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      With a drawn-out sigh, Jason relaxed overtop of Flossie, the first buzz of his morning energy spent. Flossie hummed and closed her arms around him. He wouldn’t believe her. For the last three weeks, every time that she tried to tell him she enjoyed being with him, that she loved to feel the power surge through his body and then disperse with his completion, he refused to take her at her word. Perhaps he still thought of himself as an uncontrollable monster putting her through an unbearable torture. She couldn’t imagine why. He’d gained far more control of himself than he gave himself credit for, and far quicker than she would have guessed he would.

      “Ah, good morning,” he said, withdrawing from her and rolling to his side.

      “Good morning yourself,” she replied, breathless.

      He removed his protective device and set it aside. That done, he settled his head against his pillow and pulled her into his arms on top of him. He smiled. What a beautiful way to start the day.

      “You’re in a cheery mood this morning,” she said, shifting to prop her arms against his chest so that she could look down on his lazy smile. It was barely dawn and the light that filtered through Jason’s curtains was pale and delicate, but she knew his face so well now, knew every part of him with intimate familiarity, that she only needed a little light to see the whole story.

      “Why shouldn’t I be cheerful?” he asked, underscoring his mood. “I’ve been the talk of the town for the last two weeks since the hotel opening, every room is occupied with more bookings coming in daily, and I have a beautiful woman astride my hips.” He laughed at his last comment, shaking Flossie along with him.

      Her heart beat hard and fast in her chest with that laughter. As much as she enjoyed his touch and his thrusts, no matter how passionately he brought sighs of pleasure to her lips, nothing filled her with warmth quite like the sight of him relaxed and happy. If she wasn’t careful, she might actually lose her heart to this strange, broken man.

      “I’d say those reasons are as good as any,” she echoed his happiness, dipping forward to kiss his lips.

      He returned the kiss, spreading his hands across the small of her back. “I’m not sure I deserved that,” he said when she propped herself above him again.

      “Why not? You are the man of the hour, after all.” She started to move off of him.

      “No, stay.”

      “I’m not as light as you think,” she smiled. “I’ll crush you.”

      “Nonsense. Besides, I like the weight. It helps me think.”

      She shook her head and rested her weight on her forearms, crossed over his chest, as she studied him. He didn’t believe the words she said to praise him and he didn’t believe her body’s enthusiastic response, and now he liked her splayed on top of him, smothering him. She knew Jason Throckmorton in every way a woman could, more than he knew himself, it seemed, but she didn’t understand him.

      “The hour is passing,” he said, continuing to stroke her back. His face pinched into thought. “It’s time to think of the next hours.”

      “Well, sometime in the next hour I shall have to go downstairs to my room to wash and change,” she said, then added. “You remember, my room? The lodgings you assigned to me when you hired me?”

      He flickered an eyebrow, grin wicked, and tucked a lock of her loose, black hair behind her ear. “You should use my bathroom,” he said. “It has a tub big enough for two.”

      “Ha,” she teased him. “We tried that and it was a disaster, if you will remember.”

      “We filled it too high,” he replied, sunny with teasing.

      “I need to take a real bath.” She poked his chest. “Or at least wash up. So do you. You have a hotel to run.”

      He shifted and took in a breath, the light of endeavor in his eyes once more. “That’s precisely the point. We could coast on with the momentum we’ve already built, or we could come up with the next grand idea to dazzle the world.”

      “We?” Her heart fluttered and her head buzzed.

      He pushed his head back into his pillow and blinked at her. “Yes, of course. I rely on you to make this hotel work.”

      She arched a brow. “You own half a dozen other hotels.”

      “So? I need you for this one.”

      “Because the rest of the staff is afraid of you and prefers to take orders from me?”

      “Not all of them do,” he said with a touch of warning to his tone. It quickly melted into a smile. “But you’re right about them being afraid of me. I don’t mind.”

      “Of course you don’t,” she ribbed him. “You encourage it. You like it.”

      “Besides,” he went on, smoothing his hands from her shoulders to her backside, “You abound with innovative ideas.”

      “Do I?”

      She sat up, resting her weight across the top of his hips. The bedcovers fell away, and Jason’s eyes strayed to her breasts. He smiled like a cat with cream and circled her waist with his hands. He did not, however, re-inflate, as it were. The fact that he could spend himself and not instantly fall into another cycle of lust was a major step forward for him. Flossie knew it, and though they never talked about it, she was certain Jason knew it too. The look in his eyes as he studied her body was one of appreciation, not torture.

      “You have a head for business, Flossie, make no mistake,” he said the way he would if they stood face to face in his office. “You understand the intensity of it and you grasp the importance of finesse.”

      “Is that so?” She grinned with pride. What a thing, to be complimented in such a way by such a man. If she wasn’t careful, it would go straight to her head.

      “It is. And that is why we must work together to devise the next great project for The Dragon’s Head,” he said.  His hands slid up her sides until his thumbs brushed the underside of her breasts. “What do you think?”

      She leaned closer to him, stroking her fingertips across the muscles of his chest. “I think you’re quite charming first thing in the morning when you’ve had a decent night’s sleep.”

      “No, I mean about the hotel,” he corrected her.

      So they were talking seriously about business now. In their current position. Well, nothing would surprise her about Jason Throckmorton and the way his mind worked, not now.

      “What do hotels usually do to attract guests?” she asked, adjusting her frame of mind to the conversation.

      “Location,” he said. “Amenities. Reputation. We have all of those.”

      “Hotels host special events, don’t they?” Her mind began to whirl with ideas.

      “They do,” he nodded and sat up at last, moving her with him so that they sat chest to chest. “Which reminds me, I said I’d meet Lady Charlotte up at Huntingdon Hall today to discuss outings for her house party guests.”

      Warning bells sounded in Flossie’s head. She wasn’t sure Lady Charlotte could be trusted. She was even less sure if Jason had a clear head when it came to the doings of Huntington Hall and its residents. He made no secret whatsoever about his intentions toward Lady Elizabeth. Flossie would have toyed with the idea of being jealous if not for the fact that Lady Elizabeth made no secret of her lack of interest in Jason as a man. Where there would have been envy, Flossie only felt a deep anxiety.

      “What have you come up with for the party?” She asked, extricating herself from him at last and standing. Her uniform from the day before lay draped over the arm of Jason’s chair, her underthings folded beside it. She began to dress.

      “Tea, supper, a tour of the garden,” Jason said, getting up behind her and putting on a robe that hung by the side of his wardrobe. He frowned, the gears of his mind turning. “I can’t truly plan anything without Lady Charlotte’s consent.”

      “That must chafe,” Flossie chuckled.

      He arched a brow at her. “It does. I don’t like to be held back.”

      “No you don’t,” she said, half to herself. In anything. Although she’d known him long and well enough now to suspect that being held back was what kept him from charging headlong into disaster.

      She finished dressing and turned to strip Jason’s bed. Her lips twitched to a grin as she contemplated how quickly her morning chores started. She was still a maid at the hotel, she told herself, no matter what other interesting and varied tasks she performed for Jason.

      “What about some sort of sporting event?” she asked as she gathered the bedsheets in her arms.

      Jason was halfway out of the room, but he turned back. “A sporting event? At a hotel?”

      She followed him into the main room. “It couldn’t be cricket or football, but perhaps croquet? Or you could host some sort of equestrian event. I know you like riding.”

      He grinned as if she had made a lewd joke. “I do.” He veered over to give her a quick kiss, then continued on to his bathroom. “I like the idea of croquet in the garden. The ladies would enjoy it. We’ll talk more later.” With that he disappeared into the bathroom and shut the door.

      As Flossie continued through the main room, she heard the water go on in the tub. Lucky Jason. He could start his morning with a nice bath, but she had work to do and, she noted as she passed the clock on her way to the door, not much time to do it. They had stayed in bed ten minutes later than they should have, which was five minutes later than last week and another ten later than the week before. As delightful as it was for the two of them, it was a bad precedent.

      The hall was empty when she stepped out of Jason’s room, but the sounds of activity were clear all around her. She hugged the sheets tighter and carried them down the hall to the laundry chute. If they were anywhere other than a hotel, she would have washed Jason’s sheets herself to avoid anyone else having a chance to see the evidence of what they were up to, but the girls in the laundry had already treated her to stories of the kinds of things they saw every day. Flossie and Jason were not the only ones on the premises getting up to no good.

      With the sheets taken care of, Flossie hurried down the back stairs into the staff quarters. She could joke and make light of things all she wanted, but she did need a bath and the less time she spent in her own room, the more suspicious people would⁠—

      “Flossie, you’re up early,” Dora said, stepping out of her room across the hall from Flossie’s.

      Dora wore a sweet, innocent smile. Her uniform was clean and pressed. She was the kind of employee any manager would love to have, and the kind of friend one could rely on for anything. Almost anything.

      “I was called up to a guest room before dawn,” Flossie lied. “An elderly woman. She wasn’t feeling well, poor thing. I’m afraid it was a bit of a mess. Now I need to wash and change.”

      Dora made a sympathetic sound. “Working in a hotel. It’s not as glamorous as they tell you.”

      Flossie grinned and reached for the door to her room. “Working in service isn’t any more glamorous. Some of the things I could tell you about the goings on of the family would make your eyes pop out of your head.”

      Dora laughed, then moved on. Flossie let out a breath that her friend hadn’t questioned a bit of her story, then headed into her room.

      Her room was as tidy and barren as any unoccupied guest room. She’d spent just over a week actually living there. The moment she’d become more deeply involved with Jason, she’d ended up spending all night, every night in his bed. It wasn’t something she had expected or planned for, but once he had her there, he was reluctant to let her go. Not that she minded. His bed was far larger, warmer, and more interesting than the narrow things in the staff rooms. She still kept all of her clothes and belongings in her poor, abandoned staff room, but it didn’t feel like home.

      As quickly as she could, she washed and changed into a fresh uniform. She would have loved to take Jason up on his offer to use his bathtub. He wouldn’t even blink if she popped up there for a soak any hour of the day or night. He probably wouldn’t blink or question if she asked to move all of her belongings into his apartment, or if she wanted to host a tennis match in the garden or sing opera in the hallways. Oddest of all, she had the distinct feeling that if she asked him for more money than they’d already agreed to with their arrangement, he would give it to her, unreservedly. Something wasn’t quite right about the relationship they’d developed. He’d given her too much too fast. Unlike the unfortunate situation she’d found herself in at Crestmont Grange, with Jason she held all the power, and he’d given it to her deliberately.

      There wasn’t time to think about it more deeply. Work truly did need to be done. As soon as she was presentable, she marched back into the hall and out toward the lobby. If she really did have a head for business, as Jason insisted she did, then she needed to act like it and put her skills to use for the hotel.

      “Has the breakfast buffet been laid out?” she asked Kate, one of the younger maids, as she crossed through the lobby toward the dining room.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Kate answered, even adding a curtsy.

      “You’re not supposed to do that for her,” Samuel snapped from his place behind the front desk.

      “But…I….” Kate stammered.

      “She’s no different from you or I, Kate, she just thinks she is.”

      “Good morning, Samuel,” Flossie tweaked him by being cheery and polite as she continued into the dining room.

      A light breakfast was set out for guests every day on the long buffet tables, placed under the windows. The tablecloths covering the breakfast tables still bore the scars of her initial innovation when Lady Elizabeth came to tea. Two of the kitchen maids were busy bringing out the steaming, fragrant dishes. A lone guest had come down early and was already tucking in to sausage and eggs. Flossie’s stomach growled as she walked past him to the staff dining room. She didn’t have much time to eat, though. Ten minutes to gobble down her own breakfast and a cup of tea, then she headed back to the heart of the hotel.

      Jason had come down at some point while she was changing or eating. He walked out of his office as she passed on her way to the housekeeping room, clean, shaved, combed, and dressed as if he would shortly be attending a formal lecture. His coat was buttoned up tight, though she was beginning to think he didn’t need it the way he used to.

      “Flossie,” he clipped at her as she passed. “Where is the invoice for the shipment from McPherson’s? I can’t seem to find it anywhere.”

      “On the side table, on the second shelf down,” she answered without breaking step.

      “Which one of those little cubby things you set up?”

      “The right one.”

      Without another word, he turned and headed back into the office. Flossie continued down the hall opposite the staff quarters. A few of the less expensive guest rooms that faced the garden were on this hall, along with a room that had been converted to storage for the huge volume of linens the hotel used. It also served as a staging area for the various maids whose job was to clean, freshen, and monitor the rooms. They were there when Flossie arrived to check assignments for the day and direct them to their duties. She would clean a few rooms herself, but she always waited to set her daily schedule until she saw if Jason had need of her.

      Which he frequently did.

      “Flossie,” he caught her again as she carried an armful of clean towels through the lobby, heading upstairs. He stood at the front desk beside Samuel and barely glanced at her. “I need you to do something for me.”

      “Yes, sir?” she changed directions to walk up to the desk.

      “I need you to research local equestrian clubs,” he said, businesslike to the core.

      “Equestrian clubs, sir?” She forced herself not to smile, not to flush, not to giggle.

      “I’ve had an idea that we might be able to host local equestrian clubs for their events. I need you to see what offerings there are in the area and how The Dragon’s Head might play a part.” His back was perfectly straight and he almost looked down his nose at her, giving nothing away.

      “Yes, sir.” Flossie bobbed a half curtsy. “As soon as I replace the towels in room twenty-four.”

      “Go,” he snapped. She turned to head for the stairs, but he stopped her with, “And Flossie?”

      She twisted to look at him over her shoulder. “Yes, sir?”

      “When you’re done with the equestrian clubs, find out where the hotel could purchase a few croquet sets. It dawns on me that croquet might be a draw for ladies’ clubs as well.”

      She would not grin or let her heart beat too fast. “Yes, sir.”

      As she headed up the stairs, she overheard Samuel say, “Sir, I could do those things.”

      “Nonsense,” Jason snapped. “Flossie will do it. You have other duties.”

      Flossie didn’t think anything of that exchange at first. Samuel was as sour as could be and likely to contradict anything she said or did. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for an ambitious young man to try to prove himself to his employer either. She forgot all about the incident until she came back down to the lobby after sprucing up room twenty-four.

      “I know what you’re doing,” Samuel hissed, coming out from around the desk to confront her.

      Flossie blinked. The lobby was empty but for her and Samuel. Jason’s office door was shut, which either meant he was inside or had gone out.

      “I’m doing my job,” she told Samuel, refusing to be intimidated.

      She tried to walk around him toward the hall, but he stepped in front of her.

      “You’re up to something, you conniving little bitch.”

      Flossie’s eyes flew wide and her heart sped up. “Excuse me,” she fired back. “I won’t have you speaking to me like that.”

      “What do you think you’re after, huh?” He stepped closer to her, anger radiating from him, his accent dropping to a harsh working-class grind. “You trying to get in the boss’s pocket?”

      “I am trying to do my job to the best of my abilities.” She crossed her arms and stared at him.

      “What do you want from him?” Samuel went on, more spiteful than ever. “You want his money? His favor?” He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Or maybe a tricky little slut like you wants to wheedle your way into his bed.”

      Flossie laughed out loud, not so much because of the ridiculousness of the accusation, but because Samuel was three weeks too late in his guessing. “Why on earth would I want to do that?” she tested him.

      “Bribery?” he suggested. “He’d pay you a pretty penny to keep that sort of going on quiet.”

      Flossie’s confidence slipped by a hair. Jason was paying her and he did want to keep things quiet. But not for the reasons Samuel thought. “I have work to do.” She tried again to walk around him.

      “Maybe it’s more than that.” He followed her. “You think if you get on the boss’s good side, slip between his sheets, maybe get yourself with his child that he might marry you and make you queen of us all?”

      Marry Jason. The idea sent a flood of too many emotions through her, not least of which was the sudden realization that if he asked, she’d say yes, whether she loved him or not. What kind of woman did that make her?

      She whipped to face Samuel, no longer in the mood to play nice. “You have an awfully sharp imagination, Samuel. You’d best be careful that it doesn’t run away with you. I don’t think the boss would like to hear that rumors of his personal business were circulating. He wouldn’t be pleased to discover the origin of them either.”

      Samuel flinched. She had him there. At least for now. He backed down. It helped that a pair of guests started down the stairs, and that Dora emerged from the staff hall with her hands full of mail.

      “Flossie, there’s a letter for you,” Dora said. “And one for you too, Samuel.”

      Dora approached them with a smile, handing out the letters. Samuel took his, glanced to the guests, then sent one last round of daggers at Flossie.

      “Watch your back,” he muttered before returning to the desk.

      Flossie turned the letter in her hand over. It was from Betsy. She smiled, but was quickly filled with trepidation.

      “What was that all about?” Dora asked as they continued on to the dining room together.

      “Mr. Throckmorton set me an important task and Samuel has his nose out of joint about it,” Flossie opted for truth for a change.

      Dora snorted. “Samuel thinks more of himself than anyone else. He’s jealous that Mr. Throckmorton puts so much trust in you.”

      “That much is obvious.”

      “I think Mr. Throckmorton has made a wise choice in relying on you,” Dora went on. “I always feel better when you’re in charge of things. I’m surprised you left service, actually. You could easily have ended up as a housekeeper someday.”

      “Do you think so?” Flossie asked, glad that the conversation had left the hotel and gone on to something innocuous.

      “Absolutely,” Dora smiled. “You have a natural command about you. You’ll go far in the hotel business, especially if you stick with Mr. Throckmorton.”

      They parted ways as Dora continued to the kitchen to hand out more mail. Flossie cut through the dining room and into the back garden by way of the side door. Two people in one day had implied she had untapped talent as a leader, one of them Jason. Jason, who had invested so much in her so quickly. It still didn’t sit right, as if she was taking something that didn’t belong to her.

      She pushed the thought aside and focused on the letter in her hands, praying that Betsy had good news and all was well. Flossie had sent more money home in the last two weeks than she ever had before. With any luck, it would be enough.

      “Dear Flossie,” she read as she walked around the garden path. “Thank you so much for the surprising sum you sent home last week. It was everything we could have hoped for and more. I am so grateful and so blessed to have a sister who works so hard to provide for her poor, unfortunate family.”

      Flossie smirked. If Betsy had any idea of the kind of “work” that was involved in earning that sum, she might faint.

      “I only wish it was truly enough,” Betsy went on.

      Flossie’s face fell farther and farther as she read on. Times were hard at home, it seemed. There were rumors that the factory where her parents worked would go under, and then they would have little or no income. Betsy herself had been unwell and was having a hard time caring for her little ones. She wanted to hire someone to help, but money was tighter than ever. More troubles, more desperation. Flossie sighed, biting her lip. It seemed that no matter how hard good people fought, life was blessed for some and cursed for others. She wished she didn’t feel so helpless in the face of her family’s woes.

      She had made her way around to the front of the hotel and folded the letter, letting her arms drop as she digested its contents. Jason strode out of the hotel a moment later, his hat in place and his gloves in his hand. He nodded to her, then stopped short.

      “What’s wrong?” His face fell to concern, and he changed direction to intercept her instead of heading out the gate.

      Flossie shook her head and sighed. “I’ve had another letter from my sister.” She held up the letter in question.

      “Bad news?”

      She bit her lip and reluctantly nodded. “The factory where my parents work might go under, and Betsy hasn’t been feeling well.”

      “You’re sending them money?”

      She nodded. “All I can. I don’t need much myself.”

      “Do you need more?” he asked, low and tender.

      Flossie swallowed. Her odd thoughts were proving true. She didn’t have to ask for more money, he was offering it to her, right there, without further discussion. Stranger still, he did it with so little reservation that Samuel’s bitter words turned back on her. One tiny twist, one gentle manipulation, and she could be queen of all she surveyed. She could have the hotel, make sure her family never wanted for anything. She could lord it over Samuel and make a name for herself in the world beyond Brynthwaite. Jason would let her as long as she kept him satisfied and kept his demons at bay.

      “No,” she said, too breathless for her liking. “I’m fine how things are now.”

      “You will let me know if there’s more I can do,” he said without any indication that he sensed her inner turmoil.

      “I will, sir.” She smiled.

      He nodded, and without another word, resumed his path to the gate and out into the street.

      Flossie caught her breath and pressed Betsy’s letter to her chest. She knew full well that she wasn’t as good as people assumed. What good girl would prostitute herself to half the male staff of Crestmont Grange, even if it was to help her family? The lure of power was a heady one. It was all too easy to see herself taking advantage of it, taking advantage of Jason. She could do it in a trice. The question was, would she?

      
      
        
        Matty

      

      

      
      The world was backwards when sleep brought ghosts with it and waking sent one into the arms of a dream. Matty pushed away the weight of sleep and took a breath, smiling to find herself in Lawrence’s arms, her back against his chest. His body was warm and solid and masculine. The scent of him surrounded her, settling her anxious heart and making her feel as though anything would be possible that day. She stretched and twisted to face him.

      “Good morning,” he whispered, brushing her hair back from her face.

      She reached her arm across his chest and nestled her head against his shoulder before replying, “Good morning.”

      This was the dream she wanted—the dream in which she was somebody’s beloved, wrapped in safety. They were both naked beneath a simple blanket, and her body remembered well the way Lawrence had touched and claimed her the night before. Nothing could be as blissful as his touch.

      It took a few more minutes for her mind to finish basking in the beauty of everything that she so miraculously had, all the joys that had filled her life for the past few weeks. Those weeks were the only time that really existed in her life.

      “What are you still doing in bed?” she asked, pushing herself to sit.

      Lawrence shrugged, still lying on his back. “Waiting for you to wake up.”

      The sweetness of his smile filled her with the longing to stay in bed even longer, but even dreams had their limits.

      “You have work to do,” she said, scooting to the edge of the bed and standing. “So do I.”

      Lawrence rose along with her, walking to his washbasin. “Work will wait. I would rather enjoy the pleasure of you a little while longer.”

      Matty blushed and hummed as she shrugged into the robe she kept at the foot of the bed. “I think I like your way of seeing life,” she told Lawrence, crossing to where he was scrubbing his face.

      He paused long enough to allow her to kiss his cheek, then turned and captured her lips. What had she done to deserve such a kiss, such a man?

      “I’m rather partial to it myself,” he said, then reached for his shaving things.

      Matty laughed, so full of joy she might burst, and took the empty pitcher from his washstand. They needed water for the kitchen too, so she took a second, larger pitcher from the counter near the stove.

      “I’ll just go fetch some water and wash up,” she told Lawrence over his shoulder, heading for the stairs.

      “Don’t go too far,” he called after her. There was a twist of tension in his voice.

      “The pump is only just in back of the forge,” she told him, starting down.

      “Still, don’t go far,” he said.

      Matty smiled as she descended the stairs, slipping on Lawrence’s too-big shoes when she got to the workroom. She cleaned and swept the space every day now, keeping shelves organized and making sure Lawrence’s supplies never ran low, but the grit of work would never come off the floor entirely, just like the soot of the furnace could never be picked out from under Lawrence’s nails. She didn’t mind, though. Those hands were so talented, in more ways than one. A little soot was a sign of honesty.

      As she circled around to the back of the forge, Matty breathed in the fresh morning air. Birds were singing, the sun was shining, and not a single other human soul was nearby. Oliver hadn’t arrived yet, and aside from him, Matty could count the number of people who came out to visit Lawrence on one hand. His goods were in high demand, but he insisted on making deliveries in town rather than having people trespass in his world. The few people who had stayed at the forge for more than a few minutes since she’d arrived were travelers whose horses had thrown shoes and needed new ones immediately. That or Lawrence’s friends.

      It was a perfect way to live, as far as Matty was concerned. She reached the pump and primed it until water flowed. As soon as she filled the two pitchers, she shed her robe and splashed water over herself by way of a bath. To think of it, she was standing in the open wearing nothing at all. Anyone wandering by could see her, but the remoteness of the forge made that unlikely. She breathed in the complete freedom of the wide open.

      She knew, although she couldn’t have explained why, that very little of her life had been lived in the open before. Mathilda Wright, whoever that was, had lived a closed-up life. All of the memories that Matty fought so hard to avoid involved walls, rooms, narrow streets. They involved tight spaces and even tighter words. She wanted nothing to do with that life. She was happy where she was, being Lawrence’s Matty.

      It didn’t take long to wash and wrap herself up in the robe again. The pitchers were heavier now that they were full, but carrying them back to the forge and up to Lawrence’s room was nothing. She liked the feeling of hard work, of effort. She enjoyed the satisfaction of learning to take care of the forge, and of cooking and cleaning for Lawrence. Other girls may have fussed over the hard work and the sameness of each new day, but Matty loved every minute of it.

      “Are you planning to go into town today?” Lawrence asked as she handed him a mug of tea at the breakfast table as she finished the meal.

      “Yes, Mary needs my help with the shopping.”

      She didn’t think anything of her plans, but a flash of concern pinched Lawrence’s face.

      “Be careful,” he said.

      She paused in the middle of fixing her own tea and glanced to him. “It’s just shopping. Mary knows the shops she needs to go to and what she needs to buy.”

      “Still,” Lawrence said, the disquiet not leaving his face. “It’s best not to stay out too long.”

      Prickles of worry raced down her back, but she couldn’t for the life of her imagine why. “It’s kind of you to be concerned,” she said, taking her mug to the table and sitting.

      “I am concerned.” He placed his warm hand over hers. “The world is a concerning place.”

      She tried to smile, but her expression folded into curiosity. “I never would have taken you as someone who worried about the world.”

      He must have taken her words to heart, because he laughed gently, his whole body relaxing. “Sometimes even a gypsy heathen like me needs to have a care for the world.”

      His words tickled something at the back of her mind. “Was it what your friend said at the hotel party?” she asked. “Rev. Albright? He warned you not to be too different.”

      Lawrence squeezed her hand, then withdrew and stood. “Rev. Albright kept me out of more trouble than I managed to get into as a child. I’ve always been inquisitive, just like Marshall has always been cautious and Jason has always been—” His lips twitched as he searched for the word. “—unconventional, to say the least. There were a lot of ways the three of us could have gone wrong. Too many ways. Intelligence, restlessness, and the need to prove oneself can get a young lad into a lot of trouble. We’re fortunate that we had Rev. Albright to steer us away from the worst of it.”

      “But you still took his warning to heart,” Matty challenged him.

      Lawrence took his time answering. “I did, but I have my reasons.”

      “What reasons?”

      He looked at her, watching her with a fire deep in his eyes that Matty couldn’t fathom. He was trying to protect her, but she didn’t know what from, only that he would keep her safe come hell or high water.

      At last, he stepped forward and kissed her. “Too many reasons to count, love.” He straightened. “I hear Oliver downstairs. I should get down there and give him his instructions for the day. Mr. Somersby wants me to make a gate for his garden like the one at The Dragon’s Head.”

      “You’d best get to work then,” Matty said, reaching out to touch his arm before he turned to go.

      Something didn’t sit right about his speech. She finished her tea, imagining what Lawrence must have been like as a child. She could see him as the kind of boy who turned over every rock and climbed every tree in pursuit of knowledge. It was odd to her that a man with such a quick mind had become a blacksmith, right there in the same town where he was raised, while his two closest friends left to pursue their fortunes as far away from home as one could get. She wondered what their childhood had been like to cause each to choose the path they had.

      She finished her tea and set about tidying the room. Neither she nor Lawrence were the messy sort, so within half an hour the bed was made, the breakfast things put away, and the floor swept. She changed into a clean dress for the day, then headed downstairs. Her work in the forge workshop didn’t take long. Lawrence was deeply involved in melting charge and preparing the mold for his gate when she finished sweeping and hung up her apron. His shirt was already drenched with sweat and clinging to his back. She waved to him as she headed out to the road leading to town.

      “Be careful,” he called to her as she went.

      “I will,” she vowed. She would take as much care as necessary to stay by his side, safe in his arms.

      The road leading into Brynthwaite wasn’t a long one, but it wound around hills, hugging the lake at one point. The spur where the forge stood fed into a more well-traveled road. A few people were already out at that time of morning. Matty smiled at another young woman walking the opposite way, an older couple in a wagon, and even nodded at Lawrence’s friend Jason as he rode by on a stately chestnut. He recognized her and said hello, but he had somewhere else to be. One of the women she passed as she grew closer to town frowned at her and refused to meet her eyes, but Matty didn’t think anything of it. She was too happy to be surrounded by neighbors and people who were at peace with themselves.

      The Pycroft house stood at the end of a long row in the section of town that was considered less than fashionable. The streets there were more crowded than the center of town or closer to the hills farther south. No one in Brynthwaite was truly poor, not like stories Matty had heard of the slums of big cities, but there was a marked difference in income between the likes of Huntingdon Hall and the residents of Church Street. It still felt a great deal homier than the nebulous memories that kept themselves locked up in Matty’s mind.

      “Matty!” Little Martha greeted her with an exuberant shout, running to give her a hug as Matty walked through the Pycroft’s front door. “Look what I found.”

      The sweet young girl showed Matty a white flower with a yellow center. “Very pretty.”

      “I want to have a garden someday,” she said. “Father says I can, as soon as I’m old enough.”

      “He said you can if you can take care of it,” Molly corrected her.

      “I can take care of a garden,” Martha bickered with her.

      Molly stuck out her tongue, and Martha followed suit. She should have scolded the girls, but Matty found it charming.

      Mary didn’t seem as amused. In fact, she didn’t seem to notice. She cleared off the table in the dining room, her thoughts obviously elsewhere.

      “What’s wrong?” Matty asked. If Lawrence was protective of her, she had developed a similarly protective streak where the Pycroft girls were concerned.

      Mary glanced up at her, then darted a look to the younger girls and shook her head. Wariness settled heavily in Matty’s gut.

      It took several minutes and the promise of a longer walk once they went out shopping for Matty to convince the younger girls to go play in their rooms. She and Mary were halfway through making the family’s beds before she felt safe enough to speak.

      “Papa had a letter from Aunt Eileen,” Mary confessed in
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