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​Chapter One
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The creak of the back door opening alerted her. Amelia straightened in her chair and put the gown she’d been refurbishing on the table. Fear slid through her as her needle pierced the lace. No one should be here at this hour. 

Heavy footsteps—a male. Without preamble, the door slammed against the wall, and the angry face of her half-brother followed the toe of the polished boot that kicked her shop door aside. 

“Lord Galter.” Amelia backed away from the table, hoping to spare the garment she must deliver to her customer in the morning. Her curtsy, abrupt and surely too perfunctory for him, did not halt his progress.

“Bloody bastard bitch! I want that trust fund, and you will give it to me.”

The odor of liquor surrounded him. Bartlet must be drunk. “I do not have it. You know my birthday is several months away.”

He came to a halt and raised both fists in the air. “Correct. You will go with me to see Father’s solicitor and sign the trust over to my name. Now you will accompany me home so I know where you are.”

“I have a job to do, and it must be delivered by tomorrow morning. It is not possible for me to accompany you now.”

“You will do as you are told. Come out from behind that table.” Then he smiled. “Better yet, I think some thug looking for a bit of quick coin broke in here, and in the struggle, you died. That is far less troublesome and just what you deserve. Father’s whore will mourn you elsewhere after I eject her from the cottage.”

He meant every word. Amelia’s hand went to her right pocket, where she kept the little knife she used to undo seams. Not a long blade, only the length of her first finger, she kept it razor sharp. If she hurt him, would it be enough to shock him from this madness?

The table and the gown on it went flying to the side as he lunged at her. Before she could move, her legs stiff from sitting and sewing all day, he had her by the throat. Instinct took over. The knife slipped from the small sheath as her fingers closed around the handle. Amelia jabbed the exposed skin above his undone cravat and jerked it free to strike again. Blood sprayed everywhere. As he turned and grabbed his neck, the bright fountain spurted onto the table and the gown. 

Unable to move, she watched as he fell to the floor, covered in blood. 

Taking in the carnage surrounding her, Amelia realized she had just killed Lord Galter. They would hang her. Only the previous Lord Galter’s bastard daughter, she would be blamed for the entire incident... unless she could somehow hide the crime. 

She could set fire to the house. But first she had to get him away somehow. If he were found elsewhere, what Bartlet had proposed for her would be what all thought had overtaken him.

Her small cart stood in what was the back garden of the old home she had found and rented for her shop. The cob waited in its makeshift stable. If she could only get him through the door and to the back of the house, the body could be tied to horse, and it would pull him into the cart. 

She would need to cover him with something. Her fingers shook as she wiped the knife on the now-destroyed gown. Amelia closed her eyes as she struggled to think. The old rug she had taken from the parlor would suffice. Using every bit of strength she had, she dragged him out of the room, down the hall, and to the open back door. 

Thanking God that the old horse didn’t balk as a younger one might have, she used it to pull the body into the cart. She noted that no more blood pumped from the wound. A very helpful thing. In any event, after she dumped the body in or near the river, she would set fire to everything, including the cart, when she returned. 

With the body situated, she ran inside and changed into a dress she had repaired for her mother. Thankfully black, as Mamma had chosen to mourn her father for the remainder of her life. 

A thought came to her. Should she set fire to the building now and wait to torch the cart when she returned? No! That would surely bring the watch. She must wait. And where would she tell them she was? 

Inside! She had fallen asleep sewing. Attempting to save money, she had lit a candle, and the lace gown fell against it. Which meant she must suffer some burns. Not her hands. She needed them to sew. Perhaps her upper arms. She must set fire to the gown she wore and then rush outside and roll in the mud. No, first she must fall against the cart, which would be parked against the hay for the cob. And she must set the animal free from the stable. 

The trek to an area close to the Thames took place with her heart beating so hard Amelia knew someone must hear it. She pulled the body from the back of the cart somehow and then hurried back to her shop. The sky held a gray glow of the coming day when she reached the building. 

It took far less time than she had imagined for the entire lower floor to be engulfed in flames. The horse ran off, showing more energy than she had seen in months. Unfortunately, some of her hair caught fire as well.

When the neighbors and tenants in the homes next to her responded, no one asked questions. They were too busy keeping the buildings next to hers from succumbing to the rain of sparks and cinders. 

Amelia leaned against the back wall of the small yard and watched it burn, happy to see there would be no saving the room where Bartlet died. Eventually, someone asked about her. A constable. In no time at all, Amelia found herself in Mamma’s cottage with cool rags on her burns. 

After a bit of laudanum, she drifted into sleep. Mamma would hear all when she woke, and they were alone. They never kept secrets from each other, and she would need help in the days to come. Mamma would give it without question. 
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“Cher,” her mamma’s voice penetrated the darkness, pulling Amelia from the dreamless sleep she craved. “Come, mon petit chou, you must wake now. There is a man, an inspector from the police, Scotland Yard, who wishes to speak with you.”

“About what? The fire?” She rubbed her eyes as she struggled to wake. 

“Oui. And your half-brother’s death.”

That caused her to open her eyes. “Dead? Bartlet?”

“Indeed. We almost suffered a double tragedy last night. I told him you were burned, and the doctor advised a dose of laudanum. I fear the inspector may have listened to a nasty tale or two from that valet of Lord Galter’s. That one has a mouth that enjoys its own noise.”

“I truly do not think I can move right now. If you act as a chaperone, can he not interview me here?”

Eyes the same green-brown as hers watched her carefully for a moment. Then Mamma asked her the question Amelia had been struggling with as she leaned against the wall and watched her dream, her dressmaking shop, burn. 

“Amelia, why were you wearing my dress? The one with the tear in its hem that you fixed? Did your clothing meet with an accident of some sort? That candle you were using, did some of the wax spill on your gown?”

She squeezed her mother’s hand in gratitude. “It did. I don’t have enough dresses that I can afford to lose one to something as foolish as candle wax. I took the time to scrape the hardened wax off and thought it best to wash it. Which is probably why I became too tired to finish sewing the lace on Mrs. Harding’s gown. I should have just changed and left the cleaning until morning.”

Tears came to her eyes. “I was the author of the destruction that put paid to my dream of owning a dressmaking shop. Now I must wait until my birthday for the trust funds. All the material I had in there will be too full of the scent of smoke to be useful, should any still exist.”

Mamma patted her hand and left the chair. “You are recovered enough to speak with the inspector. I will bring him up.”

Her mother understood they would have a long chat somewhere away from both the servants in the townhouse and the small cottage in the back garden. She now had something to excuse her wearing Mamma’s widow’s weeds. Not that her mother was a legitimate widow. 

Amelia’s father, the deceased Lord Galter, had recognized Amelia as his daughter. He loved them, which had exacerbated Bartlet’s anger and hatred. The thought of her father and his kindness to them both increased the flow of tears, and she didn’t wipe them away. Let the man from Scotland Yard see her cry. She needed all the help available. 

Through blurred vision, she watched the man, a head taller than Mamma follow her into the room. Lean and with a pasty-white, consumptive look about him, his appearance had Amealia sliding deeper into her bed.

Her heart nearly jumped out of her mouth, and she tried to clear her throat. 

“Water, dear?” Mamma asked, and she nodded.

As she poured the water from the pitcher into a glass, Mamma introduced the man. “This is Inspector Lash, dear. He needs to ask a few questions.”

She put an arm around Amelia and held the glass to her lips. “I have explained that he needs to be brief.”

Mamma winked at her, and Amelia let herself lean against that strong arm. She would get through this. No matter what poison Mace had spread, no one could state that she had returned Bartlet’s ire. A thing she had to thank both parents for. They had preached forgiveness, and she had listened. Thankfully.

Nothing the inspector said could shake her story. 
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​Chapter Two
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Amelia wondered if his attitude of slight disdain came from knowledge of her status or his. Nonetheless, she sensed it in the bowler hat still on his head and his stance, legs wide apart as he stared down at her. 

“I find it most interesting that you have a fire and are almost killed on the same night that Lord Galter is murdered. Can you see where I might find that a bit jarring?”

“Horrific. I lost my shop and my half-brother all in one terrible night.”

“A fire can cover a multitude of sins, can it not?”

“Sins? What are you alluding to?

“Fire can destroy evidence of crimes. It has been used often enough for that purpose. I understand you and Lord Galter had a rather acrimonious relationship.”

“Ha!” Mamma burst out. “You have been talking to that gossip, Mace. Tell me, Inspector, have you interrogated the butler, the other house servants? If not, I insist you do so. Our solicitor as well. Any acrimony exhibited came from Bartlet not Amelia. She is a seamstress, not some Amazon. Did you find a gun in the shop?”

“No, madam, we did not.”

“That would be the only way a small, delicate woman like Amelia could do Bartlet any harm. Was he shot?”

“He was not, but firearms can be easily tossed in the river when leaving a body on the bank.”

“Ah, but he was not dispatched with a firearm,” Mamma pounced, her tone nearly gleeful. “I must assume that means a knife was used. Explain to me how a small woman could use a knife on a man a head taller than she? I fail to grasp your reasoning. You have asked enough questions of my injured Bébé. Go now and find the miscreant who murdered Lord Galter. He is not here.”

With a glare over Mamma’s head, the man turned and stalked out of the room. Mamma slammed the door behind him.

“Good riddance,” she mumbled before turning and walking back to the side of Amelia’s bed.

Bending down, she smoothed her hand over her only child’s forehead and whispered, “Cher, we must have a talk and soon.”

“Away from anyone who might listen in. There must be much open space around us. A walk in the park. Tomorrow perhaps?”

“Oui.”
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By morning, Amelia felt far better than she appeared. Not wanting the maid to be carrying tales to Mace, she kept up the fiction of being disheartened by both the fire and Bartlet’s death when she truthfully felt as if she might get away with the crime. 

Amelia would keep her anger with Bartlet for having forced this on them both to herself until she and Mamma could have a private conversation. Mamma had taken care of sending a message to her client, telling the woman of the loss and family tragedy. Amelia hoped the client wouldn’t demand reparation for the gown and would try to see her to explain in greater detail once she felt comfortable being out in society again. 

That would come after she and Mamma had the talk they desperately needed. As if the thought had brought her mother to her, she came through the door that cook opened bearing a tray holding a poached egg, toast, and tea. 

Of the two servants, Mrs. Farwell, the cook, and Mary, the maid, they trusted their cook. Mary was the one Mace paid for information. They had tested their suspicions of the girl by feeding her a lie which Mace had spread. Which brought up another question—with Bartlet dead, why would Mace be gathering information? Who would supply the funds and what reason did they have?

Not only must they have a long talk, but a meeting with the solicitor must happen.

“Mamma, I think a walk in the park would do me good. I need a change of scenery.” Amelia pushed up against the head of the bed.

Her mother put the tray on her lap. “Do you feel strong enough, mon chou?”

Taking a sip of the hot, sweet tea, Amelia closed her eyes and swallowed before looking up at her mother, then glancing over at the door and back again. “I will molder here if I stay in bed much longer. Besides, I need a bath. The burned scent of my hair is nearly making me ill.”

“Ah. I had not thought of that. I will have Farwell heat the water. The house is in turmoil at the moment. Getting a footman to bring up the hipbath may not be possible. We will set it up in the parlor and lock the doors.” Mamma leaned over to kiss her forehead. “Eat, Amelia. We will have the matter dealt with soon. I will attend to you and bring my shears to remove the burned lengths of your hair.”

On tenterhooks, Amelia suffered through the process. All she really wanted was to unburden herself to the one person she could trust, her mother. Not until they were walking toward the park did she feel the least bit comfortable. 

Elation replaced fear and anger when she strode out in her new walking dress. In the height of fashion, it cost her only a fraction of the gowns on the other well-dressed women. She had designed and sewn it herself. 

Her mother’s dress, although black, had the same stylish mode to it. Those who kept their distance because they knew their situation would wonder which modiste had broken ranks and taken them on as clients. Under other circumstances, Amelia would have preened and smiled at them all. 

Not now.

With enough distance between them and the others taking the air in the park, Mamma turned to her. “What did he do?”

Amelia felt tears forming and blinked them away. Her mother had guessed some of it. A soft sigh escaped. “He barged into the shop from the back door. He broke in and said I was to sign away the trust. When I demurred, he went for my throat, the objective being to throttle me. The small knife I keep sharp to release seams...”

Her mother nodded. 

“I had to use it. I must have pierced something inside as he...”

Another tiny nod of her mother’s head stopped her. “I understand. Tomorrow, we will meet with Parminter and find out who is to inherit now. Tell him nothing of what happened. That will be our secret from now until judgment day.”

“I have other questions. Is Mary still taking reports to Mace? Why is Mace still at the house? If Bartlet wasn’t supplying the funds for his fishing expeditions, who then? Was Mace poisoning Bartlet against us? What has been going on here?”

“All good questions, cher, that we may ask of Mr. Parminter. And we will do so tomorrow. Now, I suggest we walk a short distance further, then return to the cottage. Let the vieilles poules conjecture all they wish.”

As her mother had suggested, they walked a little deeper into the park before turning. Mamma took her arm. “They are scandalized that we are dressed as fine as they are and that you are not in mourning,” she whispered after turning her head toward Amelia. 

“The old hens, as you have called them, will ask their dressmakers if they have broken formation and served us. I hope curiosity keeps them buzzing for days.”

“They are bored, mon chou. Women with nothing to do can become nasty little cats. There are some not seen here. Those have homes and families to care for, and some donate time to good causes. You will not find them sharpening their claws on another hapless woman or girl.”

Silently, they finished their walk, and Amelia thought about her mother’s words. Likely, she was correct. 
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​Chapter Three
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Parminter’s office had always intrigued her. The solicitor, the fourth son of a magnanimous father, John Parminter had the freedom to decide what he wanted to do with his life. She knew this because the man had been her father’s childhood friend and a frequent visitor to the home she shared with her mother for dinner and simply to visit. 

The receiving area of Parminter’s office, where his clerk, Botham, seated them and solicitously inquired as to their health and preference for refreshments was quite nice. Tall windows had two tiers of curtains. The lower set, closed, kept passersby from seeing who might wait there. The upper set left open allowed daylight in and lit up the paintings displayed. 

The solicitor had an eclectic taste in artwork. There was a scene of a graceful ship under full sail as it bobbed on a blue-green ocean. A meadow with trees to one side and a small pond had only a full moon to reveal what the artist wished the onlooker to see, a small folly in a corner. A portrait of Parminter’s father and one of his mother comprised the remaining canvases. 

The man himself opened the door and smiled at them. “Ladies, Emily, Amelia, come in, please.”

He stood to the side and motioned them toward the alcove created by floor to ceiling bookshelves, inside which stood a small table and three comfortable chairs. “Dreadful times indeed. Both the shop and Bartlet all on the same day.” 

With them seated, Parminter folded his hands together and shook his head. “I have sent a letter to the now heir. We can discuss that after I hear what has sent you to me today.”

He glanced at Amelia’s subdued lavender-colored gown and shook his head gently. “You might wish to consider wearing black or at least dark gray for a few months, my dear. I certainly understand why you feel that to be a sham, but society has conventions.”

“He said I had to come here and sign over the trust Pappa set up for me over to him before you,” Amelia informed Parminter. Mamma took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. 

“Oh, no! That certainly would not have worked. I thought I had made the terms of the trust quite clear to the boy. If he had done that, then the second line of defense would have kicked in, and the three trustees would have taken over. Two bankers and I would have stepped in.”

“And if I died?”

“Died?” His brows drew together, and he surged forward. “Bloody hell! Ah, I ask your pardon, ladies. I told the boy the trust would revert to Emily, and upon her death, go to whatever charity she declared the beneficiary. Bartlet could not touch the trust. Harris and I made sure of it. His unwarranted dislike was understood too well by all of us. Oh...” The man leaned back in the chair and stared at Amelia. 

Then he sighed. “Amelia, I understand; however, please do as I ask and wear black for at least six months. It would be better if you could retire to the country, but before that can happen, the will must be read. Not that there is much of one. The estate is deep in debt. Bartlet wished to prove how much better he was than Harris at everything. Unfortunately, he wasn’t and made two terrible investments. They proved total disasters. We must see what the heir says when he comes to London.”

“The heir?” Emily asked. “That will be the Scot I gather, Harris’ nephew. His older sister’s son? The MacCullen boy?”

“It is.”

Emily inclined her head in agreement. “On another matter, why is Mace still in residence? A valet is no longer needed. Just this morning as we asked Mary to walk to the hack stand and procure us transportation, she wanted to know where we meant to go. Mace has been paying her to spy on us for quite some time, and I tire of it. I wish both gone.”

A deep frown formed on Parminter’s forehead. “That makes no sense to me. With Bartlet gone, why would Mace feel a need to spy?”

“Why indeed?” Amelia asked. 

“A man, an inspector from Scotland Yard, came to question Amelia. You received my note?” Emily asked.

“I did and informed him you have counsel. There is no need to bother you further. The fire hurt only Amelia and has no bearing on Bartlet’s unfortunate demise. However...” Parminter tapped the fingers of his right hand on the top of the small table. “I find this spying of Mace’s troublesome. This needs looking into but delicately. If the man gets wind of our suspicions, he may abscond, and we will get no information from that quarter. Please, Emily, go gently here. Do not beard this lion in its den.”

Mamma sighed. “I feared you might advise me to tread lightly, so I have. I did not reprimand Mary nor go storming off to find Mace.”

For the first time since they had entered the man’s office, Amelia watched a smile crease his face. She preferred a smiling John Parminter to the grave one of the last few minutes. But no matter his expression, she trusted the man. He had always been a friend, and a good one, to the woman Harris loved but did not marry. 

A situation which she’d often wished to ask her father about but never had the courage to “beard the lion,” as Parminter so aptly put it. Amelia had feared that asking for an answer might have forever damaged the relationship she had with her father. 

They should have had more time. He died far too young. One misstep in heavy fog and she no longer had a father. She had waited too long to ask the one question she most longed to put to him.

It occurred to her that Harris Trobe’s best friend in the entire world might have an answer. 

At that moment, Amelia decided she must have an appointment with the solicitor; the two of them must talk alone. 

Her mamma and Parminter discussed how the new Lord Galter might go about taking up his duties as she thought about how to make that request without disclosing her purpose to her mother. Not being accepted in society, she could go about without a chaperone. Requesting that she wear mourning clothing for a time gave her the perfect excuse. A shopping expedition for material would get her out of the cottage without her mother’s company. Emily hated exploring the fabric warehouse. 

“We will await your news of the new heir.”

Mamma’s words pulled her back to the present as Amelia realized the meeting with their man of business had come to an end. 

After thanking him for his time, Amelia moved to the door and left the older people to their parting chatter. She slipped out into the reception area, happy to see the clerk at his desk. Both quickly and quietly, she asked if it might be possible to speak with Mr. Parminter the following day. A time set, Amelia moved away to study the seascape.
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John Parminter instructed Botham to go to the cafe and bring him back a coffee and roast beef sandwich, getting himself whatever he wanted. His clerk locked the outer door, and the solicitor walked back to the comfortable chair in his library alcove. 

Seated, he put his head back and closed his eyes. He’d understood all the women had said without being a party to the killing of his friend’s only legitimate heir. Worse, he knew why Amelia had been forced to end her half-brother’s life. The boy had attacked her. 

“It makes no bloody sense,” he muttered. Little of it ever had. Harris had called in the best medical men available when Darice became ill. He tried every cure put forth for her decline, but nothing helped. The disease, once known as consumption, now labeled tuberculosis, took her life. 

Fearing for the boy’s health, and with Bartlet far too young to send off to school in his father’s opinion, he and Harris agreed it might be better to send Bartlet to his maternal grandparents until they were sure the household was disease free. During his son’s absence, Harris took Emily as his lover, having seen and admired her in the émigré community. Less than a year later, Amelia entered the world. 

On Bartlet’s return, when he realized his father had another family, the boy spurned any overtures from his father, which drove Harris deeper into the relationship with Emily. A vicious circle that drove the boy further into a blue funk of need and rejection. 

He’d suspected the grandparents, Peter and Alice, of being at the root of the problem. After his last encounter with Bartlet, he’d suspected something else, or perhaps someone else, of meddling. Amelia’s recounting of what Bartlet demanded from her made that suspicion a certainty. 

After making it as apparent as possible that the terms of the trust were unbreakable, he’d made Bartlet repeat them to him. Fearing what his son might do to his half-sister and his lover, Harris had spent many hours with him and together they consulted with two other solicitors to make the trust for Amelia ironclad. 

The late young Lord Gartlet didn’t believe him nor trust him.

Further proved by the failed investments that he would have advised Bartlet against making, which hammered home that point rather spectacularly. The losses, large ones, had driven Bartlet to extreme measures to gain the trust funds. How Amelia defended herself from what must have been an attack by the fool remained a question he would never ask. 

As it was said, the devil was in the details. If he did not know of the incident, something along the lines of a confession, for instance, only vague suppositions, there was nothing he could or would do. 

However, if someone had plans to destroy the entire line of Trobe, that meant the young man he would advise as the new Lord Galter would also be in danger. He hoped MacCullen had grit; he would surely need it. 
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​Chapter Four 
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“Goin’ to London is like descending into hell. Yur mither said so often enough. What do ya need that mess for? We’re doing well enough up here.”

Teague MacCullen didn’t bother to look at his friend and partner as he turned to search for the trousers he knew had to be in the room somewhere. He so infrequently wore the bedamned things, preferring his working kilt instead. “Stay here. You can help Colum while I’m gone.”

“In ah pig’s eye, laddie, am I letting ya go into that den of thieves. That’s what got the last one kilt.”

“For the love of heaven, stop putting on the brogue and behave yourself as an advocate should.”

Uilleam MacArt let out a loud laugh. “I intend to keep it going once we get down to ‘Auld Reekie’ of the south. Mustn’t let the natives get the idea we savages have a proper education.”

“We talked about this already. I can use the Lord Galter title to further the reach of our whisky. Therefore, I intend to see how the land lies and what use that lot down there can be to us. Savages take any opportunity sent their way. This one could well be golden.”

“If not fucking deadly. Something down London way smells decidedly off about the deaths of both former Lord Galters. I dislike this more than a trifle, lad.”

Teague, on finding the trousers, threw them in the small bag and turned to look at his best friend. Nearly twenty-one years stood between them, and it mattered not. Uilleam had been his man for ten of his twenty-eight years and would continue to stand at his back. As he would stand by Uilleam. “The sight have anything to do with your reckoning?” 

The other man ran a hand through his thick blond hair threaded with bits of silver here and there. “Perhaps. Something is screaming at me to take care while I feel an urgent need to accompany you. Do not bother telling me you can go alone. I have already transferred two cases to a friend to try.”

Without bothering to reply, Teague turned and fastened the straps around the valise. Taking the handle in his right hand, he turned and smiled at Uilleam. “Then it is time to go, and we had best hurry if we wish to catch the steamer from Glasgow to 

‘Auld Reekie’ of the south, as you labeled it.”

Grumbling that he was as ready as he would ever be to venture into sinful London, Uilleam went out the door and down the stairs to the carriage that would take them to Glasgow. Teague didn’t wish to admit it, but something felt decidedly off to him as well. Two Lord Galters gone in the space of two years seemed odd. 

His mother, the older Lord Galter’s sister, had spoken well of the man he’d never met. The death of his uncle’s wife and mother of his heir was a tragedy. Still, nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing other families had not faced far too often. 

Uilleam’s slight anxiety may have rubbed off on him. That might be possible. But he intended to be careful, and they would take lodging somewhere other than the Trobe family’s London home on reaching the city. Caution was never misplaced when dealing with the bloody English.

Teague hurried down to the carriage, tossed the valise up to his driver and hopped in. Uilleam watched him ease the kilt under his backside so there were no lumps. Then he grinned. “Are you planning to wear that to meet the solicitor?”

“Aye.” Teague leaned into his brogue. “’Tis best tae gae on as ye mean tae continue. Canne have tae hoity-toity thinkin’ we’re nae savage, uneducated louts. ‘Tis best tae let ‘em think we’re easy pickins.” 

Uilleam’s laughter filled the space and brought a smile to the older man’s face as Teague had hoped. It was enough that one of them felt slightly bothered. He needed Uilleam at the top of his game. If one’s best friend ranked at the head of the list of advocates practicing in Scotland, he needed to be sharp. Teague needed his man of business ready to act. 

Come early morning, after a night’s stay in a local tavern they knew well, Uilleam and Teague found themselves on a south-bound steamship. Baggage aboard, they stood at the rail and watched as the ship turned to run down the coast. 

“You’ve not been this way before, if I recall correctly.” Uilleam jerked his chin toward the shore. 

“I have not. Colum made the trip the last time it was necessary. Nor can I say I wished to take his place.”

“You have been a bit of a stay-at-home since you returned from Saint Andrews.”

“I love my home. Name me a place as lovely in England,” Teague replied.

“They tell me there is a place called the Lake District that is lovely.”

“Staying any longer than required down there among the entitled and arrogant holds no charm for me. I will be happy to get home.”

“Thirty hours or so and we will dock in London. Breathe in as much good air as you can, lad, because the air in the Big Smoke is nearly impossible to breathe.”

Teague sighed. “So I understand. Mum told me often enough about how she would never go back there. Edinburgh and Glasgow held all the goods she needed.”

“I remember.” Uilleam chuckled. “She told me her family refused to believe that she felt that way. They blamed your father for her lack of enthusiasm for a season in the south.”

“They should have known better.” Teague shook his head and glanced over at his friend. “Athena Leticia Dorothea Trobe did as she pleased. As I recall, her family wasn’t best pleased when she married a “savage Scot,” not that she gave a pence for their opinions.”

“English society calls what your parents had a love match. Those infrequently happen in the rarefied strata of the upper ton. They like to keep the money from leaking out into the gentry or, worse, to commoners.”

“I refuse to give up the prospect of a happy marriage for money.”

“What if the estate is so burdened with debts that an heiress is the only cure?”

“Come now, Uilleam. Surely you know me better than that. I’ll sell whatever is not entailed. This is not my fight.”

“Just making sure that you intend to keep the goal in mind. I would not like to see your portion of the distillery mortgaged to clear the debts of the estate.”

“If it even appears that could be a possibility, I will sign the entire operation over to you. The distillery is sacrosanct. The Galter estate means nothing to me.”

“Something to keep in mind, we need to know what property may be entailed.”

“Ah, yes. I trust you will tend to that necessity when we meet the solicitor.”

“Certainly. Now I feel in need of a nap. Old men need more sleep.”

Teague turned and shook his head. “None of that. You are still one of the fittest men I know, age or no. I believe you could still lay me out with one punch if you so desired. In any event, go rest, old man. I will find my bed... eventually.”

Uilleam gave his shoulder a brief shake and walked off. 

Teague leaned on the railing and thought about Uilleam’s words of warning for a few heartbeats, then put the matter aside. He could do nothing until they had more information. They would find the solicitor as soon as they had lodging. 
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​Chapter Five 
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Amelia had learned nothing new. Parminter’s view of the reasons her parents never married matched Mamma’s rendition. It all came down to Bartlet’s unwavering hatred of them both—she and Mamma. 

One minor difference came when Parminter discussed who might be to blame. He mentioned that the Dranges, Bartlet’s maternal grandparents, probably bore some responsibility for the boy’s attitude, but that did not answer the questions surrounding Mace. 

She had to agree. Bartlet hadn’t been under his grandparents' sway for many years. Mace was another story. 

The valet had come with good references, and both Parminter and her father thought a man fifteen years older than the boy would have a calming influence. They had seemed to deal well with each other for a time. 

Parminter divulged how he and Harris had suspected Mace of having a rather bad effect on Bartlet shortly before her father’s accident. When Bartlet assumed the title of Lord Galter, the plans to remove Mace were put paid to. 

The solicitor asked if she would allow a pre-assumption draw upon her trust fund to pay someone to watch Mace’s movements. Amelia agreed with the stipulation that a small portion of the funds would go to her to pay for materials.

Parminter laughed and went to his desk. He returned with several shillings and a pound note, which he tipped into her lap. Telling her to consider it a gift, she was to spend the money as she saw fit. 

Feeling a bit shy after being the recipient of his largesse, she had happily left the Mace business in his hands and departed the office. Now, she looked forward to the trip to the warehouse. Nor did she need to wonder how she would carry her purchases home. She could afford to hire a hack for the return trip. 

Parminter was her friend, still her Uncle John, which pleased Amelia as she had been feeling abandoned. There was one male she could turn to with problems and questions only a man could help with. A good thing for her and her mother. 

The scent of the warehouse lulled her. Spices and the tang of fresh dye filled her and chased away the smoky aroma of London. Ocean breezes had been keeping the pea-soup fog away even as they chilled a body to the bone. 

She preferred the cold to the fog that settled on the city and made everything an onerous chore along with the cost in lives. Lungs failed and people got hurt when they couldn’t see to navigate the streets... as had happened to her father. A matter she put aside. 

She would rather think of him in happier times. Playing with him in the study, learning to read on his lap. 

Now wasn’t the time to get sucked into memories. She had material to find and buy. Uncle John had a point about wearing mourning colors. Another bolt of black cloth and one of dark gray would give her two or three gowns for them both. 

The clerk who had helped her purchase the fabric that had gone up in flames in her shop smiled when he noted who had entered his establishment. “Success has come. You are here to replenish your stock.”

“Not quite.” She couldn’t hold back a sigh. “I had a fire and lost all.”

“How utterly dreadful. Have you found a new location?”

“No, nor can I look for one at the moment. I must wait for a short time. Funds will come to me later. Then I can find another location and reopen. Now, I need mourning clothes. Our family has suffered a loss as well.” 

“My condolences, miss. But I think we can supply that need. If you will follow me.”

A short while later, a child who appeared to be waiting outside for a bit of work hurried off to find her a carriage. In a few minutes, Amelia and two bolts of cotton percale that would wear well and be comfortable rode with her in the hackney.  
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