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      Dugray Dawson reined in his horse, pulling it to a stop. He gathered his greatcoat around him tighter, blocking out the wind sweeping across the open fields. “The land has potential, I will give you that, Tad. But the house—it will need a complete renovation. Most of it is not habitable and the dower house? I am surprised it is still standing.”

      Tad Wentworth glanced over at his friend. “But I believe parts of the house are livable. Perhaps it is not the luxury some might expect, but one could live in it while making the repairs on other parts of the house.”

      Dawson shook his head. “What I do not understand is why you wish to purchase it. Compared to Morley Park, this place is a hovel. Why should you even consider it?”

      Tad shrugged. “Once it is repaired it could be let for a handsome price.” He gazed sideways at Dawson.

      Dawson narrowed his eyes at the Duke of Shearsby, knowing that look. He had seen it many times in his lifetime and it never led to anything good. This, he was sure, would not be an exception.

      “Or someone else could buy it…” Tad left the sentence dangling. 

      Dawson let out a grunt-groan. “What have you done, Tad?”

      A large smile spread across Tad’s face. “Nothing so very bad. I only put money down to hold the estate. I did not wish to have someone else sweep in and snatch it from under our noses. After all, it is rare for a property such as this to come available. I did not want your excessive thinking to interfere and cause us to miss out.”

      The duke surely had a plan. He always had a plan. And they almost always involved Dawson, somehow. Dawson swept his hand in front of him. “Out with it. I know you have a grand notion you wish to share with me. Lay it out so I can decline, and we can get out of this blasted cold.” He shifted in his saddle, trying to relieve the ache in his hips. When had he gotten so old? Was three and thirty so very old? His body told him it was.

      Tad’s horse danced in place, throwing his head back several times. Even the animals were cold and wished to return to Morley Park.

      Tad set his horse in motion back toward the manor house. “I thought, perhaps, you could purchase the place.”

      Dawson opened his mouth to refute such a preposterous plan, but Tad went on, completely ignoring him.

      “As I said, parts of the house are livable. Come spring, we can make the necessary repairs to the roof and rockwork outside. Then you may make the interior repairs at your leisure.”

      Dawson scrubbed a hand over his face. He used the word we, but what he meant was Dawson. Dawson could make the repairs. Dawson could live in the hovel.

      He pulled his horse to a stop and interjected while Tad took in a breath. “But there is already a flaw in your plan. I do not have the money to buy this place.” He folded his arms across his chest, satisfied with himself for putting an end to the discussion before it had even begun. But then his brow crinkled. It was not like Tad to have a plan fall apart so early into it.

      As he thought, Tad only smiled at him, pulling ahead of Dawson and calling over his shoulder. “But you do. With the money I know you have saved and the money I have put away for you—”

      Dawson dig his heels into Ares’s flanks. “Wait just a moment. What money you have put away for me?”

      “Do you not remember when first we came to Morley Park and I offered you a salary to be my secretary? You told me it was an excessive amount and refused it, instead agreeing to only half the amount?” Tad shrugged. “I have been paying the other half into the bank for these last two years. It has grown into quite a respectable sum. By my calculations, if you used both savings, and what you brought with you from America, you would have enough to buy this place, with enough left over to buy at least a half-dozen horses.”

      Dawson closed his gapping mouth, his teeth aching as the heat from inside his lips warmed them. “Why am I buying a half-dozen horses?”

      “To breed, of course. One cannot be a horse breeder without horses.” Tad looked on Dawson as if he were daft. 

      Dawson stared at him, blinking several times as the wind dried out his eyes. “I am to be a horse breeder? When did I decide this?” His voice was gruff and clipped.

      Tad laughed. “You have been thinking on it for some time. And I, for one, think it a brilliant idea.”

      “It takes time to become a breeder, Tad. How am I to support this estate, let alone have enough money to make the needed repairs?”

      Tad nodded. “Not to worry. You have this planned out as well.” 

      Dawson looked at him with a bland expression, his head throbbing at his temples. He should have known this would be a lengthy plan. Tad never did anything by halves. “I have been very busy, thinking, have I not?”

      “Did I not say you thought excessively much?” Tad grinned. “First we will repair the tenant cottages.”

      Dawson snorted. “We? I do not think it proper for the Duke of Shearsby to be mending tenant cottages. Mending the ones on your own estate caused murmuring enough. I can only imagine what gossip will follow if you are seen atop my tenant cottages.”

      “You have begun to think of this place as yours. Very good.” He dropped from his horse and tethered it to a nearby tree before striding up the steps to the terrace of the manor house. He turned to Dawson and Tad’s smile faltered. “We have long established that I am not a typical English Duke. We mended the cottages at Morley; we will do it here at Fawnbrooke, unless you choose to rename it.”

      Dawson shook his head. “I have no notion of what I would change it to.”

      They pushed into the front entryway. Wallpaper hung in tattered clumps from the walls, and plaster was chipped and missing from the ceiling above. Cobwebs strung from one branch of the chandelier to the next. 

      Dawson pushed out a long, slow breath through his teeth. What was Tad thinking? This place was a wreck.

      Tad took the stairs two at a time and Dawson reluctantly followed, turning down the darkened corridor. Tad opened each door, peering inside. “It appears most of the bed chambers in the east wing just need a good cleaning and perhaps some paint. “Yes, I think this very encouraging.” 

      Dawson looked into the first room. Perhaps this could be his mother’s room. An unexpected warmth filled him.

      They moved to the end of the corridor and Tad threw open the door to a large room. “This must be the master’s rooms.”

      Dawson walked in and turned around. A door on the left led to the dressing room, which was positioned between this room and another of exact measurements. The second would obviously belong to the mistress of the house. Dawson grunted. Would there even ever be a mistress? It seemed unlikely and his chest tightened at the thought. Had he wholly given up on the notion of finding a suitable match? He pushed the thought away for now and returned to the corridor, waiting for Tad to shut the door behind them.

      “It seems to me if you shut off the West Wing until we make the repairs, you should be able to live comfortably enough here.” Tad clapped his hands together and wiped them against each other, trying to remove the dust and dirt.

      Dawson stared at his friend. Tad was completely serious. He thought this plan a good one. Dawson did not know what to think. He scratched at the back of his neck. So many things could go wrong. What if he lost it all? What if it turned out he was like his father?

      Tad walked back to the front doors and stepped out into the cold. He motioned to the land they had just surveyed. “As I was saying, if we are able to rent the cottages before spring, you will be able to have that income to help until the horses start to turn a profit.” He scrunched his mouth up to one side. “I confess, in your plan, you will be living in the east wing of the house for several years. But you felt it a necessary sacrifice for a successful future.” He gave a little chuckle, obviously amused by his own wit.

      Dawson leaned his elbows on the stone wall that lined the front terrace. At one point it had likely been grand, Dawson was sure, but it now crumbled in several places. He looked out over the land from an owner’s perspective. It was impressive land. There was much that could be grown here, and the sections which were too rocky for vegetation could easily support sheep or cattle. He had dreamed of owning his own farm again, had yearned for it. His dream usually had him back in Pennsylvania, but with his mother soon to arrive, he knew returning to the United States not likely anymore. “Do you really believe this is a feasible plan, Tad?”

      Tad moved in close, joining Dawson with elbows on the wall. “I would not have brought it to you if I did not.”

      A fluttering erupted in Dawson’s stomach and his hands shook, suddenly damp inside his thick, woolen gloves. Even thinking about doing such a thing was lunacy, was it not? It was easy for Tad to believe such grand things possible. He was a Duke with great financial security. But Dawson? He did not have the luxury to gamble on such endeavors. If it failed? His chest felt tight and he found each breath more difficult than the last. This was too much, too soon.

      “I need to think on it.” He pushed himself away and bounded down the stairs, practically leaping onto his horse.

      Tad jogged to keep up. “As I knew you would. Which is precisely why I put the money down. We have until month’s end to make the decision. Then we either pay the remaining money or have the money I put down returned.” He looked hard at Dawson. “I think this is a good opportunity, Dawson. One that does not come along often. The land is good which makes it a lower risk.”

      “If you think the land will support the estate, why even bother with the breeding?”

      Tad turned his horse back in the direction of Morley Park and Dawson followed as they began the five-mile journey back.

      “I believe the land will only just support the estate, but it will never get you ahead. You will always be living from one harvest to the next, hoping nothing catastrophic happens to bring everything down around you.” He paused. “Besides, you are the best horseman I know. It only seems natural for you to take up breeding. You will make a success of it. Of that I have no doubt.”

      Dawson remained silent, thinking on his friend’s words. It was hard not to feel Tad’s same confidence after hearing his speech. “I will think on it while fetching my mother from Liverpool next week.”

      Tad grinned. “She is to arrive next week? I can hardly believe it is so soon.” He leaned slightly forward in his saddle. “You know, the Earl of Somerton is selling the offspring of his stallion, Eclipse. The earl’s estate would only be a day or two out of your way on your return from Liverpool. Perhaps you could stop and buy the horse then.” 

      “I have not yet decided to agree to your plan, Tad. I am wondering if I should be committed to Bedlam for even considering it.” Dawson frowned.

      Tad shrugged. “I am most excited to see your mother again. It has been too long.” He took a long breath. “I confess, I had hoped my mother and sisters would have come already.”

      Dawson nodded. He understood the loneliness that crept in. Although, Tad had Violet to keep his loneliness at bay. Dawson had no one—except Tad. But Tad could not fill the void left inside Dawson when he had departed for England and his mother had stayed behind in Pennsylvania. Yes, it would be good to have her here at last.

      They stopped in front of the stables at Morley and a boy came running out. Dawson and Tad dismounted almost in unison, handing over the reins. 

      “The proximity to Morley I believe to be advantageous as well.” Tad started up the stairs.

      “I am certain there will be times when it will feel too close,” Dawson muttered. 

      Tad glanced back over his shoulder, smiling even as his head shook.

      The front door opened, and Baker nodded to them as they stepped over the threshold. They both stopped as the warmth of the house settled over them.

      Violet, the Duchess of Shearsby, appeared at the top of the stairs. She walked quickly, with more grace than Dawson would have thought possible.

      She took hold of Tad’s hand, wrapping her other arm around his. Going up on tiptoe, she pressed a kiss to his cheek before dropping back down to flat feet. “Well, did he agree?”

      Dawson’s chest tightened. He did not desire Violet for himself; he never had. But he did desire what she and Tad had—the love they felt for each other.

      Tad placed his free hand over hers. “As I suspected, he wishes to think on it.”

      Violet smiled at Dawson. “Dawson is a wise man. I think him prudent not to rush into anything.”

      Dawson gave a slight shake of his head. Perhaps it would be good for him to get away from Morley, away from the daily reminder of what he did not have, and with every passing day, did not believe he ever would.
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      Zia Petrovich fastened a serviceable woolen cloak around her shoulders, shoving her fingers into her gloves. She frowned at the mousy colored frock. Did Tiana not have something better?

      “Are you sure this is necessary?” Tiana asked as she fastened Zia’s heavy, ermine-trimmed cloak at her throat. “Why must I pretend to be you, knyázhna? Do you think it possible word has reached England of your arrival?” Tiana’s English was broken and accented. Thankfully, it would not change the plan.

      Zia scowled at her maid. “You are not to call me princess here. How many times must I repeat this, Tiana?” 

      Zia sighed. Sometimes she wondered if Tiana had a brain in her brainbox. Was it so difficult to remember the plan they had come up with? Zia shook her head and softened her tone slightly. “I do not worry about Ivan or any of his men finding us this early in our journey. But I do think the ruse necessary. I have read much about highwaymen who roam the county roads, falling upon the carriages of the wealthy and important people. What if one should take us prisoner and try to ransom me?” She checked her reflection in the mirror one last time before moving to the doorway. She looked as poor as she possibly could with her naturally regal nose and chin. “Come; our carriage will be waiting for us and we have yet to procure any food.”

      Tiana looked at her mistress skeptically. “But how will they know you,” she looked down at the cloak, “or rather, I, am someone important enough to be ransomed?”

      Zia raised her brows, her mouth set in a straight line. “How many people of common birth have a cloak such as that?” 

      Tiana frowned. “So I am to be the one held prisoner and ransomed? This is your plan?” Her voice rose slightly in pitch.

      Zia let out an exasperated sigh. “Yes, of course. Is that not why you are here? To see to my needs? I need not be taken prisoner.” Zia waved her hand at her maid. “It is only a precaution, Tiana. I do not think it truly a possibility.” She glared at her maid, the full extent of the girl’s question suddenly dawning. “You do not wish for me to be taken prisoner, do you?”

      “Of course not, miss.” At least she had not called Zia by her title again. But her voice held a touch too much uncertainty for Zia’s liking.

      Tiana fixed her hair and tied Zia’s bonnet under her chin. “And you think they will believe I am someone important?” Her voice held a small hint of excitement. 

      Zia shrugged, turning the knob on the door. “By the time they figure out you are not, I shall be safely away.” She turned back. “But not to worry. I should think I would come back for you.”

      Tiana did not look altogether reassured by the statement, but nonetheless, she turned away from the mirror and followed Zia from the room. “When did you tell your uncle we would be arriving?”

      Zia waved her hand. She had not given her uncle a timeline. To do so, she would have had to write him, which she had not done. “I was not sure how long the journey would take, so I did not give him specifics.” In truth, she had been afraid that notifying her uncle before their arrival would only give him a chance to send word to her father. While she was certain her uncle would dispatch that exact letter upon her arrival at Chatney House, she did not wish her father to have any advance notice.

      Her sigh caught in her throat as she thought on Papa. She had been sad to leave him, but he had left her little choice with his ultimatums.

      As she neared the bottom of the stairs, she could see into the common room of the inn. The innkeeper’s wife bustled about, setting food out on the sideboard. She glanced up when Zia stepped to the floor and narrowed her eyes.

      Zia took in a large breath, momentarily regretting the demanding tone she’d used the night before. But it had been very late, and she had been tired. Could the woman not understand such things?

      Tiana walked over and gave the woman a smile. “Good morning. I am afraid we shall be taking our leave today.”

      Zia walked over and pulled Tiana away. “Forgive my mistress. She is not used to your English customs.” Zia glared at her maid. They would never believe Tiana was a lady if she continually visited with the servants. “Would it be possible for us to collect some food to take with us? We are most anxious to get underway.”

      The older woman glared at them. “If it means bein’ rid of ye sooner, I should gather the food myself.”

      Tiana smiled weakly. “Yes, I suppose you would.” She leaned around Zia and pressed several coins into the woman’s hand. “I apologize for any inconvenience we have been to you. We shall gather a few things and be on our way.”

      The woman sniffed and grunted. Turning, she pushed through a curtain separating the main room from the kitchens in the back.

      Zia quietly moved to the buffet and picked up a serviette, placing bread and biscuits into her palm. She stood in front of the plate of ham, debating with herself the prudence in taking the meat. It would surely keep hunger at bay longer, but it was certain to make quite a mess of the serviette and anything else inside of it. Her stomach grumbled, effectively ending her hesitation. She speared two thick slices with a fork and placed them atop a slice of bread. She added a second piece of bread on top, hoping to eliminate some of the mess. 

      She glanced around her. The innkeeper’s wife would certainly object to Zia taking this much food. Seeing no one paying her any mind, Zia snatched several boiled eggs and tucked them under the biscuits. She folded in the two sides of the serviette and tied the ends up before making a second package for Tiana.

      Tiana waited quietly in a chair by the fireplace.

      Zia turned in search of the footman and ran headlong into a gentleman waiting for his turn at the sideboard. His bearded mouth ticked up slightly.

      Zia gave him a small push away. “Excuse me, sir. You need not stand so close. There will be food enough when I have departed.” 

      The smile, however small it was, slipped and was replaced by a very evident frown. One brow was arched high on his forehead. The brow slowly lowered, and his eyes narrowed. “I beg your pardon, miss.” 

      Zia sidestepped the man and moved to speak with the footman they had hired along with the carriage and driver. 

      Thomas dipped his head. “The trunks have been loaded into the carriage, miss. It is ready to leave when you are.”

      Zia glanced over her shoulder at Tiana and motioned her to the door. Zia closed her eyes briefly. It would be a relief when they were at last in the carriage. Tiana came and stood beside Zia. “Come, mistress. The carriage is ready.”

      Tiana nodded and moved toward the door. She smiled at the footman who colored up at the attention.

      Zia gritted her teeth. It would take divine intervention to not have the whole of England know of their arrival. “Please quit flirting with the servants, my lady. You are drawing undo attention to us,” she whispered fiercely.

      Zia glanced over her shoulder to verify her assertion and saw the bearded man look her way. Was he suspicious of her? Could this be what a highwayman looked like? Not that this is what he would look like when he was actually robbing carriages. From what Zia had read, highwaymen usually wore cloth covers over their mouths to hide their identity. But still, this man looked dangerous.

      “Hurry along, Tiana. We must be on our way.”

      “Did you see that man looking at you, knyázhna?”

      Zia followed Tiana’s gaze back to the man filling his plate with food.

      “I did see him. I bumped into him after retrieving our breakfast. He must have been making sure I was not hurt.” Zia motioned to the door with her head. “Now, let us hurry.” She felt as if he still stared at her, but she did not dare look back and verify the truthfulness of it.

      Tiana moved toward the door and their waiting carriage.

      The wind nearly pulled the door from Zia’s grasp. She tightened her hold and pushed it closed behind them. Her bonnet lifted, pulling at the ribbons tied beneath her chin. She hurried to the carriage and allowed Thomas to hand her in after Tiana. He shut the door and the two settled into the velvet covered cushions.

      The carriage shifted as the wind pushed against it. 

      “Do you think it safe to travel in such conditions, Your Highness?”

      Zia lifted a brow but made no comment. “It is not the most ideal weather, I concede. But I do not think it will lessen in the near future. We cannot put off our travels to my uncle’s estate.” She looked out the window. “Besides, the weather was much worse when we left Odessa. We shall be well.” Zia’s brow furrowed as she stared out the window. When they had left home, Boris had been driving the carriage. She trusted Boris with her life, but this man…Henry? She did not know of his skill in the driver’s box.

      Tiana must have sensed Zia’s apprehension. “I hope so,” she whispered.

      The carriage lurched forward and both women sucked in a breath. 

      Zia slowly released hers as the carriage took on a steady rhythm. Taking one more deep breath, she settled into the seat, dropping her head against the side of the carriage and watching the landscape outside slide past her window. Snow began to fall, and she gave a slight shiver.

      Tiana leaned forward, grasping the rug lying on the opposite seat. She unfolded it and draped it across Zia’s lap. “I do not wish you to catch a cold.” She moved one of the bricks from her own feet to Zia’s.

      Zia smiled. Perhaps she had been too terse with the girl earlier. While Zia was often irritated and cross with her maid, she was grateful Tiana was there.

      Tiana was her reluctant traveling companion, but she was also her friend. Or as much of a friend as a servant could be to a princess. Indeed, she was the only friend Zia had ever had. They had practically grown up together. 

      Zia pulled the rug over, placing half of it onto Tiana’s lap. “I should not like to see you become ill, either.”

      Tiana slid the blanket back onto Zia. “You forget, I am wearing your cloak. I find I am quite warm. But I know the cloak you are wearing cannot boast as much. Take the rug and wrap it around you, knyázhna.”

      Zia nodded and tucked the blanket around her legs and arms. Tiana was right; her cloak did not provide the warmth that Zia’s heavy woolen one did. Why had Tiana never mentioned this before? 

      Turning her attention back out the window, Zia pushed those troubling thoughts from her mind. Perhaps when they reached her uncle’s estate, she could see that Tiana had a warmer cloak made.

      Her uncle. That thought brought a deep sigh. She had not actually met her mother’s brother. From all accounts, the Duke of Heathrough was a stern man. But surely, he would take Zia in and protect her from Prince Sokolov. Indeed, Zia did not know what she would do if her uncle refused her. What if he sent her back? She swallowed past the tightness in her throat. She would not—could not—think on that now.

      A hard wind hit the side of the carriage and it leaned heavily to Zia’s side. She scooted away from the window, nearly hugging Tiana in the middle of the seat.

      Tiana looked at her with slightly wide eyes. “Why do you look so concerned? I thought you said we would be safe here.”

      Zia shrugged. “Nothing has happened to make me think otherwise. I will feel better when we reach Chatney House, is all. My uncle will see we are safe.”

      Tiana narrowed her eyes slightly. Did she not believe Zia? The girl knew better than to voice that suspicion if she indeed thought it.

      Zia pushed herself against the side of the carriage and leaned her head against the cold glass. Another gust shook them, and Zia could feel the wheels slipping beneath them. She sighed. More than just the weather was reminiscent of Russia. The hills outside her window reminded her of the hilly region outside Odessa.

      The landscape dropped away in a valley below. Zia looked across the carriage out the other window and saw the carriage hugging tightly to the hillside. While it was not an immense drop on her side, it was enough to make her stomach clench. If the weather were not so disagreeable, this ride would have been quite lovely and enjoyable. But currently, it had Zia shifting slowly toward Tiana.

      Another gust pushed against the carriage, this time shifting it closer to the hillside. Zia let out a relieved breath. Better that than the threatening cliffside on the opposite side of the road. The gust released its hold on them, and the carriage swerved, bringing them dangerously close to the edge. The front jerked back toward the hillside, but the back wheel must have caught the edge because the carriage slipped and leaned dangerously over the drop-off.

      Tiana yelled out, as Zia pushed them both to the opposite side. But their body weight was not enough to bring the carriage into balance, and it tipped the rest of the way, landing on its side and sliding down the hillside.

      Tiana screamed and fell on top of Zia, but her screams quieted as the carriage came to a hard stop. Tiana fell to the side, as Zia fell forward striking her head on the door latch. Blood trickled from Tiana’s nose. Her eyes fluttered closed and then her body went limp.

      “Tiana. Tiana.” Zia screamed at her maid. “Wake up, Tiana. I insist you wake up.” Zia looked up at the sky through the window in the door of the carriage. She shook the girl. “We must hurry. Perhaps there will be a passing carriage. But you must first wake up.”

      Tiana said nothing and made no movement. Zia yanked the glove from her hand and placed shaking fingers to the girl’s throat. Perhaps she was not doing it right. She had only seen it done once by the doctor when her mother had died. 

      Zia moved her fingers along Tiana’s throat. Feel something. She willed her fingers to find a heartbeat. “Fine. I shall get Thomas to come help me get you out.”

      Zia pushed up on the door and pulled herself out of the carriage. She looked around in the blowing snow. Where were Thomas and Henry? Surely they did not leave her and Tiana to save themselves. She put her hand at her brows, blocking the snow and wind from distorting her vision. “Thomas! Henry!” She screamed but the wind seemed to blow her words back into her face. She hollered several times to no avail. The men were nowhere to be found.

      “I shall find a carriage myself.” Zia climbed toward the road, her half boots slipping on the mud and snow. She fell and cursed herself for leaving her glove in the carriage. Not that her other hand was dry or warm. 

      Her head pounded and her chest burned as the cold air filled her lungs. Finally, muddy and soaked through, she reached the edge of the road. Her foot slipped again, and she landed hard. Zia dropped her head onto her arm, closing her eyes. She was so tired. Perhaps if she could rest for a moment… Pops of color filled the space behind her eyelids only to fade into a silent blackness.
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      They had started out later than he had hoped and now they were in the thick of the storm. He would surely be late for his scheduled appointment with Lord Somerton. Dawson grunted as he watched the snow pound against the carriage window then glanced at his mother to assess if she was concerned.

      There was less concern than curiosity.

      “I can understand why that young lady was scared of you, Dugray. You look a fright with all that hair on your face. When I stepped off the boat and first saw your face, I had hoped to see all of it. Why have you not shaved?”

      Dawson looked across the carriage at his mother. “I will see it is all shaved off once we arrive at Fawnbrooke, Mother. I did not feel it necessary to drag my valet on this adventure.” Dawson stroked at his beard. “Besides, I believe it keeps me warmer.”

      His mother shook her head, her lips pursed in exasperation. “You look as if you are exploring the Louisiana Territory.”

      Dawson chuckled until the carriage pulled to a stop and he looked out. The snow was coming down almost horizontal, the wind was so fierce. There was no town or even shelter within sight. Why had James stopped? “What is the matter, Son? You look worried?”

      Dawson gave his mother’s hand a reassuring pat. “I am sure there is nothing wrong, Mother. I am just unsure why the carriage has stopped.”

      As if answering his question, the door opened, flying out of the footman’s hand and banging loudly against the side of the carriage. “Begging you pardon, sir.”

      Dawson leaned forward. “Why have we stopped, William?” 

      The footman squinted into the carriage. “It looks as if there has been an accident up ahead. A carriage has gone over the hillside.”

      Dawson swore.

      His mother’s eyes widened slightly, and he was not sure if it was because of the curse or the news of the accident. Regardless, he buttoned his greatcoat as he stepped from the carriage. “Stay inside where it is warm, Mother. I do not wish for you to catch cold.”

      She nodded.

      Dawson held his hat on with his hand and trudged into the wind. The snow pelted against his face, like tiny daggers. He squinted, trying to keep the snow out of his eyes. What happened to the beautiful, lilting flakes from just a few days ago?

      He walked to the edge and looked down, his mouth dropping open. A snowy, muddy trail went the whole length of the hillside, ending at the splinted carriage box at the bottom. Dawson surveyed the area, shaking his head. Where was the driver? And what of the occupants? Had they been thrown clear or were they still inside? He doubted anyone had survived.

      “Sir.” James jogged up to Dawson, hooking his thumb over his shoulder. “There seems to be a woman over there. She must have been trying to climb up the hillside and slipped.”

      Dawson looked to where the driver motioned. A mound, quickly being covered by snow, lay just up ahead. Dawson hurried over.

      Her head and arms rested on the road’s outer edge, but the rest of her hung limp down the hillside. “Is she alive?”

      “I dunno.” James shifted from foot to foot.

      Dawson dropped down to one knee, feeling the mud oozing through his pants. He gently turned her over and she let out a soft moan. Dawson sat back on his haunches. It was the servant woman from the inn. The one who had bumped into him at the sideboard. Her face was pale and dotted with mud and snow. 

      “Help me pull her up.” He called back to James and the two brought her up onto the road. “She is soaked through.” Dawson dropped back to his knee and lifted her up into his arms. “There must be a driver somewhere down here. Please make a search while I situate her in the carriage with my mother.” 

      “Surely you do not think there is anyone alive down there?” James placed his hand over his eyes. “Look at the carriage.”

      Dawson scowled. “She survived, did she not?”

      “Perhaps she was thrown before the carriage went over.” James peered down.

      Dawson shook his head. “No. I could see her tracks in the mud. If there is someone else alive, they will not be for this world long if we do not hurry.”

      James and William grudgingly stepped off the road, their arms waving about as they slid nearly a rod.

      Dawson hurried to the carriage and fumbled for the handle. His mother must have opened it from inside, because the door flung back on the wind, narrowly missing both he and the woman in his arms.

      She let out a soft moan.

      “You are going to be well,” he whispered in her ear. Or I hope you shall be. The carriage shifted as he stepped up and ducked inside.

      “Oh, dear me. Is she all right?” His mother looked on with worried eyes. “Is she…alive?”

      “She is for now. But if we do not get her warm soon, I am not certain she will be for long.”

      James hollered up from the carriage below. 

      “Please get her some blankets, Mother.” Dawson ducked back out of the carriage and returned to the edge of the road.

      “We found the driver and the footman, sir. They are shaken, but they were able to jump clear before the carriage went over.” He glanced over at the carriage. “But the lady inside…” James did not need to finish the sentence for Dawson to know of her fate.

      “Come up, all of you. Let us get to the next village and then we can decide how to proceed.” He glanced back at the carriage. “The lady needs to see a doctor. Or at the very least, gain some warmth and nourishment. I will also need to send word to Lord Somerton that I will not be coming as planned.”

      The men scurried up, slipping frequently in the mud. William handed a cloak over to Dawson. “I thought this might be helpful for the girl, sir.”

      Dawson clutched the furry cloak. “Thank you, William.”

      The drivers climbed into the box in the front while the two footmen squeezed into the tight space at the back.

      Dawson looked down at his muddy boots and pants for the first time. “I hope Tad does not go apoplectic when he sees his carriage,” he muttered. “But there is nothing for it.” He hoisted himself back into the carriage, looking around to see where the mud would be the least noticeable. When he saw the lady’s pale face, he forgot about everything else. Pulling his hand from his glove, he put it to her face. Her skin was cold to the touch. She needed warmth quickly.

      He sat her up, dropping down on the bench next to her and draping the heavy cloak around her shoulders. Her lips held a tinge of purple, but her body shook, and her teeth clattered together, giving him hope she was well enough.

      “She is freezing. Mother, are there any warm bricks left?”

      His mother shook her head. “They gave up heat several hours ago, I am afraid.”

      Carefully he laid her head in his lap.  Rubbing his hand up and down her arm, he tried to infuse some heat into her body. His wet glove left gooseflesh in its wake. He peeled it off and threw it to the floor next to its match.

      “To the devil with propriety,” he growled and pulled her onto his lap, pressing her body against his. He ignored the uptick in his pulse as he felt he slight tickle of her breath on his neck. He also ignored the slight raise of his mother’s brow. 

      He tucked the cloak around her and then pulled his greatcoat over the both of them, wrapping his arms around her shivering body.

      Her eyes fluttered open and she stared at him. He returned her stare until her eyes drifted closed again.

      “She needs a doctor.” His mother’s voice was quiet and concerned.

      Dawson nodded. “We are past the most dangerous part. We should be to a town within the hour. We can summon a doctor there.” He looked out the window. “If he says she can travel, we should be able to make it home to Fawnbrooke tonight.” 

      Dawson sucked in a breath. Fawnbrooke. Home. It was odd to use those two words together. Indeed, Dawson had only decided to buy the place just before setting out for Liverpool, after visiting the estate nearly half a dozen times. Tad had volunteered to make the necessary arrangements while Dawson was away. He now hoped he had not made a rash decision that would end poorly.
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        * * *

      

      The carriage turned from the road and proceeded up the gravel drive. Dawson partially relaxed. Their brief consultation with a doctor had indicated it would be best to get the woman home and into a warm bed as quickly as possible. Sleep is what she needed. The innkeeper where they’d stopped had seemed none too thrilled with the prospect of caring for the stranger and so Dawson felt he had little option but to keep her with him. Though he hadn’t caused the accident, he somehow felt responsible for the woman; after all, someone would have to tell her the news of her mistress’s passing. Even the hired driver and footman had stayed behind at the inn, claiming no personal connection to the traveling women, and clearly anxious to be done with their ill-fated journey. The woman was utterly alone. As soon as the weather broke, Dawson had taken her and his mother and set out for Fawnbrooke.

      He looked down at the woman in his lap and his stomach gave a little lurch. She had not awakened at all since her eyes had fluttered open just after her rescue, but her body was warming, and a little color had returned to her cheeks. His mother had told him she thought it not necessary for the girl to continue on his lap, but he had disputed. What if she should roll off the bench and injure herself further? No, he would see her safely to Fawnbrooke. It was the least he could do.

      The carriage slowed and Dawson looked out the window. Fawnbrooke sat outlined in the moonlight braking through the clouds. It was even more beautiful than he remembered. Perhaps it was because it was night. Or maybe it was because it was his. Whatever the reason, he was glad to be at the end of their journey.

      The carriage came to a stop. His mother looked at him wearily. “Are we here?”

      Dawson nodded, his stomach jittery for another reason. What if his mother did not like Fawnbrooke? What if she was disappointed in it—in him? “The house is in need of repairs. I hope you are not disappointed.”

      His mother smiled. Oh, he had missed her. She always seemed able to set him at ease. “It is a roof over head; if it does not sway to the waves, then I shall be quite content.”

      Dawson placed one arm behind the lady’s back and the other beneath her legs. He scooped her into his arms and ducked his head as he stepped from the carriage.

      A small tendril of smoke curled from the chimneys in the east wing. Dawson smiled. Thank you, Tad. When he had sent word they were coming early, he had not anticipated this.

      William pushed open the front door and Dawson turned sideways as he shuffled into the house. He paused as he looked around the entryway. It looked different than last he saw it. The floors were polished to a shine, as were the side tables, holding vases of hothouse flowers, lining the entryway walls. The walls had not been painted, but the plaster was patched, and the wallpaper had been removed.

      His mother stepped in behind him. “Oh, Dugray. It is lovely, Son.”

      Dawson swallowed. “I must thank Tad when next I see him. This is all his doing.” What had he done in his life to deserve a friend like Tad?

      Mrs. Bryse, the cook from Morley Park, shuffled out of the kitchen. “Ah, Mr. Dawson, sir. You are back.”
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