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​​​Prologue
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London, England ~ Summer 1829

Viscount Bradley Voss, Hamilton to his friends, stepped out of the carriage and rubbed his tired neck. The cool night wind provided a respite from the summer heat. He’d spent the day and evening in the office at Royal Compass, entering transactions into journals for the merger of parts of the jewelry business and Kendrick Gem Mines. He enjoyed his business partnership and the duties it entailed, except he’d been working too much of late, remaining long past the hours of operation. Once he focused on the numbers and figures, he lost track of time.

Exhausted, he was ready to crawl into bed and stay there for days. Perhaps he should go to Bella’s home. Her warm body next to his would comfort him any way he needed. He considered getting back into the carriage and—

The door to his apartment banged open. Orson, his butler, ran to meet Hamilton on the street, almost tripping down the stairs. “What took you so long? I sent a message to Lady Placette’s hours ago.”

Most people would be stunned by the way Orson greeted him, but Hamilton demanded the directness from his servants. He did not want the people who worked for him to put him on a pedestal. He promised to fire them if they did, which led to quite a few prospects turning around and leaving during the hiring interviews. As a result, not one of his employees was over the age of five and twenty.

“I did not visit Bella tonight.”

“Hell and damn,” Orson held out a missive. “This came for you. The footman who delivered it requested that you come as soon as possible. I assured him I would give it to you when you returned. I expected you long before now, though.”

An eerie sensation prickled up his spine as he unfolded the missive. Lights from the street posts lent enough of a glow for him to read Mrs. O’Brien’s handwriting. Hamilton, come quickly.

Without a second of hesitation, he ran around the row of apartments to the stable. Although he’d just arrived in his carriage and it was still out front, a horse would make the trip faster. He snatched a bridle off the tack wall and hurried to Jupiter, his grey gelding. Hastily, he attached the bridle and led the horse out of the stable. He mounted Jupiter bareback and took off.

The streets were relatively empty. As he raced to the Earl of Keys’ London home, he prayed everything was all right. He knew Edgar, Lord Keys, was out of town, so if Mrs. O’Brien needed Hamilton, whatever was happening must in some way involve Edgar’s wife of two years, Lorna.

When Hamilton was sixteen, Lorna’s brother, Silas Green, found him beaten half to death and rescued him. Instead of telling the Greens his true identity, Hamilton went to work for them as a servant. Three years ago, at the age of six and twenty, he confessed to everyone who he was and returned to his rightful place in his family as viscount.

Within minutes, he arrived at the two-story brick home. He threw Jupiter’s reins to a waiting stablehand and raced up the front path. Cries came from inside the house. Little Piers’ cries. Was the child ill? Is that why Mrs. O’Brien sent for him? He knocked.

A moment later, the door opened and the butler, Wallace—usually composed and aloof—appeared flustered with his coat unbuttoned and his grey hair messy. “Lord Voss, please come in.”

He stepped inside, where the wailing was louder.

“We are in dire need of your help. A messenger arrived earlier with news that Lord Keys’ ship never made it to its destination. When a search ensued, parts of the ship were found, but no survivors. They determined the vessel was caught in a storm and torn asunder.”

Bloody hell.

Hamilton turned when he heard the rustling of skirts. Mrs. O’Brien rushed toward him. She had formerly been the cook for the Green family and went to work for the Keys when Lorna married Edgar. “Hamilton, thank God you are here. I am at a loss on what to do.”

“Wallace explained the horrible news.” He handed the butler his hat.

“Yes, it is terrible. Lorna has not been herself since we learned of the tragedy. She is now holding Piers and gazing into space. She refuses to let him go. He is hungry and has soiled his clothes and hers. He’s been crying for a while now.” 

“When did she learn of the accident?” he asked. 

“Early this afternoon.”

Had his sister Tilly heard the news? Her suitor, Mr. Carstairs, had been on the voyage with Edgar. 

One thing at a time. 

He would go to his sister in Southampton as soon as he could.

Mrs. O’Brien continued, “Lady Keys, Wallace, Miss Abernathy, and I have tried everything to get Lorna to relinquish her hold on the babe, to no avail.”

The bawling heightened to a piercing pitch.

“Heavens above.” Mrs. O’Brien tore down the hallway.

Hamilton followed her to the library. He entered and stopped short. The room held more candles than most ballrooms. It was lit up to look like daytime.

Lorna sat erect on the settee, staring across the room. Eight-month-old Piers wailed and squirmed, yet his discomfort went unnoticed by Lorna, who held him in her lap. Davina, Dowager Countess of Keys, stood near the window with Piers’ nanny, Miss Abernathy. Both women were wringing their hands, their eyes and noses red.

Hamilton nodded to the ladies before he approached Lorna. Her red hair hung from its pins in scraggly disarray, and her skin looked pale. The closer he got to her, he saw her green eyes were glassy, glossed over, and did not blink.

“Evening, Lorna,” he said over Piers’ sobs.

She did not move.

“I realize it is a rather late hour to call.”

Lorna showed no reaction.

Hamilton knelt in front of her. Piers held out his arms to him, his hands clenching and unclenching while he screamed.

“May I hold Piers? He wants Uncle Ham to take him.”

She ignored him, her hands tight around the child’s plump belly.

“He’s hungry and needs changing.”

Still no reaction.

Unaccustomed to seeing anyone this withdrawn, he kept talking, trying to reach her. “You need to eat, too, dear. I think it would be a good idea if we let Miss Abernathy see to Piers.”

Hamilton moved so his face was right in front of Lorna’s.

Her eyes glared through him.

His gut wrenched. He hated to see her so detached from what was happening. 

He reached out and cupped her cheek. Her skin felt ice-cold. He looked into her eyes and said in a calm, yet forceful voice, “You’re hurting Piers. You do not want to harm him. I am going to give him to Miss Abernathy. She will take care of him.”

Her arms stayed around the baby as Hamilton rose from his knees while picking the child up. When he stepped back, her arms fell away. Neither her head nor her eyes moved. She appeared to be a shell of herself. 

Piers wrapped his little legs around Hamilton’s waist while his chubby hands clutched his coat. 

“There, there,” he patted the child’s back and kissed his head.

Miss Abernathy dashed toward them. She took the baby and hugged him close, relief in the tears rolling down her cheeks. Cooing and cuddling Piers, she hurried from the room. 

Hamilton unbuttoned his soiled coat and waistcoat and took them off as he went over to Mrs. O’Brien. “Have a bath prepared for Lorna.”

“One is waiting in her suite. I will have another couple of hot pails brought in to take the chill out of the water.” She scurried off. 

“I will have your clothes cleaned, sir.” Wallace rescued the garments.

Hamilton had not even noticed the butler followed him into the room. “My thanks.” 

Lady Keys was still by the window. He walked over to her. He’d always liked the dowager. She possessed a quick wit and was extremely kind to Lorna. Her blue eyes were devoid of the spirit she typically showed, her blonde-grey hair in a braid. 

“I am sorry to learn about Edgar.”

“Thank you.” She exhaled. “Right now, I am concerned about Lorna. When we first received the news, I expected her to cry, but she didn’t. All she wanted was to hold Piers. She talked to him and entertained him, but as the sun went down, her mood became more and more despondent. That is why we brought in every candelabra we could find, but it was not enough. She has been this way for hours. We all tried to convince her to release Piers. I never thought she would let the poor dear out of her arms.”

“Her shock will pass. It just may take some time. I am sure you are equally in disbelief.”

“I cannot bear to think about Edgar. To be honest, Lorna’s reaction has been a distraction.” She raised a hand to her temple. “Mrs. O’Brien suggested we ask you for help. I hope this is not too much of an imposition.”

“Of course not.” 

It was only logical Mrs. O’Brien would suggest asking Hamilton to help since none of Lorna’s family members were in London. With the Season recently ended, Lorna’s uncle, the Duke of Sennox, and his wife would be back in Southampton. Lorna’s sister, Jean, had married only a couple of months earlier and was on her honeymoon. And Lorna’s other sister and brother lived in Scotland. 

“I appreciate you coming.” The older woman swayed on her feet. 

He slid an arm around her shoulders, supporting her. “When did you last eat?”

“When I broke my fast this morning.” 

Wallace came back, and Hamilton waved him over. “Lady Keys needs to eat.” 

“Right away, sir.”

Hamilton squeezed her shoulder. “If you ever need anything, send a message any time, day or night.”

She bobbed her head as she took Wallace’s arm and leaned heavily on him as they left. 

Once they were gone, silence fell over the room. He looked at Lorna, and an ache formed in his chest. Poor dear, she was so young to be a widow. 

Hunching in front of her again, he got into her line of vision. “We must get you cleaned.”

Not so much as the slightest flinch from her. The blank expression on her face was devoid of emotion.

He carefully reached for her, putting one arm under her knees and the other behind her back. When he picked her up, she wilted in his arms. Her head rested on his chest as he carried her out of the library.

Mrs. O’Brien hastened toward them. “Lorna’s maid is sick today, but the dowager’s maid is waiting to help me bathe her.” She turned around and led the way. 

Hamilton climbed the stairs cautiously, careful to keep a tight hold on Lorna. Though trim of build, she was dead weight in his arms.

Mrs. O’Brien opened a door and waved for him to follow her through the sitting room, bedchamber, and into the changing room. The tiny pink room was everything feminine and smelled like roses from the bath soaps floating in the tub’s steaming water. 

He rested Lorna’s feet on the ground, but she did not support herself as he held her. Mrs. O’Brien and the other maid carefully took hold of Lorna. 

“Call me when you’re done.” Hamilton walked out and closed the door behind him. He glanced around the bedchamber. Decorated in cream and pink, she most likely did not share this room with Edgar. No man would be comfortable in here. 

His gaze settled on a leather case on the bedside table. He went over and picked it up. The small telescope had belonged to her father. He opened the case and pulled it out, then extended it to its full length. About three months after he’d been living with the Greens, he found ten-year-old Lorna outside looking at the sky. She’d invited him to use the telescope and said, “Most people like to see the moon on a clear night, but I think the best nights for looking at the sky are when no moon is out, because there are so many more twinkling stars.” 

“Hamilton,” Mrs. O’Brien called.

He set the telescope down and stepped back inside the changing room. 

Lorna sat on a stool with the women each holding one of her arms. He picked Lorna up and carried her to the bed. Mrs. O’Brien folded the sheet and blanket down while the other maid said, “I must get back,” and left the room. 

He set Lorna on her back and tugged the covers to her neck. “Would you like something to eat?”

No response.

He tenderly swept the damp hair from her face, then straightened and turned to Mrs. O’Brien. “I will sit with her the rest of the night. If she is not better by morning, we will seek the counsel of a doctor.”

“I can stay with her, Hamilton.”

“Get some rest, Mrs. O’Brien. You’ve suffered enough hell today.”

“It is all so sad.” She began to quietly sob. He put his arms around this woman who treated him like her own child when they both were servants of the Greens. She held on to him for minutes before she pulled away and walked over to the bed. She whispered something as she kissed Lorna’s forehead, then turned to him. “I pray her night is better than her day.”

He prayed for the same thing.

“I will make a tray of food and send it up.” She left the room, leaving the door wide open. 

Hamilton approached the window and let the refreshing breeze cool him. The night was dark, with a sliver of moon shining overhead. The sound of tree crickets croaking both soothed and irritated him at the same time. 

After Wallace brought a tray, Hamilton ate a bite before he glanced toward the bed. 

Lorna had silently moved on to her side and was looking at him. Truly looking at him. 

He strode over to crouch beside the bed. 

Tears filled her eyes.

His insides clutched. He wished for any way to take her pain away. 

She slid out of bed and put her arms around his neck. He sat on the floor and held her. She began crying immediately. “Our last words to each other were cross ones. I explained I had a bad feeling about the trip and pleaded with him not to go. He scoffed and said I was being silly and unreasonable.”

Her face buried in his shoulder, she sniffed. His shirt was already wet from her tears. “We’d never spoken that harshly to each other. We were so at odds, I refused to see him off when his ship set sail or wish him well.”

He slid one hand over her hair to her nape and his other hand stroked her back in soothing circles. “Do not let that be your only memory, Lorna. Remember all the good times you shared with Edgar. How he loved Piers.”

Nodding against his shoulder, she continued to cry. She knelt in front of where he sat. The position was uncomfortably awkward, but he stayed where he was, trying in any way to give her whatever she needed at that moment.
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Two years later

Salisbury, England ~ Summer 1831

“Uncle Ham, I am floating!” Piers drifted on his back in the water while grey clouds overshadowed the pond. Over the last week, Hamilton had been teaching the child how to swim. It was a skill he needed because ponds were plentiful on the Keys’ estate. Energetic and mischievous, the three-year-old kept Lorna, Miss Abernathy, the servants, and the dowager very busy. 

“Are you able to move your arms while on your back?”

Piers lifted his head and promptly went under the water. Hamilton stayed close and waited to see if he would recover on his own. Piers broke through the surface, sputtering while frantically moving his arms. He reached for Hamilton.

Hamilton backed up to make the boy swim toward him. After a while, the lad became weary and his head bobbed under the water, then he recovered. 

“What do you do when you get tired?” Hamilton prompted.

Piers relaxed and leaned back while his legs and torso floated to the surface. He was a quick learner. Hamilton had taught him to float only yesterday. With sandy brown hair and dark brown eyes, Piers bore a strong resemblance to his father.

The child squealed with laughter when Hamilton picked him up, threw him in the air, and caught him. “Splendid! Remember, if you find yourself going under, you can always float.” Hamilton assisted him up the steps and onto the dock. 

“Can we swim tomorrow?” Piers asked as Hamilton climbed out of the water.

“I leave in the morning.” He followed Piers off the dock and over to the trees that bordered half the pond, where they’d left their clothing hanging on branches and their shoes on top of a fallen tree trunk. “If the weather and your mother allow it, we must go early.”

Instead of putting his breeches on over his wet drawers, the lad shimmied out of them and started dressing, having done the same every time they swam. Hamilton got out of his wet undergarments also, pulled on his trousers, and tugged his shirt over his head. Piers’ sat and pulled on his stockings. 

While putting on his shoes, Hamilton remembered the dream that had haunted him last night. Not a dream, more of a memory he’d had on and off over the last fifteen years. It was of one of the first nights after Silas saved him. Having been beaten to near death, he’d been unable to even open his eyes during those days of intense pain and fever. Each night, someone would visit his room. He remembered soft humming, the feel of small hands cleaning his back, and those same hands applying more salve—

“Ready, Uncle Ham?”

He looked down. The boy had put his shoes on wrong. 

“Try your shoes on the other feet.”

Piers huffed and sat back down. Hamilton helped him, and when they were done, he raised the lad onto his shoulders. Piers asked questions about horses while Hamilton answered them and hiked the considerable distance back to the main house. They approached the red three-story brick home from the east, where a portico shaded the drive before the pebbled path continued to the stables. The grounds were meticulously landscaped both in the front and back gardens. 

They entered the side door. He set their wet garments in a basket by the door, then stepped down the hallway and into the dining room. Seeing it empty and the sideboard bare, he glanced up at Piers. “Either we are too late for breakfast or eating outside this morning.”

The boy patted Hamilton’s forehead. 

As they walked into the kitchen, Mrs. O’Brien stood at the stove ready to lift a huge pot of boiling liquid. 

“I will get that,” Hamilton insisted. The older woman did not need to be moving such heavy pots, particularly steaming hot ones. He lifted Piers from his shoulders and set him on the ground beside the table, away from the fire. He placed the pot where she indicated on the counter. “Mrs. O’Brien, you should let someone else do this.”

“‘Tis easier to do myself.”

Arguing with her would prove useless. He would talk to Wallace and request someone be in the kitchen to assist her whenever possible.

“Breakfast is being served outside.” Cheeks rosy, a blue kerchief covered her black hair.

As he and Piers walked toward the kitchen door, a thought hit him. Mrs. O’Brien had worked for the Greens at the time Silas rescued him. He stopped and turned to her. “Mrs. O’Brien, I understand when I arrived at the Greens’ home, the staff was not told of me, but by any chance, would you know who the Greens summoned to help with my wounds? I wish to find her and thank her. I believe she saved my life.”

Mrs. O’Brien hugged him. “I would like to thank her, too.” She sniffed as she pulled away.

Piers reached out to her for a hug, so she embraced him as she spoke to Hamilton. “I have no idea who you are talking about. As far as I know, none of the staff knew you were there until Mr. Green introduced you as a new employee. We did not find out about how you came to the Greens until you took your rightful place as viscount.”

“I could not gather enough strength to open my eyes the nights she visited. I do remember her humming and gentle touch, though. Some nights I even dream about it. Many nights of late.”

“There has to be a reason.”

“What reason?” he questioned. The woman believed omens guided everyone through life. Hamilton and she’d discussed the topic many times, and she understood he did not share her belief. Each time they talked about it, he tried to convince her that maybe life simply happened. 

“We never understand the reasons, Hamilton.” She snatched the broom leaning against the counter and began sweeping the floor. “We are required to trust and go where we are led. You must find this woman.” 

“Any idea who else might be able to identify her? I asked Silas, but he only helped his father carry me upstairs. Mr. Green insisted Silas return to school immediately, so there were no questions. He left posthaste without seeing a woman.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Green obviously knew, but they took the answer with them to their graves. The only servant I can think of who might have any information would be Mr. Martel.”

The long-time butler of the Greens did tend to know everything that transpired in the house. “Where does he live?”

“I suppose he is still in Ipswich.” She hesitated, then gestured with her index finger. “Beatrix might have knowledge of you being there. She was the upstairs maid, and I believe it may have been impossible for her not to know about you occupying one of the rooms for weeks. She works at Silas’s London home.”

“I will ask her.”

“Whatever you do, find this woman you are dreaming about. She needs you.”

He kept his expression blank while wanting to roll his eyes. “How can she need me? I never even saw her or spoke to her.”

She waved his comment away. “It does not matter. You are connected to her in some way, and she is trying to get a message to you.”

“Perhaps she should pen me a note then,” he said sarcastically. “It would be more effective.”

“You rascal.” She swept the broom toward him. “Get out of this kitchen right now.” 

Hamilton laughed. “Hurry, Piers.”

They rushed to exit the kitchen and stepped outside. On the covered area to the left, Lorna sat at one end of the table, and her mother-in-law at the other. Each held a newspaper in their hands.

“I do not need a husband, Davina.”

Hamilton hesitated at hearing Lorna’s comment and considered going back into the house. She and her mother-in-law had this same discussion at least once a day since he arrived. It was like listening to his mother when she squawked about how he needed to find a wife and produce an heir.

“Yes, you do. These riots are dangerous. You need protection.” The dowager shook The Times at Lorna.

“Hamilton and I are meeting with the estate’s tenants, farmers, and workers again today. We are close to reaching an agreement.”

The women were discussing the Swing Riots. The movement started last year when displeased agricultural workers began destroying landowners’ threshing machines. The uprisings were now rampant in southern England. He’d been brought into similar conversations by Davina, urging him to help her convince Lorna she needed to marry.

Piers ran to his mother. “I can float.”

Lorna put the paper down and picked up her son, sitting him on her lap. “How wonderful. Shall we celebrate by eating breakfast?”

The boy excitedly nodded.

Hungry and knowing he could not avoid the women, Hamilton approached the table. 

The dowager smiled. “Good morning, gentlemen.”

Hamilton slightly bowed. “And to you.”

Piers scrambled down and over to his grandmother. He waited as she leaned forward, and he kissed her cheek. “Grandmama, I float.”

She ruffled his damp hair. “Yes, dear. I am so relieved Hamilton is teaching you how to swim.”

The child scampered back to Lorna. She stood and sat Piers on her chair. “I will make you a plate.” She preceded Hamilton to a table filled with eggs and venison. Keeping her voice low, she uttered, “Am I to assume my son is out of his small clothes again?”

“That would be an accurate assumption.”

She grabbed a dish and muttered, “Since his swimming lessons started, he has asked why he is required to don drawers at all. He says they are, in his words, ‘utterly uncomfortable’. I fear he will never be appropriately attired in undergarments when he is older.” 

Hamilton chuckled. 

“Don’t you dare make light of this.” Her tone was a reprimand, yet her green eyes held humor and her lips a grin. “Tell him proper earls wear drawers all the time.”

“Do they?” he said, just to see her reaction. The last two years had been filled with so much sadness for Lorna. He took any opportunity to lighten her mood.

“Hamilton.” She laughed.

“I will try, but if an earl chooses not to wear drawers, a viscount can hardly force him to do so.” 

She snickered as he walked back to the table. Hamilton stood next to the boy and handed him a piece of venison. “Piers,” he said softly.

The child looked up at him, his eyes curious.

Hamilton leaned down and whispered, “When you finish eating, go to your room, find a fresh pair of drawers, and put them on. An earl never goes without his small clothes.”

“Why?” 

“It is improper, and an earl must always be proper.”

The boy frowned.

Lorna came back to the table and placed the plate she’d made in front of Piers, taking the seat next to him. Hamilton sat across from her. 

“You are not eating with us?” Hamilton took a bite.

“Davina and I ate earlier. We were too hungry to wait for you.”

He was glad to see her appetite had returned. After Edgar died, she’d lost so much weight her cheeks became concave, her skin sallow, and her eyes deep set. She’d put most of the weight back on now and appeared beautiful and healthy again. 

Piers got on his knees to reach his food. He used a spoon to gather some eggs. “Can we go riding?”

“You should say ‘May we ride today?’” Lorna corrected while picking up the paper. 

“May we ride today?” Her son ate another mouthful.

“If Hamilton agrees.”

Piers looked expectantly at him. 

He leaned over and spoke so only Piers heard. “If you are properly dressed.”

The child hopped down from his chair and ran toward the house. 

“Wait,” Hamilton called. “First, we break our fast.”

Piers came back to the table, and Hamilton helped him into the seat. 

“Tell her, Hamilton. Tell Lorna she needs a husband to protect her during this time of unrest.” Davina sipped from her teacup. “Running the estate and standing in for the earl’s responsibilities is too dangerous a position for a woman.”

Hamilton would rather eat his table napkin than speak to this subject again, but it was unavoidable. “Lorna does not wish to remarry, Davina.”

“She must, for the sake of the earldom.”

“The earldom is not being attacked. The contract Lorna, Mr. Glass, and I created is sure to be signed today. That agreement will keep the tenants happy and content. There will be no reason for riots to occur on this estate. The workers are to be paid well. They will be faithful to her.”

Piers finished eating, jumped down from the chair, and ran toward the kitchen. “I’ll be back.”

Lorna watched her son and then returned her attention to Davina. “Why do you keep demanding I marry?”

“Because no one can be certain what will happen with the unrest. Also, for Piers’ sake, a boy needs a father.” She gazed at Lorna with compassion. “And to be honest, I would love to see you happy.”

Lorna heavily sighed. “I am happy.”

They all knew her words to be a lie. Hamilton had not seen her truly happy since before Edgar’s death.
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After their ride with Piers, Lorna and Hamilton journeyed to the biggest warehouse on the property and met with the Keys’ tenants. Half filled with equipment, the other half of the building had been cleared for a table and chairs they used during the meetings they held every day the last week. 

Everyone present signed the agreement that guaranteed the estate would provide financial help to the tenants in exchange for their promise not to take part in the riots. The men spoke of how satisfied they were with the outcome. 

Mr. Turner shook Hamilton’s hand. “Thank you, Hamilton.”

“Is not Lord Voss your name?” a voice boomed from behind Lorna. 

She turned to find Mr. Nigel Cosgrove, Edgar’s uncle. Stocky of build, he had dark brown eyes and the same-colored hair. What was he doing in Salisbury again? While married to Edgar, she met him once. Since her husband died, though, he had visited numerous times. He claimed it was to make sure the earldom’s affairs remained in order.

“Mr. Cosgrove,” Hamilton said in a congenial voice, not answering Nigel’s rather ill-mannered question. “Have you met Mr. Turner?”

Nigel tilted his head toward the man. “I knew your father quite well.” 

Mr. Turner and Hamilton walked toward the entrance and shook hands with the men who came to sign the contract. 

Left alone with Nigel, she regarded him. “I did not realize you planned to visit.”

“I am on my way to London. Yesterday, I received a missive that Ashley will be arriving in a couple of days.”

“How wonderful. I am sure you are excited to have your son home. I will enjoy finally meeting him.” Nigel’s son had been traveling the world since before she met Edgar, so she’d yet to lay eyes on the man.

“When I stopped by the house, Davina told me you proposed a contract to the Keys’ tenants.”

She proudly smiled. “It is now signed. You are welcome to read the document.”

Mr. Cosgrove pulled glasses out of his coat pocket and sat at the table. 

Hamilton talked with a few of the men at the door. He stood tall, his dark brown hair a bit longer than how he regularly wore it—making him more handsome than usual. The men laughed at something he said. She relaxed, relieved the contract negotiations were over.

“You promised to abet with their tithes?” Nigel’s tone reeked of disapproval.

“The tithe is too much for them to pay on their own.”

“You also agreed not to buy more threshers?” 

“The estate already has two,” she defended. “There is no need for another.”

Nigel stood and threw the parchment on the table. “This shows you are weak, Lorna, pandering to your employees.”

A streak of fury ran through her. “We worked on this for months, Nigel. It makes sense.”

He pointed at Hamilton. “Did he make these suggestions?” 

“A few of them.” 

Nigel spoke in a low growl. “Did you forget how he lived as a servant for ten years? Naturally, he is sympathetic to your workers.”

“And you wouldn’t be?” 

“No, they will only expect more from you. An earldom never shows weakness.”

“Actually,” Lorna said. “Hamilton, Mr. Glass, and I consulted my uncle on this proposal. You might remember my uncle, the Duke of Sennox. He liked the idea so much, he is proposing the same contract to his tenants even though there have been no riots near him.” 

Nigel backed up a step. “You’ve all gone mad.”

“No. We are trying to work through this in a way everyone will benefit.” 

He shook his head. “You cannot believe this document will be the end of it. Next month, the workers will make new demands.”

“I doubt that will happen since they’ve made no demands previously.”

“Then why make the agreement?”

Nothing she did appeased the man. “Since Edgar’s death, you have made it clear you are concerned about your family’s holdings. This promises to promote loyalty to the earldom.”

“Not in the right way.”

“That is your opinion.” Having dealt with him so much, Lorna understood he would never congratulate her or tell her she was doing well. “If it is good enough for a dukedom, it is good enough for an earldom, don’t you think?”

He gave her a disapproving glare and stomped out.

She breathed a heavy sigh, growing weary of having to defend herself and her actions. 

If she had a husband, would Nigel leave her alone? 

Davina’s dogged nagging must be making her have such a thought. She dismissed the notion. At the age of six and twenty, she was too old to go back into the ballrooms to find a husband. In truth, she never planned on marrying again. The support of the men in her life would get her through this difficult time.

~
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Lorna and Hamilton stopped by the Turner house on their way home from the meeting. Having learned one of their fences had been damaged overnight, Hamilton suggested they go by to help. The men fixed the damage while Mrs. Turner and Lorna enjoyed a cup of tea. Lorna saw tenants on the Keys’ land during her daily rides around the property. When he visited Salisbury, Hamilton rode with her and aided where needed. 

Once the fence was repaired, they bid the Turners a good day and started back. The overcast morning had given way to a somewhat sunny afternoon. As they rode closer to the house, she saw Davina and Piers in the apple orchard. She pointed at them, and Hamilton followed her over.

Davina stood under the trees holding Piers while he picked an apple. The sun danced through the leaves, leaving them both in flickering shadows. When Davina noticed them approach, she set Piers down and waved. “We decided to pick a few apples.”

By the nearly full basket on the ground, they had been doing this a while. Hamilton dismounted before helping Lorna from the saddle. He led the horses a few yards away and tied their reins to a tree. 

Piers ran over, and Hamilton picked him up. 

“Did Nigel show up at the meeting?” Davina continued to pick apples.

“He did. He was not happy with our agreement,” Lorna said.

“He is never happy about anything.” Her mother-in-law scowled.
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