn’t swaying. “I . . . I am glad you came.” He hadn’t been sure she would.

			She stepped closer, until he could smell her perfume, a floral scent that reminded him now, too much, of the flowers draped across his sister’s casket. Lilium candium, his brain helpfully supplied. It was telling, perhaps, that he could remember the flower’s name in his drunken state, but not the names of half the ­people in the room.

			How long had it been since he’d studied botany at university?

			A far less important question than how many minutes he ought to wait before taking another swig of whisky.

			His fingers tightened against the flask as Gabrielle’s gaze hovered to the left and right, but wouldn’t quite meet his. “I came because I needed to tell you.” She drew a deep breath, making dread shift in his stomach, pooling alongside the whisky. “And because I knew you would be here.” Her eyes finally met his and held. “You’ve not been at home the other times I tried, you see,” she accused.

			Thomas gritted his teeth. No, he’d not been at home. There were arrangements to make. Funerals to organize.

			Bottles to drink.

			And tell him what, precisely? He could understand if Gabrielle had a desire to speak with him, considering the depth of his sister’s scandal. But whatever his betrothed had to say was a conversation best had in private, not at the foot of a casket. He deserved a chance to explain.

			Beg, if necessary.

			“I will call on you tomorrow,” he said, his voice hoarse, his hand outstretched. “We might speak then.”

			But she was already twisting the betrothal ring from her finger. He felt the cold press of it against his open palm. “I am sorry, my lord. But I think it is best if I do not see you again.”

			His fingers curled over the ring. Bloody hell. Would she no longer even call him Thomas? He’d kissed this woman, for Christ’s sake. Offered her his hand and title in marriage. But apparently his intended considered the title of marchioness a poor payment for enduring the taint left by his sister’s ruin, because she was already turning for the door.

			Gabrielle’s departure had not gone unnoticed, either. Around him the crowd was stirring, the whispers shifting. It was one thing to be left at the altar, but this was a different notion entirely. As the vultures circled closer and the woman who had once been his future slipped out of the drawing room door, he took another generous sip of whisky, not even bothering to try to hide the flask this time. Let them gawk. Let them talk. It no longer mattered.

			Perhaps his sister had found the right solution after all.

			And perhaps it was time for him to disappear as well.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1 

			London, April 1853

			Wilson, the aging butler who ruled Cardwell House with a glove-­covered fist, sometimes acted as though there was a metal prod shoved up his bum. Not that good posture wasn’t an essential element of the position, and by all accounts Wilson was excellent at his job.

			But today that prod looked to have been heated in a fire prior to insertion.

			And that meant someone—­most likely her—­was about to catch a scolding.

			Lucy Westmore sighed into the silence of the greenhouse, resenting this small intrusion more than she should. Wilson didn’t say a word as he pulled to a halt in front of her, carrying his omnipresent silver tray. Not that he had to. His scowl was loud enough. But years of dealing with the old butler’s frowns had taught her the best recourse was to head off his lecture with a well-­placed apology. So she brushed the dirt from her hands, peered up from where she was kneeling, and tried to fit a repentant smile to her face.

			“I know I missed calling hours again, Wilson. And I am sorry, truly I am. I just need a few more minutes.” She shoved a fistful of blond hair out of her eyes while she waited for his response. Damn, but it was hot in the greenhouse today, the air thick and musty and oppressive. Perhaps she had spent one too many hours here, sweltering over the sweet pea seedlings she was preparing for the St. James Orphanage community garden.

			A drop of sweat slid down her nose, and Lucy’s gaze settled on the butler’s balding pate. It would be heavenly to do something similar with her own unruly hair. She was tempted to giggle as she imagined what his scowl might look like then, but giggling never helped her cause where Wilson was concerned.

			He’d been butler to her father for seventeen years, and to the previous Lord Cardwell for twenty-­odd years before that. As such, he commanded a familiarity none of the other servants dared. She might be twenty-­one years old and of an age to mind her own affairs, but he never failed to scold her, should the circumstances call for it.

			Which, admittedly, they usually did.

			But couldn’t he see this was important?

			Growing impatient now, Lucy rocked back on her heels and gestured to her dirt-­stained trousers. “Surely you wouldn’t have wanted me to receive callers dressed like this? It would have been ever so much worse.” When his scowl deepened, she switched tactics. “Would it help if I promised to apologize to Mother and Lydia later?” Although, she was quite sure Lydia wouldn’t mind. As far as sisters went, she was the lovely, forgiving sort.

			Mother, on the other hand . . .

			The thought of her mother’s reaction to her tardiness—­and her trousers—­was enough to make Lucy wince. She should have quit the greenhouse hours ago, but she’d simply lost track of time. Yes, that was what she would say.

			Hopefully, it sounded like a more reasonable excuse than the truth, which was that she’d rather extract Wilson’s metal prod from his bum and shove it in her eye than suffer through another round of prescribed calling hours with Mother. For Lucy, they were an excruciating reminder of just how awfully her life was about to change. She might have agreed to go through with it but she’d be damned if she delivered herself trussed and bound for the upcoming Season one second earlier than necessary.

			“I will change before dinner,” she added. “And I promise I will try to remember calling hours next week. But these seedlings are wilting and I must—­”

			“Miss Lucy,” Wilson interrupted, which would have seemed a terribly rude thing for a butler to do if she hadn’t been so relieved he was finally speaking to her. “Save your explanations for your mother. I suspect you will need them this time.”

			She bit her lip. “She is very angry?”

			Two bushy brows lifted high, like gray mustaches above his eyes. “Lady Cardwell spent half the afternoon making excuses for your absence, and the other half bemoaning your future. I even saw her look out the front window, no doubt to see if you were swinging from a tree.”

			Lucy flushed. “I haven’t done that since I was a child.”

			Wilson cocked his head, his silence deafening.

			“Fine. Since I was seventeen.” She sighed, realizing how awful that sounded. What self-­respecting seventeen-­year-­old still climbed trees? But she’d never been like other girls. And despite her best intentions, despite constantly stifling her natural impulses and trying to behave the way a proper lady would, she was beginning to reach the conclusion she probably never would. “Honestly, I am not trying to upset her, Wilson. I just have different interests.”

			He shook his head, as though she were a hopeless case. “Well, I have not come because of your mother, or even because of the calling hours you have so predictably missed.” He leaned forward, slowly extending the tray he carried. “You’ve a package. It came in today’s post.”

			Lucy was startled enough to fall silent. Not quite the vehemence of his usual objections to her penchant for wallowing in dirt and trouble, but then, Wilson was as slippery as an eel. No doubt he was biding his time, waiting for her guard to drop.

			She climbed to her feet and eyed the proffered tray. At first glance the package seemed rather innocuous. About ten inches square and wrapped in brown paper, it sat on the butler’s silver salver like a large, plain cousin to the dainty white letters that surrounded it. Its appearance sparked some mild curiosity, but then again, most correspondence did.

			She regularly received letters from her brother, Geoffrey, who was partway through his first year at university. She also maintained a vigorous communication with several philanthropic organizations, and a felon or two besides, if one considered her campaign to improve the conditions for prisoners in Newgate.

			But as her eyes settled over the handwriting on the outside of the package, she felt a sudden quiver in her stomach. Because the parcel was addressed in the same distinctive scrawl that adorned the Christmas cards Aunt E sent every year from Cornwall.

			And a package from Aunt E engendered more than mild curiosity when you considered the woman had died two weeks ago.

			Her fingers reached out and Wilson jerked back the tray. “Oh, no, Miss Lucy. Not until you wash your hands.”

			She glared down at her fingers. Bugger it all. They were only a little dirty. Not to mention the fact she was a goddamned grown woman of twenty-­one years.

			“You are a cruel beast of a man, Wilson.”

			A smile finally claimed his broad, wrinkled face. “I am at least a clean, cruel beast of a man.” He pointed a gloved finger toward the washstand that waited at the greenhouse entrance. “And I’ll not have you sullying my tray. We’ve just polished the silver.”

			Lucy stalked toward the washstand, grumbling out loud—­mainly because she knew Wilson expected her to. As she scrubbed her hands, she pondered what the arrival of such a parcel could mean. For years, her aunt’s only correspondence with the family had been a single annual Christmas card, signed with an impersonal “E.” It was unconventional at best, coldhearted at worst, an annual reminder the woman cared so little for her family she couldn’t be bothered to think of them more than once a year.

			She didn’t even wait for the butler’s footsteps to fade before tearing open the brown paper wrapping. Several items fell to the greenhouse floor, tinkling on the Egyptian tile, but she was too intrigued by the series of leather-­bound books emerging in her hands to pay them much mind. Why had Aunt E sent her books? And more to the point, how had she done it, given that the package clearly must have been posted after her death?

			Lucy opened the cover of the top book and read the inscription on the first page.

			The Diary of Edith Lucille Westmore

			January 1, 1813

			Though the air in the greenhouse was warm and heavy, a chill rippled down her spine. Apparently, her mysterious Aunt E had a name. A real name, not just a single, detached letter.

			Part of it, at least, was Lucy’s own name.

			Why had no one ever told her?

			She closed the cover, suddenly feeling nervous. There appeared to be four volumes, and in her hands they felt terribly old, with small cracks in the leather and gaps in the stitching. But the physical history of the diaries paled in comparison to the history of the woman they represented. Lucy was holding a more intimate knowledge of her aunt than she had ever been permitted to know in real life, and she didn’t know whether to lock the books away unread or fall upon them voraciously and read them from cover to cracked cover.

			She glanced down at the drooping seedlings, suddenly feeling far less enthusiastic about the orphanage’s garden. Her gaze shifted to several other items, scattered about her feet and glinting amidst the spilled dirt. There was a folded letter of some sort, as well as a key and a piece of jewelry. She bent down and reached out her hand, gathering them up.

			The necklace intrigued her, a pendant strung on a black velvet ribbon. Lucy ran a finger over the shifting colors in the stone—­green, gold, and brown. She’d never seen anything like it on the necks of women in London.

			Then again, she’d never seen her aunt on the streets of London either.

			Unfolding the letter, she held her breath.

			Dear Lucille,

			Her fingers tightened against the paper. Anyone who knew her understood she preferred to be called Lucy. But her aunt was a complete enigma to her.

			It served that the reverse might be true as well.

			I know you must be surprised to receive this package, given that by now I am quite dead. But I suspect someone—­probably a man—­will try to thwart my wishes, and so I have taken this step to ensure my intentions are honored.

			The life of a peer’s daughter is difficult. Believe me, I understand, more than you know. But to be the eccentric daughter of a peer is harder still, and even as a six-­year-­old child it was clear you marched to your own tune. My hope is that in reading my diary, you will understand the choices I have made. It is up to you to sort out whether your own independence is worth the price I paid for mine. Probably someone will try to convince you I was mad—­or worse, that you are yourself. But I lived my life the way I wanted, and vow I shall greet death in a similar fashion.

			My only hope is that you find the courage to as well.

			I am leaving you more than my journal, Lucille. I am also leaving you Heathmore Cottage. It isn’t much, I know, but perchance it might offer you the freedom to choose your own future. Guard its secrets well, Lucille.

			And remember me fondly, as I have always remembered you.

			—­E

			The air pushed from Lucy’s lungs in a confused rush.

			Aunt E had left her Heathmore? And what was this nonsense about secrets and fond memories? It was all so odd. She barely knew her aunt, certainly not well enough to have shed more than the perfunctory tear when news of her death had reached London. The family had not even traveled to Cornwall for the funeral, save for Father, who was more or less morally obligated to see his older sister buried.

			Confused, Lucy lifted the key to a skein of sunlight streaming through the greenhouse roof, studying its ridges and angles. She possessed only the dimmest memory of Heathmore Cottage, from a summer visit when she had been about six years old. She could recall a whitewashed home overlooking choppy green waters, and the steady beat of wind in her face. Though she could no longer remember the curve of her aunt’s cheek, she retained a clear memory of a set of glass figurines, lifted down from a mantel and placed in her chubby hands.

			Unsettled by the sudden rush of memories, Lucy shoved the key and the necklace into her trouser pocket, then folded the letter and stowed it between the pages of the top journal. She’d been a fanciful child, and those memories of Heathmore were murky at best.

			She remembered far better the things that happened after that summer.

			Soon thereafter, Grandfather had died and her father assumed the title. Governesses and curmudgeonly butlers had been introduced into her life. And all contact with her aunt had contracted to that single, lonely card at Christmas.

			More’s the pity.

			From what little she could remember, it had been a fun visit.

			Then again, Wilson hadn’t been part of her life yet to spoil her fun.

			AS FAR AS handshakes went, it was a fine, firm one.

			But firm or not, Thomas’s mind was not entirely eased. According to his understanding of Miss E’s last will and testament, which had been read just this morning by the solicitor up from St. Ives, he was not shaking hands with the correct person.

			“You are sure your daughter will approve the sale, Lord Cardwell?” Thomas glanced uneasily at the two-­story crofter’s cottage which was now—­for better or worse—­his responsibility. Built on the most exposed part of the cliff, Heathmore Cottage braced itself against the wind like a stooped old soul, leaning ever so slightly off center. The front door lay open, its broken latch dangling. They’d had some difficulty gaining entrance without a key, a fact remedied by Thomas’s forceful shoulder applied against the salt-­weathered wood.

			That had sparked his first twinge of guilt, as if he was somehow trespassing to conduct a buyer’s inspection without a proper key. The second twinge of guilt had come over the price. There had been little by way of actual negotiation. He simply named a figure—­four hundred pounds, to include both the cottage and the surrounding property—­and Lord Cardwell immediately accepted.

			Not that the dwelling he’d just purchased inspired much by way of confidence. He might have even paid too much. The stone walls of the old farmhouse had once been plastered white but now appeared a sickly gray, and in some places the plaster had fallen completely away to show the darker stone beneath. The roof’s thatching was infested with mold and vermin and would need to be completely replaced, preferably with something a bit more modern. And thanks to the leaking roof, the floorboards in the bedrooms abovestairs were rotting. Miss E hadn’t even lived here in several years, preferring instead to take cleaner and drier rooms in town.

			Of course, he wasn’t interested in the condition of the dwelling. His real interest lay in the property itself, and the hundred or so acres surrounding the cottage.

			Thanks to his time at university, Thomas was the only formally educated soul in Lizard Bay, save the vicar. The towns­people seemed largely oblivious to the potential in the coastal soil, but he knew the true value of the property, thanks to his scientific curiosity and the long hours he’d spent prowling the surrounding fields and cliff tops.

			But admitting he coveted Heathmore for reasons beyond making his home here wouldn’t help his cause, and so he kept those thoughts to himself.

			Lord Cardwell waved a hand toward the ramshackle cottage. “Oh, I can assure you, Lord Branston, my daughter has no need for a falling-­down house. She has her first Season nearly upon her, and a husband to find. Until then she has her charities to keep her busy.”

			Thomas felt a slight easing of his conscience. If, as her guardian, Lord Cardwell found it prudent to handle his young daughter’s more distracting affairs, who was he to gainsay the decision? Miss Westmore sounded very young and naive, likely just eighteen if her first Season was looming large. Probably one of those flighty London beauties who lived and breathed for her debut. He’d known a girl like her, once upon a time.

			Thought, even, to marry her.

			It had been three years since his sister’s funeral. Three years since he’d left the cruel gossip and the whispers of those who would judge her. Josephine had been all the family he’d had in the world, and he failed her, utterly. The disquieting reminders of London and the ghosts that lingered there were good enough reason to seal this deal in the most expedient way possible. Lord Cardwell was leaving tomorrow, and Thomas didn’t want the negotiations to stretch back to the city if he could help it. He’d been able to forget, in a fashion, secreted away here in Cornwall. Or if not forget, at least accept the painful path his sister had chosen. But he suspected he would remember all too well should he be forced to return to London.

			Or worse, someone else would remember, put together the pieces, destroy what little solace he had been able to cobble together.

			“Besides,” Cardwell went on, “I suspect my daughter will appreciate the money. She’s always sending various charities her pin money.”

			Thomas didn’t have to force the smile that rose to his lips. At least he could identify with that sentiment. A certain spinster he had known also enjoyed such things, once upon a time.

			“As I am sure you know, your sister was also a staunch supporter of worthy causes,” he said. In fact, Thomas himself had once been one of Miss E’s worthy causes. She’d been the first to welcome him when he arrived at this barren outpost three years ago. Others in town had initially viewed him with suspicion. Not that he blamed them. He had been silent and sullen, the stink of London and whisky clinging to him like a miasma.

			But Miss E had befriended him, and there was no denying the towns­people respected her. Her reputation in town had been a strange, perplexing phenomenon, one Thomas was never able to properly sort out. She was clearly an outsider, eccentric and outspoken, regularly interrupting the vicar’s Sunday ser­vice with her own contrary thoughts on the sermon.

			Cantankerous was the word that came to mind.

			But once Thomas had been taken under her prickly wing, there was no longer any question of his acceptance in Lizard Bay. Miss E had forced him to look beyond his drunken solace to the world beyond. He missed her a good deal.

			If only her brother did as well.

			“Sounds like my sister,” Cardwell agreed, showing few signs of mourning beyond a ring of dark circles below his eyes. “She was forever trying to right the wrongs of the world. But I still can’t imagine what possessed Edith to think this an appropriate bequest for my daughter.” His voice trailed off, doubtful. “It’s falling to pieces.”

			“Perhaps Miss E thought your daughter had fond memories of the place,” Thomas offered, though he’d not seen Lord Cardwell—­nor the man’s daughter—­once in the three years he lived here. How many memories could the chit have?

			Cardwell shook his head. “My daughter was quite young the last time we visited. I doubt she even remembers the journey. More likely Edith has some plot afoot, God rest her soul. She always did.”

			“A plot?” Thomas raised a brow, his mouth twisting with surprise. “Surely it’s just her way of showing a kindness.”

			“Perhaps.” Cardwell sounded tired. “But with no money to cover the repairs, this seems more of a burden for my daughter than a boon. I can’t help but wonder what my sister was thinking.” He looked back at the house, frowning. “I hadn’t realized Edith had permitted the house to fall into such disrepair. Why didn’t she tell me she was in need of financial assistance? I sent her twenty pounds a quarter, but I would have gladly sent her more money if she’d asked.”

			Thomas bit back a retort. Twenty pounds a quarter might have been enough for a frugal spinster to live on, but it couldn’t cover the upkeep of an aging cottage. And if he knew Miss E, she would have felt guilty for accepting her brother’s charity and been far too proud to ask for more. The fact that Cardwell called his sister Edith was proof enough the man scarcely knew her. Everyone in the little town of Lizard Bay—­from the grocer to the vicar—­had called her Miss E. If Lord Cardwell had bestirred himself to come down from London to visit his sister once in a while, he might have seen Heathmore’s decline with his own eyes and intervened before it reached this sorry state. But given the fact that the home’s dilapidated condition was the cause of this quick sale, Thomas held his tongue.

			“I feel a bit guilty,” Lord Cardwell went on. “I should probably pay you to take Heathmore Cottage off my daughter’s hands. It’s out in the middle of nowhere, with not even a proper road to get here. You’ll need the devil’s luck to turn it into something usable.”

			“No need to worry.” Thomas forced a smile to his lips. “I like the solitude the property offers. With a little work and polish, I think it will shape up as a nice escape from . . . er . . . town.”

			Not that Lizard Bay was much of a town. And one scarcely needed to plan an escape from the few hundred souls who made their home there. But he vowed he would try to make Heathmore Cottage livable again, if only to breathe truth into the deception he felt so uncomfortable about fostering. “I admired your sister, Lord Cardwell,” he added, hoping to ease the man’s conscience. “Miss E was always kind to me. I am happy to help her family by removing this burden from your hands.”

			And if Heathmore’s hidden treasures had been left in the hands of a flighty young thing from London, a fine, firm handshake with the girl’s father was surely a reasonable means to an end.

		

	
		
			 

			From the Diary of Edith Lucille Westmore 

			January 1, 1813

			Dear Diary,

			I had always planned to start the New Year by keeping a journal. I simply hadn’t counted on having to start a new life as well. But I cannot see a different way forward. No matter Father’s vile threats, I refuse to marry a gout-­ridden peer who is twice my age.

			In truth, I think I would be deranged to carry it through.

			A wife belongs to her husband. By law, by nature’s edict.

			But a woman alone belongs to herself.

			I want Father’s approval, truly I do. It feels as though I have spent half my life trying in vain to please him, and the other half utterly failing. But if he thinks to control me with threats of an asylum, he doesn’t know me at all. I will make my own choice in this.

			I must, if I am to remain sane.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2 

			Lucy pushed her food around her plate and stole a sideways glance down the dining room table. Father had returned home today, looking worn-­out and weary from his travels, as though he’d gone nearly to hell and back.

			Well, not hell, precisely. Hell was at least a few degrees farther south.

			On every map she’d ever seen, Cornwall stretched away to the west, all the way to the ocean. But knowing where Heathmore Cottage lay on a map wasn’t the same as seeing it with her own eyes. She was bursting with questions over the inheritance Father still hadn’t mentioned, though they were now well into the fourth course of dinner.

			What little she had read from the first of Aunt E’s diaries had left her with more questions than answers. Was her aunt truly mad? Her diary entries hinted she’d possessed a passionate, determined nature. Lucy couldn’t imagine being committed to an asylum simply for refusing to marry. But sane or not, the person Aunt E had been was coming alive through the scribbled pages of her journals. Why did no one speak of her death?

			Why did no one speak of her life?

			As her mother discussed plans to visit the modiste for yet another mind-­numbing fitting before the start of the Season, Lucy slid a hand into the pocket of her skirts, running a finger over the slim iron key she had taken to carrying about like a talisman. If she didn’t soon take matters into her own hands, she was either going to be forced to strangle the modiste or her mother.

			Neither murder would get her any closer to Cornwall.

			So she put down her fork and cleared her throat. Her mother’s head swiveled in her direction, her brow pinched in annoyance. “Lucy,” she admonished. “How many times must I tell you? A lady does not clear her throat. It sounds very common.”

			“But I have something I wish to say.”

			“Well, a lady should never say too much, particularly during dinner. It would never do to interrupt the conversation of the gentleman seated next to you.”

			Lucy stifled a groan, recognizing the familiar pattern of this conversation—­namely, how disastrous the upcoming Season was bound to be, given the sorry state of her manners. “But there isn’t a gentleman seated next to me.” She lifted a hand in her sister’s direction. “There is only Lydia. And no one would ever mistake her for a man.”

			“Probably because she doesn’t wear trousers.” Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “Pity we can’t say the same about you.”

			Lucy bit her lip to keep from saying something she would regret.

			Damn Wilson and his interfering gossip.

			Her mother sighed and placed her fork down next to her plate. “Can’t you see how important this is, dear? For heaven’s sake, the Season is only two weeks away, and you should be seizing every opportunity to practice, not prowling about the greenhouse in trousers. Do you want to be a disaster?”

			“I am sorry,” Lucy mumbled automatically. “I will try harder.”

			“Well, you must start tonight. If you wish to engage in conversation with a gentleman, you must first listen.” Her mother tilted her head, demonstrating. “Wait for a break in the conversation and then catch your partner’s eye.” She fluttered her eyelashes—­a nonsensical bit of artifice for any able-­bodied female but particularly outrageous when wielded by a forty-­odd-­year-­old viscountess who lectured her daughters like a Roman general. “When they acknowledge you, speak quietly and demurely.”

			Lucy rolled her eyes. The gentleman she must meet during the coming Season sounded very dull indeed. “Then how will anyone hear me?”

			“We hear Lydia when she speaks,” her mother pointed out. “You might take a page from her book. Listen more. Practice a little self-­restraint.” She paused, her gaze scattering across Lucy’s hair. “Let your maid curl your hair, for a change.”

			Beside her, Lucy could feel Lydia stiffen. Most young women would preen under such praise, but Lydia’s obvious discomfort was just another reason why Lucy loved her half sister to distraction. The illegitimate daughter of Father’s former mistress, Lydia had been brought to Cardwell House after her mother died. She and Lucy had grown very close in the four years since Lucy’s older sister, Clare, had married a prominent London doctor and moved into her own home. Lydia deserved a Season of her own, and there was no denying she possessed a sweet, gentle temperament far better suited for the role of hopeful debutante.

			But circumstances being what they were, she was to be relegated to the shadows this Season, so as to not steal the spotlight away from Lucy’s sure-­to-­be-­disastrous come-­out.

			Though she didn’t envy Lydia her former life, Lucy did sometimes envy her current position. Illegitimate daughters didn’t need to have Seasons if they didn’t want to.

			And no one cared whether or not they curled their hair.

			Father cleared his throat, which was apparently a fine sound for a man to make. “Well, Lucy. You’ve got the entire table’s attention now. What did you wish to tell us?”

			“It is just . . . I am glad you are back,” she said, apparently too loudly, given the way her mother glared down the table. She drew a deep breath, striving for quiet and demure. “Do tell us, Father,” she said, feeling as false as her voice. “How did the trip to Cornwall go?”

			He grimaced. “It was not particularly pleasant. I am glad it is done, at any rate.” His attention drifted back to his plate.

			Lucy squirmed in her seat, though she knew it would probably earn her an admonishment from her mother to sit like a lady. Surely there was more to the trip than that. “Oh, to hell with it,” she muttered under her breath, causing Lydia to cower. She leaned forward and braced her hands on either side of her plate. “Is Heathmore Cottage the same as I remember?” she blurted out.

			Father looked up. “Heathmore?”

			“Yes.” Lucy nodded. “Aunt E’s house.”

			He blinked at her from behind his spectacles. “I don’t even see how you remember it. You can’t have seen it since you were, what, four years old?”

			“I was six,” she told him, not liking the downward slope to her father’s brow. “It’s a white stone cottage, perched on a cliff.”

			My white stone cottage, her mind insisted on adding. My cliff.

			“Er . . . yes.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I mean, no. Heathmore is not at all the same. You wouldn’t recognize it, I fear. Fortunately, I left things there well settled.”

			Lucy stared at her father with a growing sense of unease. Settled?

			Things were anything but settled.

			In fact, she was feeling decidedly unsettled. Behind her father’s spectacles, his eyes weren’t meeting hers. A wisp of unease uncurled in her stomach.

			“I ask because I received a package from Aunt E this week,” she told him.

			“A package?” Surprise sharpened Mother’s voice. “How is that even possible? The woman died two weeks ago.”

			“She must have had someone mail it in the event of her death,” Lucy reasoned. She slid a hand into her pocket, her fingers dancing over the key. How much to reveal? The journals seemed a terribly private gift to mention. If Aunt E had wanted others to see them, she wouldn’t have taken such pains to see the pages delivered in so surreptitious a manner. The necklace, too, was something she didn’t want to share. God knew it wasn’t the sort of jewelry one wore to church. Heathmore Cottage, on the other hand, was a gift that could not be hidden.

			She pulled out the key and held it up. “Apparently, she’s left me her house.”

			There was a moment of shocked silence, where Lucy was quite sure she could hear the air settle in her lungs. But then her mother made a strangled sound that was anything but demure. “Oh, for heaven’s sake! The woman was mad.”

			Lydia clapped her hands together. “Oh, Lucy, your own house!” she exclaimed, not a trace of envy in her blue eyes. “What a generous bequest.”

			“It isn’t generous, it’s ludicrous,” Mother snapped. “I declare, that woman was always tottering on the edge of insanity. For her to reach out now, when it might sully Lucy’s reputation just as her first Season is about to start . . .” Her voice hitched. “It’s . . . it’s unconscionable.”

			Father offered a weary sigh. “So that’s what happened to the key to Heathmore Cottage,” he murmured. “I had wondered what my sister was up to.” He held out a palm, beckoning for Lucy to pass the key forward up the table. “I’ll just send the key on to Lord Branston. I’d hate for him to have to buy a new lock when we’ve a perfectly good key in hand.”

			Lucy closed her fingers over the key. “Who is Lord Branston?”

			And more to the point, why did he have need of her key?

			Her father frowned. “Now Lucy, be reasonable. Branston’s offer to buy the place is a bit of a relief. The house is falling down. And it is miles from the nearest town, without even a proper road to speak of. I can’t understand why he wants to buy it, but he says he likes the solitude.”

			Lucy’s face grew warm. Oh, bugger it all, Aunt E had been right. Someone was trying to thwart her wishes. And bless her aunt’s no-­longer-­beating heart, it was a man.

			Two men, in fact.

			“You’ve sold my property?” she demanded. “To a hermit?”

			“Not a hermit.” Her father’s frown deepened. “A marquess. I admit, it was a bit of a surprise to find someone so cultured in a town like Lizard Bay.”

			Lucy swallowed the growl that wanted to escape her throat. “Cultured or no, how can he buy Heathmore when I’ve never even spoken to the bloody man? Aunt E left the property to me.” She shoved the key back in her pocket. “I am of age, and I am in possession of the key. It should be my decision whether or not to sell it.”

			Beside her, Lydia made a small squeak of protest.

			Lucy ignored her. She didn’t want to upset her sister, who always grew pale and nervous during domestic squabbles, as if the family she’d been fortunate enough to find was in danger of disintegrating before her eyes. But this wasn’t a battle she could back down from.

			Not if she wished to claim her inheritance.

			Father stared at her as though she had grown two heads. “Frankly, I am surprised to hear of your interest in the place. I’ve never seen you show the slightest interest in anything beyond your petty distractions in London.”

			Lucy felt a familiar spark of anger to hear her work so described, as though her philanthropic pursuits were some form of childish amusement. She wanted nothing more than her father’s approval, lived and breathed for the occasional word of praise. Why couldn’t he for once acknowledge her accomplishments? Had he any notion of how hard she worked? How many sleepless nights she’d spent, penning letter after letter, hoping to change the course of the world? “They are not petty,” she retorted. “And one has nothing to do with the other.”

			“Lucy,” he said, chidingly now, “truly, I have done you a favor to dispose of Heathmore Cottage so expeditiously.” He reached into his jacket pocket and drew out a bank note, waving it as though it was a flag of truce. “And you’ve four hundred pounds for your trouble.” He handed it to a footman, who brought it down to Lucy. “Perhaps you might like to send it on to one of your nice charities, hmm?”

			Lucy glared down at the bank note. Nice charities? Oh, for heaven’s sake.

			Didn’t he understand she corresponded with felons?

			“How could it only be four hundred pounds?” she demanded. She might not remember much about Heathmore, but she did recall how the fields above her aunt’s house had seemed to stretch to the moon. She glared at her father. “Why, there must be dozens of acres.”

			“Around a hundred, I think. But it isn’t arable land. A more useless bit of heath and bog I’ve never seen. Trust me, I’ve done you a favor.”

			Lucy’s nails dug deep into the skin of her palms. “Whether or not I sell it—­and who I sell it to—­is a decision I will make for myself.” She lifted her chin. “I insist on inspecting the property myself. We can leave tomorrow.”

			Her mother’s hand flew to her throat, fluttering in agitation. “Lucy, you can’t be serious. Your father just returned from that godforsaken place, and your Season is about to start!” Her voice rose a hysterical notch. “We’ve waited for this year for too long already. Any longer and you’ll be too far on the shelf to have any chance of a good match!”

			“And what a pity that would be,” Lucy grumbled mutinously.

			Her father leaned back in his chair. “Don’t be obstinate about this, Lucy. It’s an impossible idea. The cottage is falling down. And it is infested with rats and vermin. Quite uninhabitable.”

			Lucy glared at him. Had her parents any notion that, to her, the thought of the coming Season—­an archaic process that more or less sold young women of good breeding to the highest bidder—­was enough to give the idea of living in a rat-­infested cottage a good deal of appeal?

			“If it is so terrible,” she pointed out, “then why does Lord Branston want it?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I would like to see Heathmore for myself. Only then will I know whether selling the property is the right choice. And I must remind you, I am twenty-­one years old. I am of an age to make my own choices on this matter.”

			At that, her father’s face turned an unfortunate shade of red. “And how do you think you will you get there?” he asked, his voice a tangle of irritation. “You’d need train fare to Salisbury. An overnight stay at the inn, and then a coach to take you on from there. All of that costs money, and that is the one thing my sister didn’t leave you.”

			“I will use my pin money,” she declared hotly.

			“If you have any saved, I suppose you are welcome to try.” At Mother’s squeak of protest, her father raised his hand, as though asking for a moment to explain. “But I refuse to give you a penny more.”

			Lucy gaped at him. “You would take away my pin money?”

			“As you have so enthusiastically pointed out, you are of age.” He raised a brow in challenge. “But I know you, Lucy. You haven’t any money saved. Perhaps, if you put it away like Lydia does, instead of sending it to every lost cause in London, you might have a nice sum to set by, but you’ve never been able to hold onto a farthing.”

			This time Lucy was too angry—­and too hurt—­to ignore the slight.

			“Lost causes?” she choked out, wishing that for once Father could be supportive of her interests, rather than merely tolerant. “And here I thought they were merely ‘petty distractions.’ ”

			He frowned, but that didn’t mean she had won the point.

			Because . . . he was right.

			She didn’t have the money to fund a trip to Cornwall. She ought to, given that she received three pounds a month in spending money and had no interest whatsoever in ribbons and clocked stockings and the like. But as he had pointed out, her pin money had a habit of falling through her fingers, straight into the coffers of her charities.

			She had always thought she was saving the outside world with her generosity.

			But now she wondered if she might not have been ruining her own future instead.

			Her father tapped a firm finger against the table. “Lucy, you can’t afford this house. You haven’t the money to travel, much less the funds to make it livable.” He picked up his fork, the redness in his face easing now. “These sorts of antics were tolerable when you were seventeen, but you are a grown woman now, with responsibilities to your position. You’ve the coming Season and your entire life ahead of you. Your mother has gone to great expense to prepare you for your come-­out, and you might be a bit more grateful for the opportunity. Heathmore is sold, and you’ll just have to accept it, hmm?”

			The usual sounds of dinner slowly resumed. Forks against china, the low hum of conversation. No doubt it was a relief to the rest of them to have the matter so handily dismissed. But Lucy felt as though the walls of the dining room were closing in on her.

			Smothering her.

			She knew she was being impulsive—­indeed, she’d been accused of such proclivities her entire life. And she wasn’t entirely foolish. She knew that in her present financial state, she very likely couldn’t afford the property. But that didn’t mean she didn’t want to try.

			Something about this fight stirred a recklessness in her that felt far more real than the looming Season. The fate of Heathmore Cottage—­indeed, the fate of her own future—­was hanging in the balance. No other cause had ever felt quite so necessary to her very survival.

			She pushed away her plate. “May I please be excused?” she asked.

			Quietly and demurely.

			Just the way she had been ordered.

			When her mother nodded, Lucy waited for a footman to hold her chair, then stood up, smoothing a hand down the front of her silk skirts. It was wasteful, she knew, leaving her plate half full on the table. Many in London lacked food tonight, much less gilt-­edged china to eat it from. She ought to know, given that feeding the unfortunate poor in East London was another one of her “petty distractions.” But tonight the thought of staying at the table one second longer than necessary made her stomach churn in anger, not hunger.

			She made her way meekly out of the dining room, head down and hands clasped in front of her. But despite the outward façade, her inner thoughts tumbled about, gaining speed and shape. No, she didn’t have money of her own.

			But livable or no, Heathmore Cottage was hers. A gift from Aunt E, to restore or sell as she saw fit. This Lord Branston fellow needed to prepare himself for disappointment.

			Because by Father’s own damning words, lost causes were her specialty.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3 

			Lord Branston

			c/o Postmaster, Lizard Bay, Cornwall

			April 12, 1853

			Dear Lord Branston,

			Despite whatever agreement you believe you have reached with my father, he lacks the legal authority to act on my behalf. I am of an age to make my own decisions, and if I decide to sell Heathmore Cottage, you can be sure it will not be for so paltry a price. I am returning your bank note, with my regrets. Please return the home and the property to the condition in which my aunt left them. Any further association with the property will be considered trespass.

			I will not hesitate to involve the authorities if necessary.

			Yours Sincerely,

			Miss Lucy Westmore

			Thomas stared down at the letter, the bank note crumpling in his hand.

			Well, this was . . . unfortunate.

			Scarcely twenty feet away, the cottage’s newly replastered walls gleamed white in the sunlight. The dusty parlor furniture had been pulled out and scrubbed down. Mrs. Wilkins, the proprietress of the boardinghouse down in Lizard Bay, had spent yesterday morning washing the cottage’s dusty windows with vinegar-­soaked rags. And above his head the new roof was slowly taking shape, though he’d only been able to find one roofer willing to take the job, and the slate had to be carried up the narrow, twisting path on the back of an obstinate donkey. But now the letter from Miss Westmore threatened to undo it all.

			Return the home and property to the condition in which my aunt left them.

			How was he supposed to do that? Rip off the new slate roof?

			Through his irritation, a reluctant bit of respect tried to intrude. Whoever else she was, Miss E’s niece was not quite the frippery-­minded miss he’d imagined. The girl must have a core of steel to cross her father in this way. In fact, there were elements to her letter that reminded him suspiciously—­painfully—­of a certain deceased spinster. Miss Westmore sounded like a very determined young woman, and if she was anything like her aunt, he’d made a misstep in negotiating with her father instead of her.

			As he shoved the letter and bank note into his coat pocket, Thomas eyed the boy who’d brought the letter up from town. The lad was the smallest of the Tanner orphans, with a shock of red hair and a face full of freckles. It was good to see he was wearing shoes today. In January, Thomas had seen Danny tripping about town with naught but socks on his feet—­and not because he’d lacked the shoes, either, because Thomas had personally seen the entire lot of Tanners shod around Christmas time. It seemed, upon further interrogation, the boy had thought shoes were too fine a luxury to wear to anything but church. But today, shoes were clearly not the worst of the boy’s problems. The lad’s left eye was red and swelling.

			“Have you been beaten then, Danny?” Thomas could scarcely imagine the postmaster lifting a hand to the lad, or old Jamieson, the town grocer who sometimes had odd jobs for the Tanner boys. “You can tell me if someone’s been hurting you.”

			The boy shook his head, his eyes focused somewhere in the vicinity of his scuffed shoes. “Just some roughing around from one of my brothers.”

			“Would you care to tell me which one?” Thomas waited for a further explanation. Seemed like more than the usual sort of fisticuffs, but it had been a while since he was a boy of that age. Twenty-­odd years, in fact. And even then he had been nothing like Danny.

			Oh, there were enough similarities to give him pause. He, too, had been an orphan, but instead of three feisty brothers, he’d had a sister. And instead of growing up surrounded by towns­people who knew and loved him, he and Josephine had been granted only a cold, uncaring guardian, followed by a relentless string of boarding schools.

			When Danny remained mutinously silent, Thomas sighed. He could respect wanting to protect one’s siblings, if nothing else. “Well, if you’re determined to protect your brothers, I suppose I can respect that. But try to be more careful.” He dug a coin from his pocket and tossed it to the boy. “And give the postmaster my thanks for having you bring the letter on so quickly.”

			Danny caught the coin in the air. “It weren’t so quick,” he admitted, looking down at the ground. “None of us wanted to come and deliver it, and we got into a bit of a row about it.” He touched a finger to his swollen eye. “I’m the smallest, you see, so I lost.”

			“You fought to see who wouldn’t have to bring the letter?” Thomas asked, perplexed. That hardly made sense. He always tipped them well. “Why?”

			“Well . . . that is, you see . . .” Danny glanced nervously toward the cottage. “It’s the haints.”

			“You think Heathmore is haunted?”

			Danny took a step toward the rocky path that meandered the two miles or so back to Lizard Bay. “I heard Mrs. Wilkins tell Mr. Jamieson she could hear Miss E moaning up here, pining for her lost love.”

			Thomas had to work to control the bark of laughter that wanted to work its way out of his throat. Miss E, pining for a man. It was about the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard. Why, Miss E had eaten men for breakfast. She’d had Mr. Jamieson, the local grocer, cowering at her feet in fear of messing up her monthly order of snuff, and her long-­running feud with the town vicar had been the stuff of legends.

			“You don’t need to worry.” Thomas smiled. He supposed he’d had his own fears at Danny’s age, when ghosts had seemed a far more terrifying prospect than the threat of inner demons. He’d only been eleven when his parents died in a carriage accident, and he’d imagined them as ghosts more than once. “Miss E is in heaven now, not a ghost come back to haunt you.” The devil seized him then. “If anything, I think she’d come back to haunt Reverend Wellsbury, don’t you?”

			Danny’s eyes flew wide, and Thomas mentally kicked himself. Clearly, one didn’t joke around about ghosts with eight-­year-­olds.

			“But Mrs. Wilkins said—­”

			“Mrs. Wilkins likes a bit of gossip, hmmm?” Thomas interrupted. In fact, most of the towns­people who lived in Lizard Bay did. “You shouldn’t pay her any mind.”

			The wind chose that moment to rear up, an eerie, howling sound that whistled through the nearby rocks. The boy jumped like something flushed from the heather. “C-­Can I go now?” Danny stammered. “This place gives me the woolies.”

			Thomas cocked an ear toward the edge of the cliff. Woolies was a rather unscientific term, but he supposed he could understand the sentiment, given that the hairs on his own neck had pricked to attention. With Miss E’s permission, he’d spent many an hour here, hiking the moors above the cottage, exploring the cliff walls, noting the area’s unusual geography and studying the plant life. In all those hours of introspective study, he’d never before paid the sound of the wind much mind. But then, he didn’t believe in ghosts.

			Not unless they were of the living variety.

			“It’s just a natural scientific phenomenon,” he explained to the boy. “I suspect the sound is produced by the shape of the cliff face and the updraft from the ocean.”

			Danny gaped at him, his mouth wide enough to catch flies. “Phenom-­what?”

			“The wind.” Thomas pulled a hand through his hair. How did one explain such things to an uneducated eight-­year-­old? “It’s just the sound of the wind.”

			“Gor. You know a lot of big words, Lord Branston.”

			“So would you if you would apply yourself more diligently to your studies.”

			“Dili-­gent?” the boy mouthed uncertainly.

			“It means to work hard.”

			Danny’s lower lip protruded in a definite pout. “I don’t need to study hard. Who needs books and numbers, anyway? I’m going to be a fisherman, like my da was.”

			Thomas shook his head, feeling bad for the boy. It had been less than a year since Danny’s father died at sea, and he supposed that wound was still raw. But if the boy thought he had a fisherman’s future in Lizard Bay, he was sorely mistaken. “Danny, we’ve been through this. I am willing to pay for you and your brothers to go to university when you are older, but you must study hard now in order to qualify. I would encourage you to think beyond fishing. What if you had a chance to become a barrister? Or a doctor?”

			“Barri-­what?” came the boy’s mumbled response.

			Thomas hesitated, knowing his words probably sounded hollow, given that he himself provided no useful contribution to the world at large. Who was he to give such advice to a boy of eight? He had gone to university because he’d wanted to, not because he had to. After all, he’d become a marquess at the age of eleven, and acquiring a higher education wasn’t a prerequisite for the job. Moreover, looking back, it had been a supremely selfish decision. He’d left his sister behind, alone and unprotected.

			And when he finally came of age, it turned out that a knowledge of botany and geology had not in any way prepared him for the dissolute life of a peer. He’d have done better studying probabilities at the hazard table, or fermentation and distillation techniques.

			Danny took a decided step toward the path that would carry him back down to town. “Well, I still say I want to be a fisherman.” He jumped as the eerie sound echoed again up from the cliff face. The boy’s face turned white. “It’s her gh-­ghost,” he stammered, “not the wind!” And with that, he turned and sprinted back toward the safety of town.

			Thomas watched the back of the boy’s head disappear through the break in the rocks. Part of him wanted to follow. Leave the cottage to the feisty Miss Westmore and be done with it. That would certainly be the easiest path, and Lord knew he’d already dealt with enough family drama in his lifetime.

			But he’d already run away from too many difficult decisions in his life, and he supposed he owed it to Miss E’s memory to safeguard the land she had loved.

			As he turned back and looked out over the moors stretching up above the cottage, he thought of all that the property held, and all that might be lost if he let it go. The repairs to the structure aside, the real value of the property lay beneath its soil, not within its walls. He couldn’t believe Miss E had meant to endanger it by leaving it to neglectful relatives, but then, she’d grown a bit senile in her later years. He’d thrown himself into procuring it for honorable reasons, and he was loath to let it go so easily, now that the seeds to save it had been planted. Worse, the most damning line from Miss Westmore’s tersely worded letter kept swimming through his head.

			If I decide to sell it, you can be sure it will not be for so paltry a price.

			She had all but threatened to sell the property to the highest bidder. That meant if he wanted to save Heathmore from those who would exploit it, he was going to need to take the negotiations to London. And so Thomas trudged back to the cottage to call off the roofers, already mentally calculating his route to London, dreading every agonizing mile.

			God, he hated London. Was there a hope in hell he could manage this trip without falling apart? Thanks, in part, to Miss E’s insistence on temperance, he felt more in control of his life now. More capable of resisting the bottle, at any rate. But he knew he was untested in his current state. There was little enough by way of temptation here in Cornwall.

			London, however, was a different beast entirely.

			Perhaps he’d spent too long avoiding this decision, too long trying to convince himself of all the reasons why he shouldn’t set foot in the city. It had been three years, after all. Three years since he’d fled his sister’s funeral and his fiancée’s betrayal, heartsick and confused and more than a little inebriated. He knew he had changed, largely for the better.

			But had London changed?

			Had she?

			Heaven help them all, he was about to find out.

		

	
		
			 

			From the Diary of Edith Lucille Westmore 

			January 20, 1813

			Today, Father called in our family doctor. After questioning me at length and completing a cursory examination, Dr. Bashings withdrew from the room to confer with my father for a good half hour, their voices hushed and urgent. When I pressed my ear to the door, I caught only one word, but it was more than enough.

			Bedlam.

			That most terrifying of threats, the asylum where the ton disposes of their unwanted women. But would Father really do it? I know I am too outspoken for my own good. According to my father, it is one of my most significant flaws. In retrospect, I probably shouldn’t have rapped Dr. Bashings on the head and told him to mind his own bellows when he asked about my menstrual cycle, but honestly, I can’t see what one has to do with the other. For now I’m to be given a prescription, some vile-­tasting powder that is to be mixed with my milk at night.

			Apparently my humors run too hot for Dr. Bashing’s comfort.

			Well, they are certainly running hot now.

			I may not be a pliable sort of young miss, but I refuse to be a drugged one.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 4 

			“The post has arrived, Miss Lucy.”

			Lucy looked up, immediately on guard. Ever since penning her letter to Lord Branston, she’d felt on edge whenever Wilson brought the post. Something told her the man who wanted Heathmore Cottage would not be so easily put off.

			But why was Wilson smiling?

			“Am I to presume a letter has come from Geoffrey, then?” she asked warily, closing her aunt’s diary and tucking it into the pocket of her day dress.

			“Yes, your brother is proving remarkably dedicated to his correspondence these past few months.” His bushy brows rose in amusement. “Shall I fetch your gloves?”

			Lucy picked up Geoffrey’s latest letter by one corner, sniffing it suspiciously. “No, I am sure that won’t be necessary. He never pulls the same prank twice.” Although repeating the mischief when someone didn’t expect it would be a prank in and of itself, wouldn’t it?

			Geoffrey was famous for such things.

			Or rather, he was infamous.

			Last month, he’d sent her a letter whose pages had been soaked in the juice of hot peppers. After she accidentally touched her face, her eyes had watered for hours. Last week he’d sent a letter containing a sachet of ink cleverly hidden behind the wax seal. When she opened it, the ink had gotten all over her hands and ruined one of her favorite dresses.

			Who knew what horrors this one contained?

			“I’ll just let you open this one.” Lydia giggled from the sofa where she was bent over her embroidery. “Read it out loud, if you would.”

			“Coward,” Lucy laughed, though she could understand the need for caution. She carefully slid a fingernail beneath the wax seal, half expecting the thing to burst into flames. She’d never admit it out loud, but it felt good to have Geoffrey prank them by letter. He’d escaped to university this past autumn—­ostensibly to further his education, though she suspected he did so primarily to extend his career as a professional trickster.

			She missed him more than she’d thought she would.

			She looked up from her careful task to find Wilson peering down. She smiled, knowing the servant missed Geoffrey every bit as much as she did. “Don’t you have something to polish?” she asked, though her words held no heat. She did so enjoy catching Wilson engaging in poor manners, given that the reverse was so frequently true.

			“Only you, Miss Lucy.” He gave her a freshly forged frown. “Only you.”

			As he puttered away to wherever Wilson went when he wasn’t harassing her, Lucy leaned back into the chair to read the letter in peace. Geoffrey’s handwriting was a tight, familiar scrawl, but the paper itself looked as though it had been written out of doors, with noticeable grass stains along the edges. Probably on the cricket field, if she knew her brother.

			She felt a frisson of irritation to see the evidence
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