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      LONDON, 1896

      The ballroom of Mr. Reginald Hamilton’s townhouse was awash in bright, swirling colors.  The lamps were all lit, bathing the room in a warm, sparkling glow.  Musicians played a lively waltz.  The scents of candles, perfume, and bodies was rich as half of London society danced their cares away.  But above it all, the room buzzed with the sound of lords and ladies spreading the latest gossip.

      Amelia Elphick wedged her way through it all, heart pounding terror in her throat, one hand clutching the not-so subtle curve of her stomach.  Her simple cotton skirt and blouse marked her as an interloper amongst the finery, even as she struggled to keep her head high.

      “Who is that?” she caught one of the ladies murmuring.

      “Dear Lord, that’s the Marquess of Horsham’s daughter!” a second woman gasped.

      Amelia blanched, pushing on through the crush.  It was too late to turn back.

      “Look at the state of her!” the first woman said.

      “I heard she’s the governess here now,” the second woman informed her with a haughty sniff.

      “That’s not what I meant,” the first replied.  “Look at the state of her.”

      Amelia dropped her trembling hand from her belly.  She was well aware that she was past the point where her sins could go unnoticed, but this was her last chance.  Nick was at this ball.

      She spotted him several yards away, deep in conversation with her employer, Mr. Hamilton.  Nicholas Hayworth stood tall and handsome, the aristocratic lines of his face sharp in the lamplight.  The  rich blue of his eyes and black of his hair drew the attention of every woman in the room.  She knew his face so well, knew every contour of his nimble body.  Even now, with shame threatening like a thundercloud, she wanted to embrace that body, to melt into him and have him tell her everything would be all right.

      A different body, as tall as Nick’s but broader and more muscular, bumped into Amelia as she surged toward Nick.  The man knocked her off balance, sending her spilling over her feet and his.  She flailed for balance and hit a glass out of one of the fine guest’s hands.  The man caught her, but the sound of shattering glass and a lady shrieking broke through the hum of gossip.  All eyes snapped to her.

      “Watch it there, Miss Amelia.”

      Amelia raised wary eyes to the man who had both tripped and caught her.  Her heart sank.  Of all the Hamilton’s guests, she had bumbled into Mr. Quinlan, the American that had been staying in the house for the last few months.  He smiled at her with his artless brown eyes and boyish grin and set her back on her feet.  The hush that had followed her spill burst into a full roar of whispers.

      “You all right?” Mr. Quinlan asked again as he brushed imaginary dirt off of her skirt.

      All Amelia could manage was a tight nod.  “I’m fine, thank you.”

      It was a lie.  She swallowed and turned, wincing, to Nick.  He had seen her stumble.  Everyone had seen her stumble.  Nick sneered at her, his head tilted with aloof grace.  She had to do this now, before it was too late.  All eyes bored into her as she rushed through the gap that had formed in the crowd.

      “Nick,” she kept her voice low as she reached him, “Nick I must speak with you.  It is a matter of utmost urgency.”

      She reached out to him.  Nick backed away.  His glance darted through the crowd that now judged him as much as her.

      “I have nothing to say to you, Miss Elphick,” he hissed.

      “Please, Nick!”  The threat of tears pinched Amelia’s voice.  “You know…you know what it’s come to.”  She smoothed her hand over the bump of her belly.

      Nick sniffed and backed further away.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      To his side, Reginald Hamilton’s back stiffened.  His eyes went round with shock and disgust.  “Miss Elphick!” he exclaimed in a whisper.  “What is the meaning of this?”

      A flash of boldness stiffened Amelia’s back and her resolve.  “Ask Mr. Hayworth,” she said.  “It is his doing.”

      Nick blanched, shrinking from the eavesdropping guests.  “How dare you!”

      “No, Nick, how dare you!”  Her attempt at bravado withered as the horror of the situation spilled over her.  “I have your child growing inside of me and you know it.  You have known it all along, yet you turn your back on me?”

      “Miss Elphick,” Mr. Hamilton was red with rage, “Have I have entrusted the care of my precious little girls to a harlot?”

      Before Amelia could summon a defense, Nick muttered, “Like mother, like daughter.”

      The pitch of whispered gossip around her spun with such fevered intensity that Amelia thought she might swoon.  Ripples of shock spread through the room as London’s finest stood on tip-toes to see the tragic farce unfold.

      Amelia met Nick’s eyes with what was left of her pride, tears running two hot trails down her cheeks.  “I loved you.  We were to be married…before.”

      “Yes, well that clearly isn’t the case now.”  The smirk that bit at Nick’s beautiful face was too much to bear.  Every promise he had made shattered.

      “My family is not what it once was.”  Amelia made one last attempt to stave off ruin, sniffling and wiping her eyes.  “But you and I have been friends for too long to break over such things.  I thought…I thought you still cared for me.”

      “I care for certain parts of you.”  Nick’s gaze flickered down.

      “Mr. Hayworth,” Mr. Hamilton warned, “my house has seen enough scandal for one night.  Pray do not make it double.”

      “Forgive me, sir.”  Nick bowed low to his host.  “It was not my wish to disrupt your magnificent gathering.  That, I believe, was the lady’s intent.”  His stare pierced Amelia with such malevolence that her heart withered.

      “I have no wish to make our private emergencies public,” Amelia countered.

      “Our emergencies?” Nick balked.  “I think not.”

      Amelia’s chest constricted in panic.  “You must help me, Nick,” she implored in barely more than a whisper.  “You must—”

      “There is nothing I must do,” he clipped his reply.  “You have ruined yourself, now face the consequences.”

      Amelia gulped, tears stinging.  A sob caught in her throat as the weight of her sins piled down on her.  She stole a desperate glance around the room.  Men and women who had smiled and welcomed her at her coming-out just three short years ago now turned up their noses at her as if she was diseased.  It was all because she couldn’t control her instincts.  Her cheeks burned scarlet in humiliation.

      With one last deep breath she laid her life at Nick’s feet.

      “So you have no intention of fulfilling your responsibility toward….”  She couldn’t say it.  She couldn’t even think that Nick’s child was inside of her.  “After all we—”

      “Enough, Miss Elphick!” Mr. Hamilton snapped.  “Go to your room!  We will discuss this in the morning.”

      Amelia gasped, blinking rapidly.  She had heard that tone of voice, seen the same sharp glower from Mr. Hamilton when one of his daughters had disobeyed.  She took another step back, lowering her head.  It was no use resisting.  Her great gamble had been a failure.  Her life was over.

      She turned to flee, but where she had hoped to find a quick escape, she was met by a wall of faces.  Women and men of refinement and breeding, their jewels as bright as the scorn in their eyes, stared at her as though she was a guttersnipe loose amongst her betters.  The turned-up lips, the pointed glares at the bulge of her stomach, the whispering behind hands and fans, flayed Amelia like a scourge.

      It took all of her effort to put one foot in front of the other.  Her whole body shook as she walked through the crowded ballroom, the last vestige of what her life had been.  The musicians had stopped playing, the dancers had stopped dancing.  Her heart had stopped beating.  She couldn’t lift her head or raise her eyes to meet any of them.  With all the awkward humiliation of her fall, she shuffled toward the door.

      “Of course you’d expect that from Sophia deLaurent’s daughter,” someone murmured to her left.

      “She always did give herself airs,” another voice chased her, “but ones true nature always shows through the gloss, doesn’t it.”

      “Such a pity,” a male voice chuckled to her right.  “I wonder how much she’ll charge once she’s taken her place on the market.”

      Amelia burst into a sob, clapping a hand to her mouth.  It was over.  She didn’t care who she crashed into or whose toes she stepped on as she fled the room at a run.

      She passed Mr. Quinlan, who was red with fury, at the door.  His fury was no more than she deserved.  She was furious with herself for the folly that had cast her out of the life she’d tried to resurrect for herself.  But there was no hiding from the truth of who one really was at heart.
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      In the faint light of morning, a chill rain beat against Amelia’s roof.  She paced by the window of her cold attic room, the letter that had come at dawn clutched in her hand.  She hadn’t slept a wink all night.  The horrible scene in the ballroom had played over and over in her mind, each of its players looming larger in her imagination.  She’d cried herself out while packing her meager belongings in the dark, knowing what the morning would bring.  When the lowest footman in the house knocked on her door to hand her the letter at first light, her tears had started anew.

      She paced from the window to the burnt-out fireplace, the letter in one hand and her sodden handkerchief in the other.  It had been raining her whole life.  She should be used to it, willing to accept her fate by now.

      She stared at the impossible paper in her hand, every blurred word already memorized.  She read it again, hoping this time it would say something different.

      

      Miss Elphick,

      

      I am well aware of the understanding that previously existed between our families, but as I have informed you many times already, in light of the gross reversal of fortune that your family has undergone, I feel no compunction to maintain this understanding.  That you persisted in your attachment to the point of seduction is not my fault, nor is the state that you now find yourself in because of said seduction.

      Your gross misconduct of last night—at a public function hosted by a family willing to hire you in spite of your father’s scandal, no less—casts far more aspersions on your character than mine.  I would have been content to keep you and your forthcoming child in an alternative arrangement more suitable to your current station in life had you not attempted to call me out in front of society.

      Frankly, Miss Elphick, I would have thought it was obvious that a gentleman of my standing could never attach himself to a lowly governess, with or without the other matter.  Your bold and wicked behavior has put my reputation and that of your kind employer in jeopardy.  It’s about time you learn that women of your ilk must keep their mouths shut until you are paid to open them.  You are only good for one thing, and the sooner you learn that the more prosperous you will be in what will surely become your future profession.

      

      The pain of Nick’s dismissal rose from Amelia’s heart into her throat.  He had even been so callous as to sign the letter “Mr. Hayworth” instead of Nick.  No humiliation had cut so deep, and since her father’s demise that was saying something.

      She set the letter on the thin mantel over the fireplace.  It should have been tossed into the fire with the rest of her hopes and dreams, but she couldn’t do it.  Not yet.  She was as much at odd angles and uncomfortable planes as the slopes of her ceiling.  Instead she moved to fetch another handkerchief from the top of her faded bureau. With noisy carelessness she blew her nose.

      There was a knock at the door.  She jumped, dropping her handkerchief.

      “Who is it?”

      “’s me, Miss Amelia,” the voice of Betsy, the scullery maid, came through the door.  “I been sent to fetch you.”

      Amelia swallowed and squeezed her eyes shut.  So much for dignity.  They’d sent the lowest servant in the house to get her.  There was no escaping the worst of it now.

      “Just a minute.”  She hurried to pick up her handkerchief and stuff it in her pocket.  With a last heavy sigh she snatched Nick’s letter from the mantle and threw it into the fire.  Her life was well and truly over now.

      Betsy was leaning against the doorframe when Amelia opened the door.  She snapped to attention, watching with wide, silent eyes as Amelia did her best to keep her back straight.  She marched into the hall, carpetbag in hand.

      “He’s in the drawing room,” Betsy whispered in awe.  The drawing room was only opened on special occasions, joyous or somber.

      Amelia sucked in a deep breath and forced herself onward.  As horrid as he had been in his letter, Nick was right about one thing.  After all Mr. Hamilton’s kindness, she had damaged his reputation.  She had repaid the help he hadn’t needed to give her two years ago by causing a scene in his house when important guests were present: the Kennisons from Buckingham and the McAllastairs from Glasgow.  And Mr. Quinlan, of course.  What must he think of her?

      “Miss Amelia!  Miss Amelia!”

      The Hamilton girls jumped up from their spot at the top of the grand staircase leading into the main hall as she rounded the final corner.  They rushed to her, eyes filled with awe and fear.  Amelia dropped her carpetbag, crouching to hug them both at once as they crushed against her.

      “Darlings!” she choked.

      “Where are you going?” six-year-old Elizabeth asked, her lower lip quivering.

      “Mama says you are dismissed and we are not to speak to you,” eight-year-old Felicity added, “but we snuck out of the nursery to find you.”

      “Your mama is right, dear ones,” Amelia told them.

      She swallowed a sob.  She would miss them too much.  With a kiss on each of their foreheads she forced herself to stand and step away from them.

      “We won’t let you go!” Felicity declared, throwing her arms around Amelia’s waist.

      Amelia’s heart caught in her throat as her dear young charge squeezed the growing mound of her stomach, the very reason she was being sent on her way.  Heart breaking, she pried the girl’s arms away.

      “I must go,” she told them.  “I have done something very bad and must be punished.”

      “Oh dear,” Elizabeth wept.

      “But I shall always hold you in my heart.”  Amelia snatched up her carpetbag and kissed each of the girls again before fleeing down the stairs.

      She paused to swallow a sob and wipe the tears from her eyes with her soggy handkerchief when she reached the door to the drawing room at the end of the long.  She wished she had time to compose herself before facing Mr. Hamilton’s fury, but in truth she was beyond worrying about looking like a disgrace.  She was a disgrace.

      She set her carpetbag on the floor against the wall and pressed a hand to the bump of her stomach.  With a wince she raised her hand to her pounding heart.  The last thing she wanted to be reminded of at that moment was the reason for her disgrace.  She took in one last deep breath and entered the drawing room.

      Right away she was caught off-guard by the presence of not only Mr. Hamilton, but his rugged guest, Mr. Quinlan.  Mr. Quinlan stood near the window looking handsome, masculine, and uncomfortable against the French drapes, spinning his ever-present hat in his hands.  His sandy-brown hair was disheveled, but his simple suit was immaculate.  Her eyes met his when he glanced up.  Amelia instinctively clasped her hands in front of her and snapped her eyes from Mr. Quinlan to Mr. Hamilton.

      Mr. Hamilton could barely contain his disgust.  “Miss Elphick,” he began in clipped tones.  “You know why you’re here.”

      Amelia bowed her head.  “I do.”

      “You are dismissed without references,” he said to drive the point home.

      She said nothing, didn’t move.

      “I won’t waste my breath telling you how disappointed I am,” Mr. Hamilton went on when she failed to react.  “It was foolish of me to think you would choose a different path than that of your mother and sisters.”

      Amelia’s eyes darted up to Mr. Quinlan and her heart sank.  Mr. Quinlan stared at his hat.  She couldn’t tell from his expression if he knew what his host meant.

      “Mr. Hamilton, sir,” she made one last attempt at dignity, “please allow me to apologize, humbly, for the shame I have brought to your good name.  You have been beyond kind to me these last two years.  You must believe me when I say that I am not like my mother at all.  Nick, that is, Mr. Hayworth, and I were intended for each other since childhood.  He promised me—”

      Mr. Hamilton held up his hand, cutting her off as her passion and tears built.  “We’ll say no more of it.”

      He glanced sideways to Mr. Quinlan, who returned the expression with a poker-player’s closeness.

      “I’ll leave you to it then, Eric,” Mr. Hamilton clipped, “although you know my feelings on the matter.”

      He bowed slightly to Mr. Quinlan, and with one final sigh and shake of his head for her, he turned and left the room.

      Amelia watched him retreat, keeping her expression blank.  Her heart raced and her eyes skipped up to Mr. Quinlan.  He was still twirling his hat, his weight resting on one hip.  Only Americans stood that way, with a carelessness that was so out of place in the gravity of London society.  Everything about Mr. Quinlan was out of place, from his broad shoulders to his large hands and sparkling brown eyes.  Even though he had been a captive of the London winter rain for months Mr. Quinlan’s skin was still the warm shade of a man who spent his time outdoors in the Western sun, most likely astride a horse.  He was as far from Nick’s distinguished, pale grace as could be.

      “Miss Elphick,” Mr. Quinlan began.  He stopped twirling his hat with a long, drawled, “Yeeeaaah.”

      Amelia could do nothing but stand there, her brain foggy from shock and tears and betrayal.

      Mr. Quinlan cleared his throat, pulling her attention back to him.  He shifted his weight to his other leg, let his arm drop, hat in one hand, and looked her in the eyes.  She had never seen a man so anxious, as if he was the one in utter disgrace.

      “Look, I’m really sorry about everything that happened last night.”

      Amelia lowered her head.  “I…I am so sorry you had to witness that, Mr. Quinlan.”

      “Yeah, well so am I,” he mumbled.  “That Mr. what’s-his-name was a total ass, treating a lady like that.”

      She looked up, her stomach twisting.  “Oh no, sir,” she corrected him.  “I’m afraid I was the one in the wrong.”  It was all she could do not to choke on the words.  “Mr. Hayworth was perfectly within his rights to react as he did.  I…I am not a lady, I—”

      “If he had tried that where I come from,” Mr. Quinlan interrupted, striding across the room to her, “he woulda had about a dozen men all over him.  It’s pitiful to dismiss a lady such as yourself like that.”

      An ironic smile twitched at the corners of Amelia’s mouth.  “I’m afraid you misunderstand, Mr. Quinlan.  I…I am a fallen woman now.  My disgrace is complete.  It was not my place to cause a scene.”

      He puffed an annoyed sigh and threw his hands out, narrowly missing a vase of hothouse flowers with his hat.  “You know, I never understood you English people and your ‘places’.  A lady’s a lady as far as I’m concerned.”

      “But my family,” she fumbled, no desire to explain the past.

      “Your father did something bad, I dunno,” he finished for her, his tone not caring.  He paced a few steps to a small table and fingered the edge of it, picking at an invisible spot.  He flicked his hair out of his face and darted a glance out the window at a passing carriage.  Amelia bit her lip as she watched his antics.

      Finally, he shook his head and turned away from the pouring rain outside the window.  “Well, this isn’t how I wanted to start things.”

      Amelia fidgeted with her skirt.  “Start what, Mr. Quinlan?”

      He ran a hand through his hair and paced back to where Amelia stood.  When he reached her, swaying too close for a moment then backing off a step, he screwed up his mouth as if something were trying to escape from it and he wasn’t sure if he should let it out or keep it in.  His back and shoulders were stiff as he glanced to Amelia, then at the floor, out the window, and back to Amelia again.  It struck her that his awkward ways were uncommonly charming.

      As soon as the dangerous thought entered her mind, she pushed it away.

      Finally Mr. Quinlan sighed and let his tension drop.  “It’s like this.”

      Amelia raised her wary eyes to meet his.

      “I suppose a fine lady like you is mighty attached to a fancy place like this, but I understand that you’re in a heap of trouble after last night and got no place to go.  Now, I know it’s short notice, but I’m leaving London to head back to Montana tomorrow and I was wondering if, well, if you might want to come with me.”

      Amelia’s sore eyes widened.  Her breath caught in her throat.  “Go with you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “To Montana?”

      He shifted.  “I’ll pay for your passage and all.  I don’t mind doing it at all after what I saw last night.  It seems to me that you’re pretty much sunk here.  But Montana is just lousy with opportunity these days, even for women.  Cold Springs could use a smart, pretty girl like you, and ... and, well, that’s it.”  He ended his speech by blushing and lowering his head, looking up at her through his lashes.

      Amelia’s heart fluttered, but it had nothing to do with Mr. Quinlan’s charm.

      Montana.  It was a world away, a world where no one knew about her father drinking away his fortune and leaving his wife and daughters to make their own way.  It was a world where no one knew how her mother had positioned herself and two of her daughters in rich men’s beds so that they could continue to afford the luxuries they were dependent on.  Most importantly, it was a world where no one knew how she, Amelia Elphick, had foolishly thought going to a man’s bed would solve all of her problems.

      “Miss Elphick?  Are you okay?”

      Amelia shook herself from her thoughts to find Mr. Quinlan staring at her with concern.

      “You wanna sit down?”  He gestured to the sofa with his hat.

      With a nod Amelia turned to sit with all the grace of her birth in spite of her position.  Mr. Quinlan flopped beside her, then stiffened when he realized the etiquette of the situation.

      She cleared her throat.  “Mr. Quinlan, you do realize I’m with child, do you not?”  She had to make sure that he was fully aware of the character of the person he was offering to help.

      He scowled.  “Yeah.  That’s what’s got me ticked as hell about how that jackass treated you.”  Amelia’s eyebrows flew up.  “Back home, if a man got a girl in the family way like that, her kin would break out the shotguns and march him straight to the altar.  Makes no sense to me that here they do the exact opposite.”

      She opened her mouth to explain but no words came out.

      “It got me to thinking,” Mr. Quinlan went on.  “If you came back to Montana with me you could say that you were Mrs. Elphick and that your husband died somehow.  No one would be the wiser.  I wouldn’t tell a soul.  Folks are mighty kindly disposed to help a young widow and her child.  You could find work as a teacher or something.  Maybe even a nice beau to fall for you.”

      He was right.  She pressed a hand to her heart, moved it to her stomach.  In Montana she could love her child without guilt.  They could be saved from disgrace.  Her baby wouldn’t be a bastard, not by reputation at least.

      She could lie and no one would ever know.

      “I know it’s a big decision,” Mr. Quinlan interrupted her thoughts.  “I wish I could give you more time than none to decide, but I leave for Liverpool first thing tomorrow morning and the ship heads out on Friday.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Quinlan.  I accept your offer.”  Her eyes shone, mad with hope.

      Mr. Quinlan smiled, the expression making his already handsome face beautiful.  “Well all right then.”

      He patted her knee then pulled his hand back, scowling at himself.  His smile was quick to return.  He shifted in his seat, twirling his hat again.

      “Um, here’s the thing.  Reggie, Mr. Hamilton, that is, doesn’t want you in his house anymore.  So I was thinking that I could set you up in a hotel for the night.  And I don’t know what women need to travel by ship, but I’ll buy you any special clothes or anything you might want for the journey.  Only we’d have to go shopping today.  And as I understand it, you have a mother and sisters that you’d maybe like to visit to say goodbye to?  I don’t reckon I know when you’ll be able to see them again.”

      Amelia’s heart quivered into her sour stomach at the thought of seeing her mother.  If she never saw her mother or her sisters again she would consider it no great loss.  But not even she could leave without saying goodbye, to Eve at least.  She would have to pay one last call.

      “You are very kind, Mr. Quinlan.  I couldn’t possibly allow you to spend any more money on me than is strictly necessary.  Not when you are already going to such great expense to…to rescue me from ruin.”  She swallowed her tears.  She’d already cried enough for one lifetime.

      “It ain’t no trouble,” he rushed to assure her.  “I might not have had the most successful time here in London these last six months, but I got enough cash left to see that you’ve got what you need.”

      She forced herself to smile.  He could have no idea how humbling his gesture was.  “What I will need, Mr. Quinlan, is your assistance in calling on my mother.”

      He sat straighter, a look of business settling in the lines of his face.  “You just tell me what I need to do.”

      His kindness would be the death of her.

      “I’m afraid I will need you to pay for a cab to take me to…” she lowered her eyes, “…the East End.”

      “All right, that’s no problem.”  He nodded and stood as if her words meant nothing.  “You wanna go now?”

      Amelia’s mouth fell open before she could come up with a reply.  She didn’t want to go now or ever, but what else could she do?

      “I suppose I should.”  She pushed herself to stand.  “I’m sure Mr. Hamilton wants me out of the house right away.”

      “He does.”  Mr. Quinlan didn’t mince words.  He stopped twirling his hat and squashed it on his head.  “So we’d better get a move on then.”

      Amelia nodded and started for the hall.  She’d known she would be leaving the house promptly, but never in her wildest imagination had she seen herself being whisked off by this rugged American savior.
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      England was a strange, damp little island that made no sense.

      It wasn’t the first time the notion had crossed through Eric Quinlan’s mind in the last six months.  As the hired carriage rolled through crowded, rainy streets he swore that once he left the place and its stuffy people and nonsense “society” he would never go back.  Business or no business.

      More like no business.  The only thing of any used he’d managed to settle in six whole blasted months was sitting drooped in the carriage beside him.  At least he’d been able to get one thing right.

      “It’s just down here,” Miss Elphick, Amelia, said as they turned a corner.

      Eric straightened and peered out the window.  All he could see was another street packed tight with dreary, gray houses and soaked people dashing hither and yon.  It wasn’t much of a sight so he turned to Amelia instead.

      Even looking as though she was being marched to the gallows, Amelia was pretty as a peach.  Her cheeks were pink and wisps of blonde hair escaped from her severe hairstyle, like nothing could tame them in spite of all efforts.  It reflected everything he’d observed of the woman in the last months.  She was a wild spirit stuffed into too tight a skin.

      “When’s the last time you saw your ma and your sisters?” he asked as the carriage slowed.

      “Eight months ago,” she answered, long lashes lowered.  “It was…not a pleasant visit.”

      “Well we’ll just have to do our best to make this one count then, won’t we.”

      She glanced up at him as if he’d said something stupid.  “My mother can be a bit,” she paused, pursing her lips, “overpowering.  She has a reputation for being unscrupulous.  And my sisters are…unruly.”

      As much as he knew it was ungentlemanlike, Eric couldn’t keep a grin off his face.  Amelia had the most darling way of starting a sentence and finishing it three days later.  At least it gave him a chance to think of what he was going to say in reply.

      “Well I’ll be mighty pleased to meet them.”  He added as genuine a nod as he could manage.

      She met his statement with a dubious frown.

      The carriage came to a stop and lurched as the driver jumped down.  He opened the door a moment later, an umbrella already open and held up, darting his eyes around like the buildings might pick his pocket.

      Eric hopped out into the rain then turned to hand Amelia down.  He nodded to the soaked driver, took the umbrella, and held it over Amelia as he escorted her up to the front door of a modest townhome.  The dress and coat he’d bought her the day before went a far ways to hiding the condition she was in.  Not that he minded looking at her in the family way.

      He knocked then leaned back and studied the place.  He’d gotten the impression they were going to the slums or something, but the street they found themselves on was all right, if a little sad.

      A few beats later the front door flew open.

      “Hello?” a bright-eyed young woman greeted them.  She had the sweetly disheveled look of a girl clinging hard to respectability but falling short.  Her bodice was cut low enough to make Eric look deliberately at her eyes.  She couldn’t have been older than sixteen.  “Oh, hello!”  She warmed her words, scanning him up and down and biting her lip.

      “Hello Eve,” Amelia stepped out from behind him to greet the girl, her voice gone hard and sharp.

      The girl, Eve, yelped and jumped into the rain to throw her arms around Amelia.

      “Amelia!  I’m so happy to see you!  It’s been so long!  What are you doing here?  And who is this?  He’s so handsome!  You must come inside out of this rain immediately.  Right this way.  Mama!  You’ll never guess who’s here.  It’s Amelia!  I made tarts this morning!”

      Eric could only gape at the tornado that had to be Amelia’s sister as she swept him along out of the rain and into a drab front hall.  It smelled of lavender and was toasty warm in spite of the damp.

      “It’s been simply ages!” Eve rattled on.  She hadn’t let go of Amelia and dragged her into a side parlor with shabby sofas on faded carpet and paintings on every spare inch of the walls.  “Why, I thought I saw you last month at the Savoy, but I was otherwise engaged so I didn’t have time to find you and say hello.  Can you forgive me?”

      Before Amelia could so much as open her mouth, Eve called, “Mama!  Amelia is here!”

      Since no servant came to help him, Eric closed the umbrella and leaned it against the corner near the door.

      Footsteps sounded from the hall stairs as Eve yanked Amelia to sit on a long sofa whose fabric was fraying at the edges.  To Eric’s eyes the parlor looked like any other feminine sitting room he’d been trapped in during the last six months, if shabbier, but for some reason it felt different.  He couldn’t put his finger on it.

      “The Savoy is such a delight,” Eve blew on.  “I think I would have liked to have been an actress.  I have a genuine talent for the stage, you know.  Remember when we used to put on musicales for Mama and Papa and their friends?  I was always—”

      “Please, Eve, enough!” Amelia cut her off.  Eric’s gaze snapped away from the frilly furniture to her.  Amelia’s pretty face was pinched like she had a headache coming on.  “I haven’t come here to listen to you talk nonsense about the past.”

      Eric arched an eyebrow at the harsh comment.  Eve didn’t seem to mind though.

      “Why did you come then, dear sister?”  She held Amelia’s hand in both of hers and smiled as though the sun had come out.

      “We have a guest!”

      Eric turned his attention to the doorway as an older woman entered the room.   She was dressed in fine, fashionable clothes that might be called modest, but her face was painted like no Englishwoman he’d ever seen.  In fact, the picture she painted could teach the whores of Cold Springs a thing or two about showmanship.  The wolfish look in her eyes was aimed straight at him, sweeping him from head to toe as if judging the size of his wallet and his manhood.  He’d been sized up by professional women before.  He just hadn’t expected to find one in a fancy English parlor.

      “Hello, sir.”  She sashayed into the room with a salesman’s grace.  “I don’t believe we were expecting you.”  She reached him and extended her hand.

      “Um, ma’am.”  He fumbled to take the offered hand.  She squeezed his fingers before he could pull them back.  He would have squirmed right out of his coat and run for the hills if he could.  “I brought Amelia to see you.”

      As soon as her eyes slid to her daughter on the sofa, the woman dropped her hand and her act.  “Amelia!  What in heaven’s name are you doing here?”

      Amelia let go of her sister and stood.  She cleared her throat and took a deep breath as if facing a firing squad.

      “Mother.  I’ve come to say goodbye.  I—”

      The rest of her explanation was cut short as a third woman marched into the room.  This one was another sort entirely.  She was young, like Amelia and Eve, and had the same blonde hair.  But unlike Eve she was as sour as a pickle on a stick.  Not even the touch of rouge on her lips or her fine, feminine dress could hide it.

      “What are you doing here?”  She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at Amelia.

      “Olivia.”  Amelia nodded.  “I came to say goodbye.”

      “Where are you going?”  Eve jumped up from the sofa and clasped her sister’s hand once more.

      “I’m going to Montana,” Amelia announced.  She hadn’t looked at him at all since entering the house, but now she raised her eyes to meet his, like she expected him to change his mind now that he saw where she came from.

      “You’re what?” Eve exclaimed.

      Her mother pressed a hand to her ample chest.  “Montana?  Montana is in America, isn’t it?”

      Olivia remained silent, eyes narrowing harder.

      “Yes.  America.”  Amelia nodded.  She lowered her head.

      “Why?” Eve asked, her smile fading.

      An uncomfortable silence followed.  Eric shuffled from one foot to another.  He’d forgotten to take off his hat.  With an inward curse he swept it off his head and spun it.  He’d been spinning his hat a lot in London.

      When Amelia didn’t answer and no one else said a blessed thing, he cleared his throat and told them, “Miss Amelia’s gotten herself in a bit of trouble, ma’am.  Reggie, uh, Mr. Hamilton, showed her the door.  So I said I’d take her back to Montana with me so she could start over with a clean slate.”

      Three sets of female eyes snapped to him, full of shock and in Olivia’s case ire.  Amelia continued to stare at the floor, folding her hands in front of her.

      “But… but I thought Nicholas Hayworth….” Eve started but faltered when Amelia’s face pinched like she was going to cry.

      Eric couldn’t stand the sight.  “That puffed-up jackass turned his back on her,” he said, adding, “when she needed him the most,” before he could stop himself.

      “Nick?” Amelia’s mother continued her breathy show of shock.  Her eyes were too sharp for it to be genuine.  “But I thought things were going so well.  Last I heard he had made a place for you, of sorts.”

      Amelia flushed bright and faced her mother with a hint of spunk.  “And what kind of a place do you assume that was?”

      “A safe place,” her mother insisted, baffled by Amelia’s temper.  “A happy place.  A place where you would have been provided for.”

      “I was safe and happy and provided for as the Hamilton girls’ governess.”  Amelia lashed out.  “It wasn’t what I was born to, but it was comfortable.”

      Olivia made an ugly scoffing noise.  Their mother seemed to agree with the spirit of it.

      “You were born for much better things than teaching, my dear,” she said with a curl of her lip.

      “Teaching is a noble profession!” Amelia protested.  “The Hamilton girls depended on me!”

      “The Hamilton girls,” Olivia scoffed.  “You were living in their attic, weren’t you?”

      “Living in the Hamilton’s attic is far more dignified than—”  She stopped abruptly, chest heaving, face red, and snuck a sideways glance at Eric.

      “At least I’ve maintained my self-respect,” she finished, chin tilted high.

      Olivia planted her hands on her hips and glared at her sister.  “Self-respect?  What hypocritical nonsense!”

      Eric spun his hat faster, rolling his shoulders as Amelia and Olivia and their mother stared each other down.  For a tragic, defeated thing Amelia sure could get a head of steam in her when she had half a mind.  Poor little Eve dropped her gaze, cheeks shining pink.  Maybe he should have insisted they catch a train to Liverpool right away instead of stirring up a hornet’s nest like this.

      “All of London knows how you hiked your skirts for Nick Hayworth whenever he crooked his finger,” Olivia went on.  “And now you’ve gone and sold yourself to this American!”

      “Now just a minute,” Eric tried to interject, but it was no use.

      “I did not sell myself to Mr. Quinlan!  He offered to help me!” Amelia flew on.

      Olivia snorted, raking him up and down with a look that shriveled him.  “He helped himself, you mean.”

      Amelia’s mouth hung open for a moment as she scrambled for a reply, but nothing came out.  Her lips closed, trembling and close to tears.  She darted a sidelong glance at him as if she might buy her sister’s assessment of him.

      “Looky here.”  Eric squared his shoulders, ready to fight whoever questioned his honor, even if it was Amelia.  “I ain’t buyin’ anyone.  I’m not some goddamn coward like that Mr. Hayworth.  I see a woman that needs my help and as long as it’s in my power to give that help I have a responsibility to provide it.  But from what I seen here today, I reckon responsibility is something you English know nothin’ about.”

      The room went silent.  Four sets of feminine eyes stared at him in shock, even Amelia’s.  She looked at him with a combination of offense and gratitude that made his back itch all the way down to his toes.

      “Hell,” he muttered.  “I didn’t mean to insult your whole damn country.”

      “It’s all right,” Amelia mumbled.  At least he’d won back her good opinion.

      “Oh no, Mr.—what did you say your name was?” Amelia’s mother asked.

      “Quinlan.  Eric Quinlan.”

      “Mr. Quinlan.  It’s not an insult at all.”  She batted her eyelashes with a grace that would have set Delilah Reynolds to shaking her head and clicking her tongue.  “Do sit down.  Eve, why don’t you take your sister up to my boudoir so that she can choose a piece of her grandmother’s jewelry to take with her to her exciting new life.”

      “I don’t want any of Grandmama’s jewelry,” Amelia protested as Eric was forced to sit on the sofa with her mother.

      “Oh, but it’s ever so nice!”  Eve swung straight back to cheery.  She grabbed Amelia’s arm and tugged her toward the hallway.  “We’ve sold most of it already, but there are still some nice pieces left.”

      Amelia met Eric’s eyes.  He got the feeling she was either telling him off or telling him not to let her go.  He didn’t really want to be left alone with her wolf of a mother and pickle of a sister, but sweet Eve had dragged Amelia away and up the stairs in the hallway before he could think of an excuse to keep her there.

      “Mr. Quinlan,” Amelia’s mother began in a satin tone, laying a hand on his arm.  Olivia sat in one of the shabby chairs, her arms tightly crossed.

      “Ma’am.”  Eric nodded.

      “Call me Sophia, please.”

      “I think I’ll stick to ‘ma’am’, ma’am.”

      Sophia’s laughter was like tinkling crystal about to be dropped on the floor and smashed.

      “You may be the kindest man I’ve ever met, Mr. Quinlan.  So selfless, so handsome.”  She smoothed her hand up the arm of his suit and across his collar.  She’d be looking for the label in his coat next.  “Tell me a little bit about yourself, Mr. Quinlan, Eric.  What kind of man is whisking my dear Amelia halfway across the world out of the kindness of his heart?  Is he a man that can be trusted to provide for her wellbeing?”

      “Um.”  Eric searched for something to say, but the room suddenly felt too hot and Sophia was definitely sitting too close.  The ladies in the paintings on the walls around him were laughing at him with their wild smiles.

      “Because I don’t know if I could let her go into the hands of a man who would make promises but leave her destitute,” Sophia continued, overly sweet.

      “On no, ma’am, I got money.  Some, at least.”

      “Do you?”  Sophia scooted closer to him across the faded pink sofa.  Olivia showed a hint of interest.

      “Well, ma’am, I own a ranch in Cold Springs, Montana.”

      “Own?”  Sophia brightened.  “A ranch?  Are you a cowboy then?”

      He let a nervous chuckle escape as he tried to shift away from her.  “No, ma’am.  I went on a few cattle drives when I was younger.  I come from a ranching family and all.  My Pop and my cousin Curtis and I used to drive near to a thousand head of cattle from our ranch near Cold Springs down to Cheyenne just about every summer.  That is, until Pop and Mama died in the flu outbreak of ’85.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that.”  Sophia put on a sad face for about three seconds.  “Cheyenne is a market, I presume.  Do these cattle fetch a good price?  Do you still drive your cattle?”

      “No, ma’am.”  Eric shifted, cleared his throat, and steered clear of the topic of money.  “You don’t see hardly any runs like that anymore.  Ever since things have gotten more settled out west and territories started becoming states and the railroad expanded, you’re far more likely to see enclosed ranches with herds of cattle kept more in one place.”

      “And you own one of these ranches.”  Sophia smiled.

      She listened to his every word with glitter in her eyes and sent a quick look to her daughter.  Olivia still watched the interview with crossed arms and narrowed eyes.  Eric was willing to bet Amelia’s sister could play poker with the best of them and come out on top.

      “I do, ma’am.  When Pop and Mama died, they left the ranch to me.  And my cousin Curtis.  It’s a small ranch by Montana standards.  We’ve got a heap of pasture land and some woods and hills and a stream in the back.  I’d like to expand it, mind you, but it’s been tough enough finding a market for our beef.”

      “I thought American beef was in high demand,” Sophia said.

      “Well,” Eric scratched his head then went back to spinning his hat, “it is.  Problem is, every time I try to make a deal to sell our cattle, something happens and it falls through or I come up short.  Curtis keeps telling me I have bad business sense and if I would just let him buy out my share of the ranch I could put my energy into something that suits me better.  But I’ve only ever known ranching.  I wouldn’t want to do anything else.”

      He was rambling.  They were letting him.  That fact alone made him jumpy.  Not a single English lady had given two figs about his trouble with the ranch in the entire time he’d been holed up in London.  He puffed out a breath, shoulders sinking.  He hadn’t meant to spill his story to these two women who looked as though they’d just as soon eat him as not.

      “Truth be told,” he looked for a way to finish up, “I came over here to see if I could do better at dealing overseas than what I’ve been able to do domestically.  What with this new-fangled refrigeration in ships and all, we can sell to international markets.  But things didn’t work out the way I wanted, so now I’m going home to try something else.  I figured the least I could do to stop the trip from being a total bust is help Amelia out.”  He didn’t seem to be able to manage even that without awkwardness.

      Sophia continued to flatter him with a banker’s smile.  “You’re so kind to swoop in when Amelia truly needs you,” she said.

      “Well, ma’am, we all hit hard times.  It’s how we help each other out of those times that defines the measure of a man.”

      “Yes.”  She ignored his statement and inched closer.  “I suppose you’re also thinking that it couldn’t hurt to have a beautiful woman on your arm as you continue to negotiate both business and high society.”

      Eric blinked.  It would rightly help at that.  Too bad he hadn’t figured that one out at the beginning of his wasted trip.  “I suppose it could.”  He nodded and spun his hat faster.  It was a convenient barrier between him and Sophia’s hot, predatory smile.

      “Of course, you would want to have the right woman on your arm, Mr. Quinlan, Eric.”  She spoke like she was stacking her words just so.  “We English are a funny lot.”

      “You can say that again,” he said with a laugh before he could think better of it.

      Sophia was so intent on what she wanted to say that she passed over the comment, though Olivia scowled.

      “We are so concerned with things like reputation and honor here in London,” Sophia said.

      “Well, I—”

      “The English don’t care to do business or associate with anyone who could be considered…fallen.”

      “Well, I don’t rightly—”

      “It would be bad for your business ventures, Eric, if you were to be known to associate with a woman of ill-repute.”  She paused.  Eric had the feeling he’d walked into an ambush.  “You do know that my dear Amelia is using a false name, do you not?”

      “Her name’s not Amelia?”

      “Her paternal grandmother’s name is Elphick.  Our family name is deLaurent.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I trust you have gleaned why she changed it when she took what she calls ‘respectable employment’.”

      Eric might be a fool, but he wasn’t blind to what he saw around him.  The story of what had happened to Amelia’s family was as plain as day.  He knew more than a few whores who had changed their name when they took up the profession.  It seemed only natural that a fine woman would do the same to get away from that sort of thing.

      “Ma’am, I don’t think that’s any of my business,” he answered her as diplomatically as he could.

      “Oh, but it is your business that concerns me, Mr. Quinlan.”

      She slid even closer to him across the sofa and laid a hand on his thigh, fingers curling toward his business.  Her eyelashes lowered just so and her glance flickered to the bulge in his pocket where he kept his wallet.  Yep, Amelia’s mother was definitely a whore.

      “I wouldn’t want word to get out that an upstanding businessman such as yourself was keeping company with a fallen woman.”  She said it as though playing a wildcard.  “It could be…damaging.”

      “I know your family’s experienced some troubles, ma’am,” he said as he tried to squirm away from her.  “I don’t rightly consider becoming a governess as being a fallen woman though.  In fact, all things considered, I think it reflects highly on her.”

      Sophia laughed.  She squeezed his thigh.  Eric fumbled his hat as it spun, sending it careening across the room to land at Olivia’s feet.

      Before Olivia could retrieve it, Sophia asked, “Are you really taking my darling daughter back to Montana out of the kindness of your heart or is this just an elaborate ruse to get under her skirts?”

      “What?”

      “Because you don’t have to try so hard, you know.”

      “Ma’am, I can assure you—”

      “Amelia may talk refinement, but she’s as much a woman of the world as the rest of us.”  She gestured to the parlor and its frilly decorations.  Eric noticed that the ladies in the painting above the fireplace were stark naked and dancing with some fellow that had goats legs.

      Eric cleared his throat.  “I ain’t seen Amelia do anything improper at the Hamilton’s house since I’ve been there, ma’am.  Fact is, she’s a finer lady than most that I’ve known.”

      Sophia smiled with a wolf’s confidence.  “This wouldn’t be the first time she took to her back for money, you know.”

      Eric stared at the woman, dumbfounded, wondering what kind of mother would say that about her own daughter, about Amelia.

      “It’s true,” Sophia went on as though gossiping with a crony.  “This man, Nicholas Hayworth, her so-called betrothed.”

      “Yeah, I met him,” Eric drawled.

      “She spread her legs so she could get her hands on his money, you know.”

      “What?”

      “Oh yes.  Mind you, she didn’t get the money in the end, but if the rumors are true she got something else from him.  Something I doubt you would want to be stuck with.”

      Eric let out a breath on a frown.

      “I take it she didn’t tell you about her condition?”

      “As a matter of fact, she did, ma’am.  I know she’s expecting.”

      Sophia’s moment of surprise was followed by a huff of disappointment.  A second later it was replaced by the devious light of a new idea.

      “Let me propose an arrangement, Mr. Quinlan.”  Sophia switched back to being friendly with him once more.  “It could be damaging to your reputation to be seen in company with an unwed mother.  I will do my best to quell the rumors and keep my daughter’s connections a secret from those you might find yourself doing business with in London and in Montana in exchange for a small stipend.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You may not be buying my daughter, but perhaps we
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