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      A loud crash startled Willie Kendrick so much that he nearly dropped the boot he was putting on. He stumbled and fell back onto his bed. What the...

      Six months ago, a sound like that would have sent him diving for cover, memories of the earthquake too fresh. But Lilac City wasn’t San Francisco. Here, a crash just meant someone was awake too early. Or, his new pup was into something she shouldn’t be.

      The sound came again, metal against wood. And sharp.

      Willie grabbed his rifle and dashed out of his bedroom and across the back enclosed porch by the time his pulse caught up. Easing open the kitchen door, he stepped inside.

      He scanned the dim space, expecting to find one of the Aunties. Though that might be wishful thinking. According to his sister, neither of the old gals wandered the house at night anymore, not after the Garrison attack last month. Now, they all double-checked the locks and even announced themselves when entering a dark room.

      But someone had gotten the cookstove fire going again, and a small oil lamp sat on the table. His sister Laura had banked it the night before, but it was a little early even for her. Willie held his breath, listening. All he heard was scuffling followed by a soft curse.

      In an English accent.

      He had to choke back a laugh. So, the Duchess of Disaster was up first this morning. Since the voice had come from the pantry, he placed the rifle on the mantel and crept closer to the partly open door. Inside, he could just make out what looked like a cascade of items from the lower shelf.

      In the middle of it stood Lady Madeline Wycliffe, her fair braid askew and wearing an oversized sweater knitted by one of the Aunties. Willie leaned against the counter, purposely making noise so she would know he was there.

      Duke appeared at Willie’s elbow, the seven-month-old shepherd’s ears forward, alert but not alarmed, his way of acknowledging something was happening but nothing dangerous. The dog had been with him about as long as Maddie had been in Lilac City and was training up quickly.

      Unlike her ladyship.

      Maddie noticed Willie then and startled. She glared at him, the faint light from the oil lamp making her ice-blue eyes gleam. “Your wolf cub attempted to kill me.”

      “My what?” Then a small nose poked out from under a shelf. The new pup he’d brought home a couple of weeks ago. Willie glanced at Duke, who sat watching the chaos with what looked like canine embarrassment, then said to Maddie, “She’s not a wolf. She’s a shepherd breed from Australia, like Duke here. It’s a smart breed, but this little one’s only twelve weeks old, all paws and playfulness.”

      Maddie crossed her arms and glared at him. “I will have you know she leapt from the shelves like a demon.” She pointed into the darker pantry corner.

      “Now you’re exaggerating. Isn’t she, boy?” Willie squatted low. “Duke, stay.” The dog was doing well, but there was no point in testing his discretion to the limit quite yet. He responded with a low whine but stayed put.

      Two bright puppy eyes blinked at Willie from beneath the bottom shelf. He gestured for her to come to him, and for a moment he thought she would. Then, with a scrabble of claws on the wood floor, the bundle of tricolored fur shot between his legs and tore into the kitchen like a cannonball.

      With a twist, Willie tried to grab her as he stood at the same time Maddie squealed and sprang away from the pup. Her dressing gown tangled in Willie’s foot. With a flail of arms, she toppled forward.

      All he could do was hold up his hands to catch her as they both went down. She landed on his chest with a thud that knocked the wind right out of him. Instinctively, his arms wrapped around her. For a moment, neither of them could speak.

      Her silky braid brushed his jaw, and her breath caught. Maddie smelled like roses, and she had a spirit full of both fire and honey. His pulse kicked up for reasons that had nothing to do with the fall. She held his gaze, and he could see something in those eyes that made him hold still, unwilling to break the spell by moving.

      The Good Lord had an ironic sense of humor to put a woman who was exactly to Willie’s taste right in front of him. And also to have her so far above him socially that he had no hope with her.

      “Are you hurt?” he managed.

      “I do not believe so.” Her expression turned to one of concern. “Have I injured you?”

      “A tiny thing like you? Nah.” Only then did Willie notice he still had his arms around her, and he dropped them, suddenly aware of their compromising situation.

      Maddie moved to push herself up, but then the pup was back, wiggling herself between them, her tail smacking Willie in the face as the little dog licked Maddie’s chin. She squealed.

      “Stop.” He reached for the pup, but Maddie had shifted away, now laughing, and pinned Willie’s arm beneath her elbow.

      “Get her off,” she cried between giggles. Her laughter filled the kitchen, soft and enticing. For a moment he forgot about the pup, but then Maddie groaned, “Oh, not my hair!”

      She twisted again, freeing his arm. Willie grabbed the squirming pup away. They now lay side by side in the middle of the pantry doorway, him holding the wriggling dog above them.

      “Why did she do that?” Maddie shuddered and wiped her face with the sweater sleeve.

      “She thought we were playing. Haven’t you seen a litter of pups wrestling before? Your squeal was her invitation to join.” Willie glanced at where Duke still sat in the doorway, looking at them longingly but staying put. “Duke knows better. But she’s still learning.”

      The pup had grown tired and stopped squirming, her eyes beginning to droop. Willie set her down, and she flopped between them, her head resting on Maddie’s arm and her legs on Willie’s.

      “Oh, my,” Maddie whispered. “How can such an utterly disagreeable creature also be so endearing?”

      Willie scratched the pup’s oversized ears. “That’s the question, isn’t it? She needs a proper name. We can’t keep calling her the pup or the terror.”

      Maddie studied the little dog. “Perhaps Princess? She certainly demands royal treatment.”

      “How about Duchess?” Willie met her gaze and grinned. “Seems fitting, considering the present company.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but the corners of her mouth twitched as though she were trying not to smile. Willie approved of her ability to see the humor in a situation. Eventually.

      Maddie crossed her arms. “You would presume to name this disaster after me?”

      “She won’t be a disaster long. By the time I’m done training her, Duchess here will be the finest dog in Wyoming.” He lowered his voice. “Just like her namesake.”

      The air between them sparked with electricity again. Maddie’s cheeks turned the pretty pink he liked so much. She opened her mouth to respond, but Artie appeared beside them, still in his nightshirt, his little feet bare.

      Which reminded Willie that he wasn’t fully dressed himself. He sat up. Duchess jumped to her feet, ears perked. She recognized the children as playmates but had learned to be wary of their enthusiasm, especially toddler Rosie’s.

      “Whatcha doing, Unca Willie?”

      “Duchess got into the pantry.” Willie stood and extended his hand to help Maddie to her feet as he said to Duke, “All right, boy.”

      The dog moved from its post and came to sniff at Maddie’s hem.

      Willie pitched his voice low and firm, commanding. “Duchess, come.” When she tilted her head at him, he met her gaze and repeated the order. She finally came to him, and he picked her up, her tail thumping against his ribs.

      “Good girl, Duchess,” he said warmly.

      “I hope you are satisfied she came,” Maddie said, watching him, a myriad of emotions flitting across her face.

      “Actually, ma’am, I am.” Willie scratched under the pup’s chin, which made her tail smack him even harder. “She’s really only a baby yet, not much older than Artie here in dog years, but she’s already showing she can learn to mind.”

      “But I’m not a baby,” Artie protested. “I’m a big brother.”

      “But she nearly killed me!” Maddie insisted, though she had tilted her head and was watching the pup with a softer light in her eyes. Then her ladyship sighed. “She truly is only a baby, isn’t she?”

      Willie glanced at his nephew and winked. “Yep, and it takes time and patience to train them. Pups learn fast, and in not too long, she and Duke will be fine watchdogs for the Aunties.” He shot a sly look at Maddie. “And you.”

      Though she pinched her lips, Maddie nonetheless scratched Duchess’s ear. “All I wanted was to surprise the Aunties with a proper tea tray. It was going to be lovely. Something I had created for them.” She spun around and swept from the kitchen.

      Willie’s chest tightened at having irked her. He held out a hand to Artie and, with Duchess under one arm and Duke at his heels, the three of them followed her back into the kitchen.

      When they entered, Maddie stood in the pantry doorway, staring at the mess. “The very picture of chaos on four legs.” Sighing, she tightened her borrowed sweater and glanced back to give the pup a mock glare.

      “I can help you with that.” Willie set Duchess on the floor by the fireplace, and Artie snuggled up next to her while Duke settled nearby, ever watchful.

      “Didn’t you bring warm clothes with you?” he asked as he restacked the pantry shelf. “I sure remember lugging in a lot of chests when you arrived. That thing you’re wearing looks like it’s about to swallow you.”

      “It is warm.” She rolled up one of the overly long sleeves. “Our winters in Kent are mild compared to here. It is only November, and it is already frigidly cold.”

      “I get it. This is my first winter here too. I was born in Lodi, California, where the winters are mild but the summers will bake you like a pie crust. Then we moved to San Francisco for a spell. The summers there were downright chilly in comparison.”

      “It sounds a bit like home.” Maddie’s expression turned bitter. “A place I find I am missing less and less every day. At least Wyoming has charm.” She glanced out the frost-covered window, where the sun was breaking over the treeline. “Not that I would say so aloud.”

      “Too late.” Willie grinned. “I heard it.”

      Maddie pinched her lips, but her eyes crinkled.

      “I have to get going,” he said, surveying his work. “I don’t know how you had this before.”

      “I will do it.” Maddie glanced at the sleeping boy and dogs. “However, your little beasts must stay out of trouble when you are not here.”

      “Have no fear. I rigged a pouch for my saddle last night so Duchess can ride with me till she’s old enough to keep up. Duke already has one, though he’s almost outgrown his. I don’t want to risk leaving her with folks who might undo my teaching.”

      She arched a single eyebrow, her eyes alight with curiosity. “You made seats for puppies on your horse?”

      “You mean for my partners.” Willie shrugged a shoulder. “They just happen to have four legs and trouble in their eyes.” He looked at Duke. “Well, one of them has learned some sense.”

      “That, sir, is the truest thing I have heard you say today.” And Maddie winked at him.

      As the too-familiar warmth let loose in his chest, Willie held her gaze a bit longer than necessary. He couldn’t shake the feeling that this place was right for her. That, in spite of having grown up in a castle and been presented to Queen Alexandra, his Maddie belonged in this chaos with flour in her hair and laughter on her lips. The way she’d felt in his arms on that pantry floor, the scent of roses…

      If only she could stay.

      But the daughter of a duke would never be allowed to make her home in Wyoming. And a man who had spent time in jail for bar fights didn’t get to keep a woman like her, even if she looked at him sometimes like she would like to stay here. With him.

      Her father would send for her eventually. Men like the duke didn’t accept defiance. They crushed it. Willie’s jaw tightened. Let him try.

      “I’d best finish getting my boots on,” Willie said, breaking the moment before he said something foolish.

      “Take care of yourself, Willie Kendrick,” Maddie said, her voice soft. “And your little beasts.”

      Giving her a weak smile, he picked up Duchess. “Duke, come.”
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      After the morning’s chaos with Duchess, and Willie’s occasional looks that made her stomach flutter, Maddie welcomed the focus demanded by Mr. Ito’s self-protection lesson.

      She bent to lace her boots, the scent of polished wood and faint tea leaves lingering in the training room, along with perspiration. Her governess had insisted ladies must only glow. A ridiculous notion, that, and one Maddie took distinct pleasure in defying every time she worked hard with Mr. Ito.

      However, since living in Lilac City, by the end of each day, nearly everyone carried the smell of perspiration. Not the Aunties, because they had so many people fussing over them and seeing to their needs. But certainly the cowboys who dropped by Thimblehollow nearly every day, even now that Willie resided there.

      Work was no longer something she looked down upon. Before the weather turned so cold, she had taken to watching the cowhands whenever she visited either the Lucky L or the Circle B ranches. Frances, the wife of one of the Lucky L owners and a deputy sheriff, said those men earned their smell as it was the sign of honest work. While it was not a scent she would ever love, Maddie now respected it and what it meant.

      The Japanese man insisted that the ladies who took his self-protection lessons also build their strength. On some days, that meant lifting small iron dumbbells until their arms ached, while on other days, they swung polished wooden Indian clubs in precise, sweeping patterns.

      At first, Maddie had considered it unladylike. Now she welcomed the feel of the weight in her hands, the steady rhythm of movement, and the fact that she no longer believed herself weak. She touched the swell of her upper-arm muscle and smiled at how firm it was now.

      She hadn’t known women could be soft and strong. It was no surprise that lifting Laura’s children came easily now. And the knowledge that Maddie’s father would thoroughly disapprove filled her with immense satisfaction.

      Sighing deeply, she wished she knew how to use this newfound strength to avoid the arranged marriage her father had planned for her.

      Frances dropped onto the bench near Maddie and slid a foot into her scuffed leather work boot. “You kept up well today. Better even than last week, so why the long face?”

      Her friend knew what was ahead for Maddie. Surrounded by these capable and independent women, she did not wish to dwell yet again on something that made her feel powerless.

      “My performance last week is hardly a lofty standard,” Maddie replied carefully, working her stiff fingers after an hour of grappling and blocking. “Back home, I thought fencing was strenuous, and then I had to learn Mr. Ito’s knee sweep.”

      Frances leaned closer and lowered her voice. “I know you’re avoiding my real question.”

      “I’m sure I have no idea what you mean.” Maddie glanced at her skeptically.

      “Look, you’re not the only woman to face this before. My uncle tried to arrange marriages for me and my sisters, and we weren’t having it. That’s why I insisted we get out of Indiana and come live with Luke.” Frances stood. “So don’t think you’re helpless. Do you remember what Mr. Ito is always telling us?”

      “Fall seven times and stand up eight.”

      “Just so!” Frances took Maddie by the shoulders and turned her to face the mirror. “Look at yourself. What do you see?”

      Maddie wasn’t sure how to respond. She looked nothing like she had when she arrived mere months ago in her modish clothes and superior manner. Her once perfectly coiffed hair was simply braided now and wrapped in a bun. Would her father even recognize her? Her appearance would certainly infuriate him.

      “Even before your father arranged that marriage for you, did you like your life?” Frances asked softly.

      Maddie blinked. Her automatic response was to say she had, but she found she could not speak the lie. She had too many memories of acts of rebellion: learning to fence rather than attending pianoforte lessons, slipping her pin money into the hands of the orphanage matron, and refusing dances with men she could not abide.

      And riding bareback. Father had nearly had apoplexy over that and banned her from the stables for weeks.

      She smiled softly. “No, I suppose I did not.”

      “Just as I thought,” Frances cried with delight. “I knew you for a kindred spirit the first time I met you. You want to know what I see when I look at you? I see grit. I see grace. And I see a woman no old duke is going to fence in.”

      The power of her words made Maddie’s eyes suddenly burn.

      “Truly?” She sniffed, thinking of that morning’s tumble in the pantry, of Willie’s arms around her, the way her heart had raced. “I suspect a certain cowboy would only see my inability to avoid stumbling over a puppy.”

      Frances gave a knowing grin. “Well, if that cowhand had sense, he would see it as a chance to catch you.”

      Maddie smoothed her split skirt, trying to ignore the sudden rush of heat to her cheeks. “He doesn’t look at me like that. He is becoming a friend.”

      “Of course. And that’s how I felt about Nick too, in the beginning.” Frances pointed at Laura, who was heading toward them, already buttoning her coat. “Looks like your ride home is coming, and I had best get back to work.” Smirking, she strode away, leaving Maddie with far too much to consider.

      Laura smiled as she approached. “Are you ready? I need to pick up the mail for the Lucky L before we head there.”

      “Of course.” Maddie reached for her own coat, her mind still going over Frances’s words.

      A chance to catch you.

      Her? In this world where common sense was king and everyone had a job to do? Willie Kendrick would have no wish to catch a useless duke’s daughter with no practical skills beyond fencing and needlework. Someone whose father would demand her return to England at any moment. Someone who would bring him nothing but trouble.

      And yet, this morning in the pantry, when he’d held her, his arms had felt like possibility. Then, when he had named that ridiculous puppy Duchess with that delightfully teasing glint in his eyes, when Willie Kendrick had said “just like her namesake” in that low voice…

      “Maddie?” Laura’s gentle voice broke through her thoughts. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, I…” Maddie shook her head, trying to clear it. “Frances said something that has given me much to consider.”

      Laura’s knowing smile suggested she had a fair idea of what it might be. “My brother is a good man. One of the best I know.”

      “As I am learning.” Maddie pulled on her gloves, unable to meet Laura’s gaze. “But my stay here is temporary. My father will send for me eventually, and Willie deserves someone who can stay, a woman who won’t be forced to abandon him.”

      Laura gave her one of those considering looks where she seemed to see and understand things other people missed. “You’re assuming you have no choice in the matter.”

      “I don’t.” The words tasted even more bitter than usual as Maddie said them. “My father has not only money but power and influence, even with the courts. When he wants something, he gets it. And he has already signed me away in a political alliance.”

      Laura was quiet for a moment as they stepped out into the cold Wyoming afternoon. Then she said softly, “I have come to understand that people only have as much power over us as we grant them. Your father sent you here in the hopes of breaking your spirit and forcing you to submit. But from what I have observed, he has only made you more resolute to resist him. It is proof that you are stronger than you think.”

      Maddie wanted to believe her. As they walked along the boardwalk, Frances’s reminder of Mr. Ito’s admonition came to mind: Fall seven times and stand up eight.

      All Maddie’s life she had been falling, first into her role as a dutiful daughter, but then in falling short of her father’s expectations. Then this morning she had tumbled into Willie’s arms because of that ridiculous dog, and it had been the first time in her life that she felt like she was falling in the right direction.

      “Laura?” Maddie asked as they approached the post office. “Do you truly believe I am strong enough to make a life outside of the privilege I was born to?”

      “You have already learned so much since you have been here.” Laura paused, her hand on the doorknob. “I believe the Good Lord provides us with opportunities, but He leaves it to us to find the courage to take them.”

      Later, as they drove toward the Lucky L, Maddie pondered bravery. She had never before considered her actions against her father’s wishes as courageous. He named it willful, disobedient.

      She thought of the three Lancaster sisters. Of the Kendrick family, who had lost everything in that terrible San Francisco fire. They had all made a fresh start here. Did Maddie have the strength to do more than be a whiny child refusing to do as she was told, but instead choose the life she wanted for herself?

      Fall seven times and stand up eight.

      Perhaps it was time to stop falling and start standing.
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      Shifting in his saddle, Willie gave the ranch’s gelding Hobo the lead at a steady pace toward the Lucky L’s main compound. Dang, but it was cold. His mother, who had been raised on a ranch in Colorado, assured him he would adjust, but on early mornings like today, following a snowstorm, he wasn’t so sure.

      The morning had broken clear after a night of wind and snow. It had been the sort that rattled the windows at Thimblehollow and made a man wonder what he would find torn loose come morning. Out here, it meant leaning posts and wire tugged free. Willie had already spent hours riding the fence line, fixing what needed fixing, and now he was heading back with both dogs.

      Duke trotted beside Hobo with the easy confidence of a dog who knew his job. He was already proving himself steady and reliable. Duchess, on the other hand, rode in the saddle pouch Willie had rigged, her small head poking out, ears perked at every sound. At her age, she had more energy than sense.

      “You’ll get there, girl,” Willie murmured. “Just got to learn when to run and when to wait. Duke here will help teach you.”

      Hobo blew out a long breath as though he agreed.

      As Willie rode into the yard, he spotted Nick Reynolds near the training pen, watching a young gelding work the circle. Willie dismounted and lifted Duchess from her pouch, setting her on the ground. She immediately bounded toward Duke, who gave her a patient look before allowing her to tackle his front legs.

      “That pup’s got spirit.” Nick grinned as he walked over. “How’s the training coming?”

      “Duke’s doing real well. Smart as they come, and he’s got good instincts.” Willie gestured to where Duchess had flopped onto her back, wiggling in the snow. “This one’s got potential, but it will take time and patience.”

      “Same with horses.” Nick leaned against the fence rail. “And not all that different from people.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.” Willie then said, “Duke, get Duchess up.”

      The older dog nudged the pup upright with his nose, then trotted a few paces away. When she bounded after him, Duke moved again, just out of reach, teaching her to follow, to pay attention.

      “You have a gift for this.” Nick gave an approving nod. “It’s the way you work with them. Luke and Marshall were talking about it the other day, and I agree.”

      “Agree about what?” Willie asked warily.

      “That you ought to do it professionally. You know, training dogs for ranchers, maybe even breeding them. You’ve seen for yourself we need more help now that we have larger herds. And trained dogs don’t eat as much as men.” Nick chuckled. “Or complain as much.”

      “But your men will need to know how to work with the dogs too.” Willie’s mind flooded with possibilities, but his chest tightened as reality warred with the dream. “I’ve thought about it. More than thought about it, if I’m honest. But I would need land. Resources. A place to keep the dogs and work with them properly.”

      “You would need a partner too,” Nick said thoughtfully. “Someone who believes in what you’re building. Someone who could take care of the business side while you handle the training.”

      Willie’s thoughts went immediately to Maddie and the organizational skills she’d learned while running the duke’s household, how she had taken to helping Laura with the Thimblehollow accounts, and Maddie’s careful attention to detail with everything she did. She had a mind for planning and order, things that would matter in running any kind of business.

      “Yeah, well.” Willie’s voice came out rougher than he intended. “That’s a tall order for a man who once spent time in jail and owes his life to Doc George.”

      Nick shook his head. “You’re not the same man who made those mistakes in San Francisco. And plenty of folks here owe their lives and limbs to Doc George. He considers you family. We all do.”

      His ears turning warm, Willie cleared his throat and whistled for the dogs. Duke came immediately, Duchess tumbling after him. When they reached him, Willie squatted down and ran his hands over them both, checking for ice between their pads.

      “Besides,” Nick added, “I’ve noticed a certain English lady watching you work with those dogs. She looks at you like you’re doing something remarkable.”

      Willie’s hands stilled, wishing more than ever that she could have been a farmer’s daughter. “Maddie’s quality. She’s meant for a better life than anything I could offer her. Her father will call her back when he thinks he’s humbled her enough and…” His stomach soured at the thought of anyone breaking her spirit, of that rake intended for her husband using and abusing her.

      “Do you really think she’ll go?” Nick asked softly.

      “Doesn’t sound like she’ll have a choice.” Willie stood, Duchess squirming in his arms. “She said herself that men like her father have all the power to get what they want. And even if she wanted to stay…” He let out a deep breath. “What could I ever offer someone like her? All I’ve got are champagne dreams on a beer pocketbook.”

      Nick was quiet for a moment, then said, “My brother-in-law Luke started with nothing. Marshall was a little better off, but they both built these prosperous ranches with few prospects. Judith and the Aunties all fled scandal, but they’ve built good lives here.” He pushed off the fence. “I think maybe you’re selling both yourself and Lady Madeline short.”

      Willie wanted to believe it. Lord, how he wanted to believe it.

      His thoughts went back to this morning and Maddie in his arms on that pantry floor, the scent of roses and the startled catch of her breath. The way she’d looked at him when he named the puppy Duchess, the delightful spark of humor in her blue eyes. The way she fit into the chaos of Thimblehollow, flour in her hair and laughter on her lips.

      But wanting something didn’t make it possible.

      “I’d best get these two settled and finish my work,” Willie said, putting Duchess back into her pouch. Duke sat at his heel, patient and steady, watching with those intelligent eyes.

      As Willie rode toward the barn, he allowed himself one moment of foolish dreaming. What if Nick was right? What if Maddie could see past what he didn’t have to what they could build together?

      A dog-training business. A partnership. A future.

      But dukes’ daughters didn’t marry cowboys who didn’t even have a horse to their name. Maybe if he had time to build something, but time was not on his side.

      He put two fingers in his mouth and gave a sharp whistle. Duke bounded ahead toward the barn, and Duchess’s tail thumped in the pouch.

      “You’re a wiggly one,” Willie muttered to the pup. “But you’ll be worth it.”

      If only the same could be said about his chances with Maddie.

      Willie was coiling a rope near the barn when he heard the rattle of a wagon. Laura’s rig pulled into the yard. When he recognized who was with her, his pulse kicked up.

      Beautiful Maddie. Bundled in a dark cloak, her cheeks pink from the cold.

      Their eyes met across the yard, and she gave him a smile, small but genuine. Not the practiced smile of a duke’s daughter, but something real. Just for him.

      “Afternoon, Miss Wycliffe,” he called, touching the brim of his hat.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Kendrick.” Her voice carried on the cold air, and it had a warmth that made his chest tighten in the strange way it had taken to doing lately.

      Laura said something to her, and Maddie turned away, following his sister into the ranch office. But before she disappeared inside, she glanced at him once more.

      He stood there, the rope rasping against his gloves, as rough as the wanting in his chest, while Duke sat at his feet, looking up at Willie with knowing eyes.

      “Dang, boy,” he muttered. “I’m in trouble.”
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      Later that afternoon, Maddie stood in Thimblehollow’s kitchen beside Laura, dusted in flour up to her elbows. So far, she had dropped one egg on the floor and used salt instead of sugar in the first batch of biscuits. The Aunties had been kind enough not to scold, though Auntie B had chuckled and declared, “Nothing’s wasted. The chickens will think it a treat.”

      With its warmth and camaraderie, the kitchen was quickly becoming Maddie’s favorite place. It reminded her of when she had been young and loved sneaking into the large kitchen at the ducal estate, where the air was rich with the delicious scent of fresh bread and roasting meats.

      The cook, a plump and kind woman, would slip Maddie sugared biscuits still warm from the oven, winking as though they shared a marvelous secret. Those cherished moments, with the clatter of pans, the laughter of the servants, and the bustling cheer, had given her a taste of something she never found in any gilded drawing room.

      Sadly, when the duke discovered her visits, he immediately dismissed the cook. He declared it beneath his daughter to consort with servants and forbade Maddie to enter the kitchen ever again.

      While she had first joined the Aunties in their kitchen as a means to defy her father, Maddie did so now because she enjoyed it.

      She was attempting to roll out dough for ginger biscuits. The wooden pin still felt heavy and awkward in her hands, and every time she leaned too hard, the dough stuck to the board. Gritting her teeth, she tried again.

      “Lightly, dear,” Auntie L coached from across the table, her needles clicking in her lap as she worked a strip of knitting. “It is very much like coaxing a child along rather than dragging him by the arm.”

      “Or like teaching a pup to heel,” Auntie B added, setting another pan of cookies by the stove. She winked at Laura. “I daresay her ladyship has had little practice with either children or puppies.”

      Maddie sighed but tried the rolling pin again, this time pressing lighter, and the dough spread evenly.

      “There you go. See?” Auntie L nodded with approval. “As many cookies as we bake here, you will be good at this in no time.”

      Laura leaned closer, her voice low. “You have nothing to prove, you know. Few people get to experience living in two such different worlds. That you are learning to cook a meal, tend a child, and alter your own gowns is no small thing.” She smiled. “I, for one, am so proud of what you have accomplished already.”

      Maddie blinked furiously, unable to speak. Never in her life had anyone said they were proud of her. Once her vision cleared, she reached for the cookie cutter and carefully pressed it into the dough. A perfect circle lifted away, and she placed it on the baking sheet with only a small wobble.

      Not perfect. But her own work. Her own hands creating something useful.

      The kitchen door banged open, and a swirl of icy air followed Frances into the room, her cheeks red from the cold. She stomped her boots on the mat and grinned at the sight of Maddie bent over the table. “Well, don’t you look like a proper housewife.”

      Maddie chuckled. “And notice the dough isn’t crawling off the board.”

      “Progress!” Frances snatched a biscuit from the cooling pan and popped it into her mouth before Auntie B could swat her hand. “Mmm. These are good, Maddie.”

      “Don’t eat them all,” Auntie L cautioned.

      Frances leaned against the counter. “Why so much baking? You have enough here to feed an army.”

      “We’re making extra today to bring some folks a bit of cheer,” Auntie B said. “We’ll take some to the church pantry, and I want to send a tin to the Becks. They’ve had sickness in the house again.”

      Laura nodded, wiping her hands on her apron. “And I overheard at the Mercantile yesterday that Mrs. Dankworth didn’t come in this week for an order.”

      “That poor thing, losing her husband. And with her time so close.” Auntie L shook her head. “I told her she should let her family know, but she said they’re all gone. She’s alone, and that worries me.”

      The lively warmth of the kitchen dimmed. Maddie looked up, frowning. “Who is this Mrs. Dankworth?”

      “She’s the mother of the little boy who was shadowing Nick the other day when we had tea at the Lucky L.” Frances’s expression darkened. “Her husband died a couple of months ago in a lightning storm. The boy saw it happen.”

      Maddie’s hand stilled on the cookie cutter. “How dreadful.”

      “And now that poor woman, whose baby is due at any moment, is left trying to care for herself and Tommy.” Auntie B wiped at her eyes.

      “I think I’ll go check on her,” Frances said, straightening.

      “That’s a lovely idea.” Auntie L nodded her approval, her expression relieved.

      “Why don’t you go along and take some of these out to her, Maddie dear?” Auntie B nodded at the cooling rack full of fresh biscuits.

      Maddie blinked. “Me?”

      “Who better than you?” Auntie L asked. “A little kindness at a time like this is just what the Good Lord asks of us.”

      The Aunties spoke often of Christian charity, and Maddie supposed this must be what they meant. She had always attended church back home, but this practical way of showing it felt strangely foreign to what she knew there. But she liked it. Very much. Seeing simple kindness practiced daily as a matter of course made her wish to take part as well.

      “I’ll be glad of the company.” Frances nodded toward the door.

      “It would ease our minds to know she’s all right.” Laura was already putting biscuits into a small towel-lined basket.

      “Take this along too.” Auntie B added a jar of apple preserves wrapped in cloth. “If she’s in need, it will do her good.”

      “And bread to go along with the jam.” Auntie L was wrapping a recently baked loaf.

      “When you get there, if you find she’s really in need,” Laura said, a crease between her brows, “you had best fetch Doc George or Edith.”

      Maddie’s stomach tightened, but she squared her shoulders and lifted the basket. Whatever awaited at Mrs. Dankworth’s, she would see it through. It helped to know that the ever-capable Frances would be there too.
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