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February 8, 1813

Cumbria County, Northern England

––––––––
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Thunderstruck, Solomon, the Marquess of Lazonby read his friend’s letter. The slanted words, plainly written yet incomprehensible, slowly penetrated his mind then worked their way beneath his skin. His friend, Charles Dryden, wrote of a perfidy so profound the inked markings funneled into his veins like heated coals to set his blood on fire. Boiling with rage, Solomon slammed the page onto his desktop. An eerie silence fell over the chilly room as his anger temporarily robbed him of speech.  

In that stillness, his disbelief swelled from the size of a mustard seed to the dimensions of Jupiter. Not since Solomon had first discovered his father’s reckless wager had he felt so enraged. He launched a stream of expletives which caused the groom, Alvin, passing outside the open window to stare slack-jawed at his lordship. 

With a sweep of his arm, Solomon cleared the surface of his desk, sending everything into a chaotic spill.

“Seven years! Seven years of deprivation. Beggared by a cheat. Damn Sir John.” 

Pacing the length of the study, Solomon’s scuffed boots struck the bare, wooden planks, ringing out doom for the wealthy baronet, Sir John Lower.

“I’ll wring his neck. Squeeze the life from him until he begs for mercy,” he muttered. 

Sir John Lower had reduced the marquisate to poverty on a rigged wager. Damn him to hell.

If Alvin weren’t such a prodigious turnip producer, his people—the staff, tenants, and villagers of Lazonby―would have starved this past winter. 

Wanting a better life for his sister, Solomon had married Imogene to Ralph Phelan. Phelan was a good man, who could provide for Imogene; moreover, she detested turnips. It was better she married and moved away. Solomon missed his sister’s cheerfulness, although he doubted Imogene would have been able to dispel the constant worry which nagged him these past few months. 

Solomon Lord Lazonby came to an abrupt halt and stared at the blank rectangular square of wall. Its color was brighter than the surrounding area, which had faded over the years. That bare spot had been the home of a Johannes Vermeer painting. 

His hawk-like gaze fixed upon a sole crystal decanter, the last of its kind, whose emptiness mocked him. The contents of the Lazonby wine cellar, once famed for its variety and plentitude, had been sold long ago. The larder was sparse, the coal cellar anemic. 

As if in a trance, Solomon removed the decanter’s stopper. He cradled the cool, glass sphere in his palm, idly noting it soon warmed in his grasp. Solomon pressed his fingertip to the sharpened point of the crystal stopper then slashed his palm. 

A red ribbon appeared in the center of his hand, and his blood flowed. The resulting sting was grimly satisfying. A few droplets splattered onto the floor planks. Silently, he vowed to avenge his father and the marquisate. The lengthy cut brought on an epiphany. 

Working quickly, Solomon jerkily removed a handkerchief from his pocket and wrapped his hand. Throughout the exercise, his signet ring flashed with his quick movements. The Lazonby herald, a winged lion, urged him to protect what was his. It was the sacred honor of every Lazonby marquess. His ancestral line was touted for being fierce and brave. 

Lord Lazonby removed the ring from his finger. 

“Olivia!” 

At his lordship’s bellow, the housekeeper, a slender, youthful woman, soon appeared in the doorway. 

Olivia Rodgers asked, “What’s the matter, Laz?”

Waving Charles Dryden’s letter, he snapped, “This is what’s the matter. I’ve received distressing news from Charles Dryden.” 

He continued to pace the floor.

Pulling her woolen shawl closer, Olivia blanched. “Is everything well with the children?”

Running his hands through his thick, black hair, Solomon answered her. “Yes. Charles and Winsome are well, as are their children, God be praised. But I must go to London on urgent business. I shall leave tomorrow.”

“London? Tomorrow?”

“Yes. I don’t know how long I’ll remain, but I hope to return for planting season.”

“So long?”

The lost look she sent him caused Solomon to check his stride. He approached her and touched her cheek, gazing into her golden eyes with a tenderness reserved for her and his sister, Imogene.

Softly, Solomon said, “Don’t worry, Olivia. Willy and Alvin will remain here. They will take care of you. By the by, where is that boy? I have need of him.”

Gathering her wits, the dark-haired housekeeper curtsied then murmured, “I’ll send Willy to you, my lord.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Rodgers,” he said, returning to their usual formality.

Solomon’s mind whirled with the numerous chores he needed to accomplish before setting off on this trip. Now that he’d learned the truth of his father’s last, cursed gamble, Solomon was anxious to find the baronet and beat him to a bloody pulp. 

A youth carrying half a pail of coal entered, mumbling, “The coal cellar’s near empty, Laz. Alvin and I will visit the home woods for firewood.”

“Never mind that. I need you to ride to Carlisle.”

“Now?”

“Yes.” Solomon bit off the word, his patience nearly unraveling. “Take King and Josephine. Tether the mare behind my saddle then sell her. You will go to the pawnbroker and hawk my signet ring—” Solomon dropped it into Willy’s outstretched palm, flinching as he did so. 

The boy’s eyes were as wide as his mouth as he gaped at the marquess. “Are you mad, Laz?”

“Perhaps,” he said. “I’m going to London to tend to urgent business. Have Olivia prepare a knapsack for you whilst I tell Alvin.”

With that, Solomon pivoted on his heel and strode to the stables.

When he next saw Willy, Alvin had saddled King, and Solomon was tying the mare’s lead to the saddle. 

“One less mouth to feed,” Solomon mumbled. “Perhaps you’ll find a new home with a little girl to ride you and love you as much as Imogene did. Perhaps?”

Gently, he patted the mare’s long nose. Then he whispered something that made the mare’s ears twitch, but neither Willy nor Alvin would ever know exactly what his lordship told his sister’s favorite mount.

The youth scuffed his toe in the dirt, outlining circles as he waited for his lordship to finish saying goodbye.

“Make haste to Carlisle,” Solomon said, removing his own woolen scarf and wrapping it around the boy’s neck. 

He stared into the amber eyes so much like his own and gripped Willy’s shoulders. “Talk to no one, tell no one what you’re doing. You understand, Willy? Keep low and stay safe. You carry the last of my dreams to restore the marquisate, so take care.” 

“Yes, Laz.”

“Godspeed.” Solomon waved goodbye then returned to the house to pack his bags.

ACCEPTING THE GLASS of brandy from Charles Dryden, Solomon apologized yet again. 

“Forgive me for coming unannounced. I hope my presence doesn’t put Winsome out of charity with me.”

“We’re delighted to have you. My wife and I fully expected you to visit once my letter reached you. Besides, the children adore you, Uncle Laz,” Charles teased.

Murmuring his thanks, Solomon noted how Charles’s voice softened whenever he spoke of Winsome and the children. Charles’s second marriage was a love match, unlike his first.

Solomon chuckled. “You know me well, don’t you?”

“All those years spent at Harrow weren’t wasted.” With that smug pronouncement, Charles settled into the wingback chair with a sigh. 

“I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve taken the liberty of inquiring into the identity of Sir John’s solicitor, a Mr. Woodson. We’ll visit him tomorrow. With the groom’s written confession, we have excellent odds of getting most, if not all, your funds returned.”

Solomon raised his glass. “Good. This news couldn’t have come at a better time. After last year’s crop failure, followed by the discovery the vein of coal played out before reaching my land...”  

“It’s been rough for you.” 

“It’s been rough for everyone at Lazonby. I’m down to six staff members and fewer than forty tenants. We’ve lived on venison, oats, and turnips for the past month.”

Grimacing, Charles said, “Laz, why not let me lend you some money? I know you’re good for it. When things turn about—”

Solomon shook his head. “As of right now, I don’t know if things will turn about, so it’s a damn risky venture.”

“Then allow me to make a gift to you.”

“No. We’ve been through this before.”

“Your damnable pride.”

Nodding slowly, Solomon agreed. “It’s the only thing Father left me.”

Silence reigned as the men drank their brandy.

Quietly, as if fearing to broach the topic, Charles inquired, “Do you intend to call him out?”

It was a testament to their long-standing friendship that Solomon’s mind had been traveling the same path. Solomon had never felt he understood anyone half as well as he understood Charles Dryden. He was the best of fellows, and his stalwart friendship had been an anchor for Solomon.

“No.” He polished off his drink and set the glass on the small side table with a decisive clink. “No, the man would taint a field of honor.”

“That surprises me. I’d have wagered anything you’d seek revenge.”

“Oh, you’d have won that bet!” Solomon barked out a laugh. “Truth be told, that was my first impulse—to strangle the man with my own hands. Having the past two days to reflect on that matter, though, I think that’s too good for him. I’d prefer to draw out the man’s suffering.”

“For seven years, at least?”

Solomon smiled briefly then leaned forward. “Tell me again what his man said.” 

Charles sipped his drink before answering. “Sir John’s head groom came to my front door, presented the baronet’s card. Told Dobson he had a message for me to deliver to the late marquess’s son.”

“What was his name again? 

“Grimes. Jordan Grimes. He admitted he worked for Sir John and that he’d tampered with Diablo. That was the last Newmarket race your father attended.”

“It ruined him.”

Nodding, Charles replenished their brandy glasses before he continued, “There was also a side bet Sir John made with two others that he could fleece an aristocrat. By the end of that day, Sir John had made a fortune.”  

“What I don’t understand is why the Grimes fellow came forward after so long.”

Charles shrugged. “He said he was leaving for the colonies, wanted to make a clean breast of things.”

“And you believed him?”

“Laz.” His friend looked at him over the top of his glass. “I’m no Johnny Raw recruit.” 

Laughing in protest, Solomon raised his glass to the former army captain of the 48th Foot. “Beg your pardon, Charles.”

“No, I told him I’d personally reward him if he’d sign the confession. He was very eager to do so.”

“Probably thanked his lucky stars you were such a light touch, for I suspect you wrote out everything in his admission truly, faithfully, and without embellishment.”

“Of course it was.”

“I’ll repay you Grimes’s purse. Did Winnie write the confession?” He nodded toward Charles’s mauled hand, which had been injured during the heavy fighting at Bussaco.

“She typically handles my correspondence, but she did not work on this delicate matter. Dobson did.”  

“Your butler?”

“Yes.”

“So, Winsome doesn’t know.”

“Of course she knows. The woman’s not an idiot. Nothing happens in this house that escapes her notice.” 

“Winsome is a worthy wife, something I shall never have.”

Charles gave his friend a long, thoughtful stare, after which he said, “These past years have hardened you. The army did that to me as well.”

Solomon waved that away.

Flashing a boyish grin, Charles continued, “I met Grimes at the docks, paid him for his troubles—”

“How much?”

“Ten pounds.”

Feigning shock, Solomon exclaimed, “Ten pounds? You are a light touch.”  

His eyes glinting with humor, Charles made a rude gesture.

Solomon snickered. “And then?”

“Then I watched him board the ship and set sail to Virginia. Or was it Philadelphia?” Charles shrugged. “It cannot possibly matter.”

“No.”

“What do you plan?”

Solomon shrugged. “If I thought Sir John were capable of feeling shame, I’d print Grimes’s confession on the front page of The Times and let the world know he’s a cheat.” 

The two gentlemen bent their heads together, discussing various strategies for reprisals. The often-ribald conversation withered when Winsome entered the room. 

“I thought Arianna would never fall asleep.” Winsome leaned against the door she’d closed behind her. She wiped her brow, pretending to be exhausted, a façade that crumbled upon her sudden grin. “She’s excited to have Uncle Laz play horsey with her.”

Solomon’s laughter rang out. “I can’t believe how much she’s grown, and Nicholas, too.” 

“Yes,” Charles murmured. He agreed with Solomon, but his gaze remained on his wife, who stole a sip of her husband’s brandy.

“Thank you, dear.” She handed back his glass then settled on the arm of his chair. 

Charles quickly put his arm around his wife and demanded to know if that was all the thanks she had for France’s best brandy.

Rolling her eyes, Winsome kissed his cheek. “There. Better?”

“Hardly.” 

Solomon was quite sure that, if not for his presence, the kiss would have led to a number of other things. Feeling de trop, he stood and asked, “What time is breakfast?”

“Oh, no, my lord, I didn’t mean to chase you off,” Winsome said, rising from Charles’s chair. “Please don’t retire so soon.”

Charles gave a half-hearted protest, but Solomon had glimpsed the heat in his friend’s eye.

“Really, Winsome, I’m tired and long for my bed.”

“Nonsense.” She inched toward the doorway. “I’ll leave you two to visit. I had no intention of cutting your talk short.” 

“Darling, if our guest is weary after traveling non-stop from Penrith, let him rest. By the by, Laz and I are going into the city tomorrow on business.”

Her eyes narrowed. Suspiciously, she asked, “Does your business have anything to do with that nasty Grimes fellow?”

“Dobs tell you about that?” her husband asked.

“Naturally.” She patted smooth the nap of her gown, answering without guile.

Charles’s gaze was filled with exasperation. 

Solomon sent up a whoop of laughter. “Just as you predicted.”

His hostess folded her hands, patiently waiting for the men’s hilarity to subside before asking, “Predicted what precisely?”

“Charles said nothing occurs in this house without you knowing it.”

“High praise, indeed,” she said dryly, setting off another bout of masculine chuckles.

“Charles has stumbled across a possibility, which may allow me to recoup the loss we sustained at the hands of Sir John Lower.”

“Good.”

Solomon nodded. “Naturally, I must pursue the matter.”

“Naturally,” she agreed. “My own father bankrupted our estate. Disregarded the marriage settlements and wasted my dowry. If Lady Northampton hadn’t hired me as a governess, I don’t know what would have become of me.”

“You advise me to become a governess?” Solomon teased.

She smiled, appreciating his joke then returned to her husband’s side. 

It had been a very long time since Solomon had found anything amusing. If nothing else came of this visit to London, he was glad he’d rediscovered his sense of humor. 

“What I am trying—rather awkwardly—to say is that I was in a similar situation, and I understand your feelings, Laz.” She faced her husband. “Do you know I once asked St. Peter to scold my father before opening the pearly gates to him?”

Charles patted the back of her hand then entwined his fingers through hers.

Solomon understood with perfect clarity how his friend had become so thoroughly ensnared in his wife’s charms. After bidding the couple goodnight, he wandered up the carpeted stairs to his well-appointed room. A welcoming fire greeted him, as did a whisky decanter and bowl of sweets on his nightstand. These small luxuries reminded Solomon of the stark differences between his standard of living and his friend’s.

Charles was indeed lucky to have married Winsome Montgomery. She was the polar opposite of his first wife, the faithless Vivian.

As he undressed with the assistance of Charles’s valet, Spec, Solomon realized this trip to his friend’s had awakened more than his dormant sense of humor. He’d experience guilt and envy, as well.

The guilt stemmed from enjoying a seven-course meal served by his hosts. Those he’d left at Lazonby Manor would sleep with their bellies half-full of turnips and oats. The envy came as he observed the closeness Charles shared with his wife. He did not covet his friend’s spouse, but Solomon hadn’t realized how empty his life had been without a helpmate of his own. It was damned lonely in his drafty manor in northern England, particularly since Imogene had moved away.

“Will you require my services to shave in the morning, my lord?” Spec asked.

How long had it been since he’d been shaved? Far too long, for he’d nearly forgotten the luxuries of his former lifestyle. Before his father had been bamboozled by the baronet.

“Would you mind?”

“Not at all, my lord. It would be my pleasure.”

The valet appeared delighted by the prospect, which instantly terrified the marquess. “Why are you so damned happy at the prospect of holding a blade to my neck?”

Spec chuckled. “Because Mr. Dryden prefers to shave himself—”

“With his wounded hand?”

“Yes. Now you understand the source of my mortuary. I’ll see you in the morning, my lord.”

Mortuary?

Shaking his head, Solomon concluded he must have misheard the valet, for surely he’d meant to say ‘mortification’ instead. The valet was a master of malapropism.

Solomon thanked Spec. “Glad to have your assistance in removing the boots, Spec. Difficult to do by oneself.”

“I would imagine so, my lord,” the valet said, bowing before leaving the room.

Alone, Solomon poured himself a nightcap. This trip to London couldn’t have come at a better time, for Solomon was near despair. Briefly last autumn, he’d hoped to mine his lands for coal, but those aspirations were smashed when an apologetic surveyor informed him the coal stream ended ten miles short of marquisate lands. 

So, Solomon and his remaining male tenants returned to digging ditches. He could not afford to have another crop flooded. He must protect the only income he had.  

Tomorrow, he’d find Sir John and begin the process of righting the wrong done to his family. Solomon would learn everything he could about the baronet, discover his weak points, then exploit them, just as Sir John had done to his father. 

At his father’s knee, Solomon had learned stories of Lazonbys’ courage and the meaning behind their family crest. A winged lion would fiercely protect what belonged to him with cunning and bold, decisive action. He would plot down to the last detail then strike at Sir John Lower.

Before his London trip concluded, the winged lion of Lazonby would have a sniveling weasel in its jaws, its puny corpse ripped to shreds. Upon that thought, Solomon finally tumbled into bed.
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Chapter 2 
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“Heavens, Mena!” Nancy flung the door open, reached for her mistress’s hand, and hastily pulled her from the smoking shed.

Coughing as she emerged, Philomena thumped her chest as her eyes watered. 

The companion pushed her mistress’s arms over her head. “Breathe in. That’s it, that’s a good girl.”

Still coughing, Philomena worked her lungs to expel the bad air and take in the good. When she recovered her breath, she used her fists to rub her eyes. “Ooh, they hurt.”

Nancy led Philomena across the yard to a pail of water then guided her hands to the bucket’s rim. 

Philomena cupped her hands together then splashed her eyes with the cool, soothing water. The pain lessened but didn’t disappear, so Philomena doused her eyes again and again.

“My poor dear girl.”

Breathing heavily, Philomena rested her forearms on the bucket’s rim. “The door wouldn’t open.” 

“Latch jammed.” Nancy’s lips flattened and nearly disappeared. “Heavens! If I hadn’t heard your screams...” 

Unable to finish the thought, Nancy sat on the ground and dug out a handkerchief.

Philomena reached for it, but Nancy was oblivious to the gesture and instead dabbed her eyes then blew her nose.

Philomena dropped her hand. 

“Well, no harm done in the end.” The companion pocketed the handkerchief, her usual optimism resurfacing.

Biting her bottom lip, Philomena mumbled, “A case of bad luck. Maybe Papa and Clarissa are right.”

“You’re not bad luck,” Nancy said firmly.

Philomena wouldn’t argue with the woman who’d tended her since her mother died, but neither was she convinced. 

Nancy grumbled, “Of all the disservices your father and his wife performed, labeling you as bad luck was the worst amongst them.” 

“Hmm.” 

“You aren’t, Mena.”

They walked across the courtyard through the back garden and into the house. As soon as they stepped over the threshold, they heard shouts of a loud disagreement from the drawing room. 

Philomena raised her palm to silence Nancy. 

They stood, listening to the raised voices.

Nancy grimaced. “Holden and Clarissa.”

“Going at it again,” Philomena agreed, shaking her head as they climbed the stairs.

Her seventeen-year-old stepbrother had been sent down from school. Holden didn’t wish to attend; he desired to join the navy. For the past several weeks, Holden had done everything he could to wheedle and cajole his usually indulgent mother to allow it. Matters had deteriorated rapidly when Clarissa refused, and now the household was subjected to daily shouting matches between the pair. 

They entered Philomena’s chambers.

Nancy touched her eyebrow. “I’ve had it up to here with the pair of them. Glad we’re leaving tomorrow.” 

“Yes.” Philomena might have exaggerated her shudder, but she shared Nancy’s distaste for the constant squabbling between her stepmother and stepbrother. In truth, Holden wasn’t a bad seed when he wasn’t plaguing his parent, but Philomena had never enjoyed Clarissa’s company. Her father, not a kind man, had chosen a mirror-image of himself for his second wife, forever turning his back on Philomena’s mother’s attempts to improve him.

“That was a real stroke of genius, telling Clarissa you wanted to buy a new wardrobe.”

Nodding, Philomena said, “I’ve only three weeks before my birthday. This London trip will allow me to meet my trustee and dissolve the trust. It was considerate of Clarissa to send a letter to Mr. Peck, requesting he speak with me.”

Nancy harrumphed.

Chuckling, Philomena said, “Well, it was nice of Clarissa to exert herself on my behalf.”

“And surprising,” Nancy said. “First time she’s done anything to help you.” 

“True. I’m glad she’s decided to remain here. You wouldn’t want her to join us in London, would you?” 

Shaking her head in quick, short movements, Nancy rejected that idea. 

Philomena’s chuckle mellowed as Nancy continued to speak. 

“It won’t hurt for you to finally meet Mr. Peck. I still say he should have visited you at your father’s funeral.”

“I was in no state, unfortunately.”

Nancy nodded. “Clarissa and I met him then, of course, but I cannot understand why he’s not visited you in this past year.” 

“Or at least sent the trust agreement, as I requested,” Philomena added.

Nancy opened the windows. “Take off that gown, and I’ll air it for you.”

“I smell like the chimney, don’t I?” Philomena wrinkled her nose as she pulled the front of her gown away from her.

Briefly and matter-of-factly, Nancy assured her she’d smelled worse. 

Philomena bit her bottom lip, trying not to laugh at her companion’s unintentional humor.

Later, Philomena sank into a warm hip bath, bringing her long legs to her chest to fit into the tub. 

“Perhaps we should stay in London on a prolonged visit. Until Holden returns to Harrow and Clarissa leaves for her Marylebone residence.”

Nancy harrumphed. “Surrender the Chelmsford house to that pair?”

“A strategic, temporary retreat. Besides, I don’t think either one of us fancies being subjected to more of their arguments.”

Nancy shrugged then poured a pitcher of water over Philomena’s hair. “Your father was a wretch, but for all his sins, bringing that woman into our home was the worst.”

Philomena lathered her arms then rested her calf on the tub’s rim to soap her slender leg. She smiled because Nancy seemed to have forgotten that, as the owner of the residence, Sir John could bring whomever he pleased into his own house. 

Nancy was as protective of her as a mother hen her chicks, and Philomena would have it no other way. Nancy had been her nanny then served her father while Philomena attended finishing school. Now Nancy was her companion, a post she’d held for the past seven years. She’d embodied home throughout Philomena’s mad childhood as the baronet frequently moved his household from place to place.

“While I’m at dinner, Nancy, please finish packing.”

“When do you want to leave tomorrow?” 

“At first light. I’ll say my goodbyes to Clarissa and Holden tonight.”

Philomena sniffed, still smelling of smoke despite her ablutions. She went down for dinner, hoping her father’s second family could be cordial for the next few hours.  

This was her house, inherited from her father, Sir John Lower. Philomena was content living in Chelmsford, having shunned the social life in London, unlike her stepmother. Since the baronet’s death, Clarissa primarily stayed at her Marylebone residence, visiting Chelmsford during Holden’s school holidays.  

Coming late to the table, Philomena murmured her apologies, but neither Clarissa nor Holden noticed her arrival.

They were still bickering.

Lady Lower’s blonde hair was tucked beneath a purple silken turban, embellished with a diamond pendant. In stentorian tones, the widow pronounced that her son was not going to be a common sailor, and that was absolutely the last she would hear of the matter.

“But Mother—”

“Not another word, young man. You may not have been born a gentleman, but you weren’t born a yeoman, either, sirrah! I’ve already made plans to secure your future. You must put these schemes from your mind.”

The silence stretched to an uncomfortable length, which only ended when Lady Lower made a loud, exaggerated sniff. “What is that awful smell? Is that you, Philomena?” 

“I don’t mind how Mena smells,” Holden offered. 

Darting a glance toward the youth, Philomena smiled at him, and he returned it in full measure.

The party ate in continued silence until Holden blurted out, “I want to join the navy, Mother.”  

Clarissa’s fist crashed onto the tabletop. “No! Absolutely not! You will finish Harrow then attend Oxford or Cambridge, where you’ll meet other distinguished persons.”  

“I don’t want to continue schooling. It’s boring. I want to join the navy. Think how grand it would be for me to meet heroes like Lord Admiral Nelson.”

It wasn’t the first time Holden had expressed a hankering for life on the high seas, but after listening to him rhapsodize about various ships of the line, the number of their guns, Philomena couldn’t question his sincerity. The boy was navy mad. Harrow might not have educated Holden about Latin, Greek mythology, or mathematics, but it had fanned the flames for his nautical passion.

Did Holden possess the necessary mettle to sacrifice himself for either country or fellow man? Could one predict how untried boys would fare in battle? The truth would out; before Holden participated in any nautical warfare, Philomena thought it far more likely his captain would flog him. If the decision to send Holden to sea were hers, Philomena would allow him to go. Removing him from beneath his mother’s thumb could prove the making of him.

Suddenly, Philomena itched to leave Chelmsford. One didn’t need to have a crystal ball to predict her household would be very unhappy this spring and summer. Holden would be cross at being denied his chance for glory, and even under the best of circumstances, Clarissa’s temper was peevish.  

Turning the conversation from their squabble, Philomena said, “Nancy and I plan to leave at daybreak. Shall I send word once we arrive in London?”

“Please do so and inform me when you’ll return home.” Clarissa curled her upper lip.  

On the surface, her stepmother’s words seemed to reflect concern for her wellbeing, yet Philomena remained certain Clarissa did not care one jot for her. To Philomena’s mind, there always seemed to be a hint of derision in her stepmother’s interactions with her. Philomena didn’t understand why. 

Choosing to confront the woman, Philomena asked, “Have I said something stupid?” 

Holden glanced at his mother then his stepsister before lowering his gaze to his plate.

“No, you’ve not said anything stupid.” She mumbled before taking a drink, but Philomena heard Clarissa say, “At least, no more than usual.”

Philomena made a sound of impatience.

Clarissa cast a wide-eyed look of innocence, which confirmed Philomena’s suspicions.

“Would you prefer if Nancy and I didn’t stay at your Marylebone residence? I can make other arrangements.”

Releasing a tinkling laugh that grated on Philomena’s nerves, Clarissa demurred, insisting she and Nancy make use of her home.

“While you’re in town, Philomena, you should find a competent dresser.”

Calmly, Philomena said, “Nancy suits me very well.” 

“At the very least, hire a hair stylist to do something with that ridiculous mop of yours.” 

“I like Mena’s hair,” Holden said. “The color, the curls—very pleasing.”

Philomena gave a tepid ‘thank you,’ not certain if Holden was sincere or simply trying to annoy his mother. 

“Do be quiet,” Clarissa snapped.

“No, Mother. I told you I want to enlist, and it’s time you paid attention to me. I’m a man now.”

“You’re too young to know your own mind, Holden,” his mother said. 

Philomena slipped away as the two began a royal battle. She didn’t bother to say goodbye, because they wouldn’t have heard her anyway. Privately, Philomena was rather impressed with her stepbrother, giving him points for sheer doggedness. 

When she returned to her room, Nancy whisked Philomena’s dress off and slipped her nightgown over her head. “You must sleep now, Mena, so that you’ll be well rested on the trip.”

“London isn’t that far,” she protested. “Besides, I don’t feel the least bit sleepy.”

“Aye, but we’ll be leaving in just a few short hours.”

Philomena tried to oblige her long-suffering servant but found it difficult to sleep. She kept coming awake, afraid she’d oversleep and miss her chance to leave. She didn’t sleep soundly enough to dream, but nevertheless, a pressing sense of urgency nipped at the edge of her consciousness. 

At three o’clock in the morning, she gave up the pretense. Quietly, Philomena dressed before waking Nancy. The two women decided not to use a footman in the house, carrying their trunk to the carriage in an inelegant fashion. 

The first thing she’d do when they arrived in London would be to meet her trustee. Clarissa had vaguely assured her at her father’s funeral that the trust ended when Philomena turned twenty-five, but Philomena would have preferred to have had a copy of the trust to read for herself. She had done very well managing her finances, and it irked that this was unknown to her.  

As the sun peeped over the eastern horizon, Philomena and Nancy sat, side by side, in her crane-neck phaeton drawn by a pair of grays. 

“At least we’ll arrive in London in style.” Nancy indicated the gray velvet upholstered bench.

“Yes.” Philomena chuckled. “I’ve always loved this equipage.”

“At least the baronet was a good judge of horseflesh and phaetons.”

They had traveled little more than a mile before they saw the solitary figure of a youth walking alongside the road, carrying a valise. 

Identifying the stout figure, Nancy groaned, “We’re dished.”

The youth glanced over his shoulder, his eyes alight with devilry.  

As she was not a hard-hearted person, it was out of the question that Philomena would drive past her stepbrother. Obviously, Holden was running away. Because that was essentially what Philomena was doing herself, she couldn’t fault him. 

Reining in the grays, she asked politely, “Running away to join the navy, Holden?” 

“Mena! I’m so glad to see you!” He tipped his hat to both females. “You, too, Nancy, dear.”

“Holden.” The companion acknowledged him with a nod but didn’t move from her place on the seat.  

Sensing he needed to earn his place on the phaeton, Holden clasped his hands together. “Please take me, Mena. I’ve no money to take the stage.” 

Philomena expelled a sigh. “You do realize life on the seas is one of hardship?”

“I’m not as soft as you think.” 

“You’ve neatly engineered this situation so that I’d have to take you up, haven’t you?”

“It’s not a trick,” he protested.

Nancy piped up. “It is.” 

Holden narrowed his eyes on the older woman, but he turned to Philomena and said, quite reasonably, “Look, we can discuss this on the way to London, rather than in the middle of the lane.”

Clarissa wouldn’t appreciate Philomena facilitating Holden’s joining the navy, but she resented Philomena anyway, so Philomena thought she might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb. Holden might make a fine naval officer, given proper training and time. He certainly wouldn’t amount to much if he remained in Chelmsford. 

Sighing, she said, “Fine. Climb aboard.” 

He gave an excited whoop as he strapped in his valise then motioned for Nancy to make room for him on the bench seat. After climbing aboard, he squirmed before settling into his spot. 

It was a mid-size perch with ample room for three to ride abreast, but Holden chose to spread his knees apart, taking up space. Using the butt of her driving whip, she pressed his knees shut, telling him not to be vulgar or selfish.

“What a tartar you are, Mena! Only think how tiresome you’ll become when you grow really old.”

“Yes,” she drawled. “At nearly twenty-five, I’m an ancient.”

“Mind what you say, or we’ll set you back down,” Nancy warned.  

Holden’s lips thinned, then he gestured as if he were turning a key in a lock.

Trying not to laugh, Philomena focused her attention on the team. 

Miraculously, Holden managed to maintain his silence for roughly a quarter mile. After that, he entered into a lively conversation with Nancy about naval battles. Philomena could have sworn no pages had been cut on any of his textbooks, but if there was the remotest possibility that the words ‘ship’ or ‘navy’ would appear in it, Holden had read it and committed it to memory.

“Did you tell your mother where you were going?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder as if Lady Lower were chasing them in her landau.

“I left a note.” 

Holden was seventeen, an age not known for long-range planning.

“She’ll be very unhappy.”

He shrugged. “Most likely.”

Philomena and Nancy exchanged amused looks. 

“I want to find the first outgoing navy vessel and sign up for duty.”  

“I think you should enquire into the captain’s character before you entrust yourself into his care,” Philomena advised after careful consideration. “Many are good men, but some are not. No need to serve a merciless master if it can be avoided.”

Holden’s tongue rested while he pondered this advice. Finally, he admitted that was a good point. “I’ll stay at the Marylebone residence until I sail out.”

“You really wish for a naval career?” Nancy’s skepticism rang in her voice.

In irritation, he slapped the tops of his knees. “What else am I supposed to do? I’m no scholar. Have no interest in the church. Can’t make a living out of gambling.”

Her stepbrother had never evinced a desire to work in Sir John’s button factory, but it would be profitable, and safer than going into the navy. She offered, “You could work for Father’s company. I’m sure they’d find a place for you.”

“And do what? Make buttons?” He burst into laughter. “Don’t be daft.”

She bristled. “Father’s button factory has provided well for us during his lifetime and beyond.”  

His eyes goggled. “You don’t know? You really don’t know.”

“Know what?” From the corner of her eye, she watched Nancy pinch Holden in his side.

“Ow!”

“Hush now,” Nancy hissed.

Holden glared at her but subsided into a sullen silence.

“Shamed you, I see,” Philomena observed with a nod of approval.

He appeared on the verge of protesting, but Nancy glared him into silence. 

Morning had broken. A new day was beginning, and optimism welled within her. Away from Clarissa’s unpleasantness, Philomena was determined she and Nancy would enjoy their brief sojourn to the city. Perhaps her knack for finding bad luck would be left in Chelmsford, as well as Clarissa’s taunts about her height and grace.

After a mile, she slowed the team’s pace, noticing the reddened cheeks of her fellow travelers.

“Sorry,” she said sheepishly. “It’s exhilarating, though, isn’t it?”

Holden laughed. “So, do you plan to cut a dash through the great city of London? Is that why you want a new wardrobe?” 

Unwilling to admit her sudden desire to update her wardrobe was a ruse to leave his mother’s company, Philomena scoffed. 

“Don’t be ridiculous. Those are the foolish wishes of a young girl, and we’ve already established I’m ancient.”

He chuckled. “But you’ll be hailed as a Toast! All heiresses are.”

“Naturally,” she agreed pertly. “In my youth, I had an abbreviated season. My bevy of admirers were mostly impoverished aristocrats. The lords weren’t particularly enthralled by my freakish height or curly hair, but they thought my fortune was lovely.”

Strange how she could talk about that painful episode now with wry amusement. At the time, it devastated her. Oh, Philomena would not wish to be seventeen and so green again.

Holden frowned. “They said that to you?” 

“I overheard.” She shrugged. “A particular peer expressed his reluctance to align himself with me due to the stench.”

“Stench? What stench?”

“From the smell of the shop, the odor of being in commerce, among the riffraff.”

“But your father was a baronet.”

Shaking her head, Nancy answered, “Whose father purchased his rank from the fortune he acquired through commerce. Sir John Lower ran through his inheritance within a few years. You knew Sir John after he amassed his fortune, but in the ton, Sir John will always be considered common.” 

Philomena pulled the reins, studying the signposts. “Gallows Corner. Dismal name. Still, we’ll continue on the London Road. Shall I take you to the Horse Guards?”

“Were you going that direction?”

She twitched her nose and parried, “Were you going to join the navy?” 

“Absolutely.”

“Horse Guards it is.”

“Drop me off at St. James Park.” 

They stopped to break their fast and allowed the team to rest. Clarissa was never one to rise before noon, so the threesome was quite content to take the meal in a leisurely fashion. By the time they trotted out of the inn’s yard, the day was well begun. 

In a conversational lull, Holden asked, “Why didn’t you finish the season?”

“Beg your pardon?” Philomena asked, baffled.

“You said you had an abbreviated season,” he prompted. “Why didn’t you stay for the remainder of the season?”

She struggled to explain. “As a person, I was invisible. The only thing people noticed about me was my fortune. They admired or despised me because of it without seeing the real me. Money tends to blind people.”  

After a long, pregnant silence when she’d thought that topic of conversation had dropped, Holden spoke up. “Better to be hated for being an heiress than for being a disreputable scoundrel.” 

Nancy pinched him again, and he squealed. 

Her companion’s short  temper with her stepbrother amused Philomena. Nancy had never been one to suffer fools gladly. 

Pointing to the building set along the Thames, Holden exclaimed, “Ah! Whitehall!” 

Philomena turned the crane-neck phaeton onto Horse Guards Road, appreciating the idyllic scenery of St. James Park on the opposite side. 

Once the carriage halted alongside the curb, Holden jumped down and chatted as he removed his valise from the boot. The vein of his leave taking was inquisitive, friendly—and shady. Holden’s chatter made her suspect something was amiss. Why was he taking so long to unstrap his valise and secure her own? 

He offered a glib goodbye. “Take care of yourself, Mena. Good day, Nancy.” 

“Holden!” Philomena called out, rising from the bench to her great height. “Stop this instant!”

“What?” 

She extended an outstretched palm. “Hand it over, you lout.”

Heaving a sigh, he retrieved her bag of money from his pocket, flushing.

“Shame on you, Holden,” Nancy scolded, her lips primed in a disapproving pucker. 

Shame-faced, Holden placed the leather pouch into Philomena’s hand. “Don’t be angry, Mena. I’ve only three pounds, six shillings.”

“Running away with a near-empty purse is poor planning on your part.” 

He nodded before lifting his face with a hopeful glint in his eyes. “Will you loan me some money, Mena?”

“You’d never repay a loan.”

“I will,” he insisted.

“You won’t.”

“I will, too.”

Holden wasn’t a blood relation, but she was fond of her stepbrother. Disliking that she was caving into his ‘puppy dog eyes’ appeal, she took four guineas from her purse then held them out of reach. 

“You promise to join the navy?”

“Yes.”  

“And defend England?”

“Yes.” He smiled, buoyed by the thought.

“To never bring shame on the family?”

He swallowed hard, smothering laughter, she suspected, as he choked out her name in admonishing tones. 

“I wish you the best of luck, Holden.” Philomena gave him the money.

“Likewise, Mena.” He saluted her then tucked the guineas into his waistcoat pocket. 

“Farewell.”

“Goodbye.” With a careless wave, Holden picked up his valise then trotted toward Whitehall. 

She and Nancy watched him disappear into the throng.

“He’s a rascal,” Nancy pronounced. “Will probably be tossed overboard by the crew in the first month.”

“It’s a distinct possibility,” Philomena agreed. “However, I think being raised by a heartless mother may actually serve him well aboard ship. Holden wouldn’t dream of expecting leniency or rationality.” 

Before she pulled into traffic, Philomena took a moment to collect herself. Slowly, she scanned the area, startled as her gaze lit upon a black-haired man who stood nearby in the grassy park. His jacket hung on his loose-limbed frame. The material itself was high quality, Bath superfine, but woefully outdated.

He stood, watching her closely. Throughout her long-ago season, no man had ever stared at Philomena so, as if the back of his eyes burned into her flesh. His golden gaze weighed upon her, like a physical touch.

Her heart beat faster, and she caught her breath.

Then he did the most extraordinary thing. He lifted two fingers to the brim of his hat, giving Philomena a brief salute. 

Inexplicably pleased by that show of support, she gave a cordial nod to him and the fashionable woman who accompanied him.  

Driving past, she glanced at the handsome stranger, hoping for another, closer look. 

Unfortunately, at the crucial moment, a girl shrieked, “Uncle Laz! Uncle Laz!” Her thin arms outstretched, she begged to be picked up. His attention veered from Philomena to the child.

The opportunity for a second look vanished.  

As Philomena Lower drove her phaeton up the street, she relished the warmth of that all-too-brief encounter. 
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Chapter 3
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“Extraordinary, Laz,” Winsome Dryden giggled, lightly smacking Solomon’s sleeve. “Somehow you’ve managed to simultaneously fix two females’ interests onto you.” 

He chuckled, before tossing Arianna into the air. 

The girl squealed in delight.

“Nay, I just admired her clever ruse in thwarting that would-be thief.”

Winsome stared at the disappearing carriage. “I wonder who she is. I’ve never seen her before, and she’s not easily overlooked. So regal.”

Solomon set Arianna on the ground. “So tall, you mean?”

Privately, he agreed with his hostess. The woman had been regal. Possibly even taller than him, and Solomon topped six feet.

“She must have eyes in the back of her head to have known he’d pinched the purse,” Winsome said with a chuckle.

The woman put him in mind of the tales he’d read of the Amazon women, known to be fierce warriors. What would it be like to bed such a woman? To have those long, lean thighs wrapped around his waist? 

Arianna called to him, dispelling those delightful, lascivious wanderings.

“Come on, poppet.” He stretched out a hand to the girl. “Time to head home. Your papa and I are to go to the city on business.”

“Charles has an appointment tomorrow with his tailor. Have you heard of them? Schweitzer and Davidson of Cork Street? You know, I do not think your tenants will begrudge a new jacket for their marquess. Let us make it a gift for you.”
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