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Chapter One

Stanhope, County Durham, Northern England

March, 1811

A man’s voice bellowed from upstairs. “Blast it! Where are you, Winnie?”

Winsome Montgomery ignored the bellowing of her father’s heir, Sir David. She didn’t wish to see him and she really didn’t want him to find her, searching through her father’s desk.

He would be livid. 

Her instincts warned her that her cousin, Sir David, never pleasant under the best of circumstances, would be wretched if crossed. The man was a bounder, a scoundrel in a long line of scoundrels. 

The voice, closer this time, hollered, “Where could that girl be? Dobson! Where is Miss Montgomery?” 

The butler’s reply was muffled behind the great oak doors. 

Winnie rifled through gaming vowels, unpaid bills, and some letters. Too pressed for time to read the correspondence, she folded the letters then stuffed them inside her bodice. 

“There you are, Winnie. Didn’t you hear me calling for you?” The new baronet, Sir David, approached. His unrushed footsteps struck the planks, warning of his relentless nature. 

A chill skated down Winsome Montgomery’s spine. “I should think the whole county heard you, Sir David.”

He chuckled, but his eyes remained cold. Her cousin was a tall, handsome man, dressed in the finest apparel offered on Bond Street. His boots were polished with a champagne blackening mix, an excessive affectation in Stanhope.

“What are you doing in the library, Winnie? I ordered you to remain in your room or the kitchens.” 

Lowering her eyes, she murmured, “I didn’t think you were serious about that.”

“You know I was.”

Why was the Montgomery name cursed with such scaly baronets? Was the water in the River Wear, which ran through the estate, contaminated with treachery? 

Tucking a strand of her silver hair behind her ear, Winnie admitted, “I’m searching for my father’s time piece. Mama gave it to him and I wished to have something to remember them by.”

“This watch?” Pulling a timepiece from his waist coat, he dangled it before her. 

“Oh yes! That’s it. Thank you very much!”  

Snatching it out of her reach, he tsked. “It’s mine now.”

“It’s all I have left of my parents,” she explained, unable to keep the peevish note from her voice.

“Settle your feathers. Do you want this?”

“Yes.”

“Then give me a kiss.”

This was worse than she had dreaded. “What did you say?”

“What’s this? No kisses for me?” 

It had been a long day. Winnie was in no mood for her cousin’s childish games. Folding her arms over her chest, she said, “No. That watch belongs to me. Hand it over.”

His expression hardened. He tucked the timepiece back into the pocket of his waistcoat. “Your father gambled everything of value—jewelry, artwork, horses. If I give you the watch, I’ll have inherited nothing.” He lifted his palms, and inquired in mocking tones, “And then what kind of baronet would I be?”

“A very poor one,” she ground out, relishing the double entendre. “Those items were sold in contravention of the marriage settlements. They were supposed to be my dowry.”

For some mysterious reason, Sir David roared with laughter. Then he shook his head with what could be considered pity—had Winnie believed him capable of such emotion.

Pointing to a patch of faded wallpaper above the mantel, he taunted, “Losing the Gainsborough must have been painful, eh, Winnie?”

Winnie choked. “Yes, because my grandmother posed for it, as well you know. She was a legend in this county.”

“Sir Vernon lost Landscape in Suffolk, didn’t he? Playing cards?”

“Yes. A game of whist, I believe. I heard the Gainsborough is now owned by a soldier.”

“Not a loyal bone in his body, eh, Winnie? Consider, too, all the bastards he sired between here and London.”

She managed to not flinch, digging her nails into the palms of her hands.  

He whispered, as the serpent did to Eve, “Did you know what one of the guards told me about your father? He said in the weeks Sir Vernon resided in the Fleet that he took wagers, laying odds on the very hour of his death.”

She covered her mouth, smothering a cry.

Stepping close, Sir David lifted strands of her hair and played with them. She tried to move away, but he yanked, anchoring her in place. 

Tears stung her eyes, her scalp smarting.

The usual coldness left his voice, transmuting into something ponderous as he murmured, “Such an extraordinary color. I’ve never seen anything like it. As if fairies had stirred melted stars into a pot of liquid sunshine.”

The earlier chill returned to Winnie as waves of revulsion swamped her. 

Raising the hank of hair to his nose, he inhaled deeply then groaned.

Trembling, Winnie’s frightened gaze darted toward the door. 

“So sweet,” he sighed. “Sometimes when I tup another woman, Winnie, I imagine it’s you.”

She struggled to break free, but his hold tightened.

His foul breath skidded across her cheek. He smelled of rye whisky. “I’ve frightened you, haven’t I? No matter. Once you know me better, you’ll see that I rather enjoy frightening people.” 

The baronet captured her hand and forced it onto the hard ridge which formed beneath his pants. He hissed in pleasure. His eyes screwed shut as he pressed her hand up and down the length of his cock.

Horrified, Winnie stiffened her fingers to avoid cupping his manhood. 

He pulled her hair. “You’ll do as I say or you won’t remain at Stanhope.”

Bent backward, she hollered for his wife. “Lady Broomstead! Gwyn!” 

He laughed without mirth. “My wife, the little mouse, is upstairs. Such a well-dowered, but boring woman. There’s something about you that fires my blood, Winnie.”

She twisted, but could not break free.

“Become my mistress. I’ll provide for you. In exchange, all you have to do is...” Sir David’s grip loosened. “Pleasure me.”

Wrenching free, she spat out, “My God, you’re a swine!”

Whirling away, Winnie hitched her skirts and ran from the library. She sought her room, upstairs. Halfway up the staircase, she felt a vicious pull on her laces and yelped. Her soles slipped. She thrust her hands out to gain balance. With a sudden dread, she spied the landing, knowing she wouldn’t reach it. Winnie’s hands clawed through air. Another strong yank on her laces and she tumbled backward. Cartwheeling and screaming, she spied the ceiling then the wall, jolting each time she struck the hard steps. Sir David shouted a string of curses. Blindly, she reached for a stairway spindle, but it sailed past. She flung her arm out then landed on it when she came to rest. A sickening ‘pop’ and she screamed in agony.  

Winnie’s heartbeat thudded through her veins. Her screams dwindled to whimpers as she rocked on the floor, cradling her arm.

The commotion summoned the butler, Dobson, at a dead run. “What’s happened?”

Sir David prodded Winnie with the toe of his boot as if she were some oddity displayed at the county fair. “Winnie must leave Stanhope immediately and forever. She’s a damned bore. Dobson, take her to town in the cart, but know this: I won’t pay the doctor’s bill for the clumsy cow.”

“Is she to have any purse, Sir David?” 

“No. Let her contrive on her own.” The baronet spun away and slammed the library door behind him.  

Bile rose and Winnie bit her lip to keep it down. She’d known not to trust her cousin, but she hadn’t expected him to be this...this evil.  

Dobson touched the top of Winnie’s head, silently asking if she was all right. 

She stared at the man she’d long considered family. “He threatened to make me his... ” Here she shuddered. “Mistress.”

“And when you refused, he threw you down the stairwell.” Dobson’s lower lip curled in contempt. He didn’t ask, but rather he stated it, showing a plain understanding of her cousin’s dastardly nature. 

“Pulled me, more like.”

“There are no words for men of his ilk,” the butler muttered. “At least, none I can repeat in your presence.” 

The rueful way he said it made her smile. 

“Do you realize, Dobs, you’re the only man I’ve known to be loyal and kind? You remain, even though Sir Vernon hasn’t paid your wages in months.”

He scooped her up, and carried her to the kitchen.

With sorrow in her voice, she said, “My father wasn’t an honest man. If he wasn’t lying outright, then he prevaricated. He didn’t respect the truth any more than his wedding vows and his heir is proving to be worse.” 

“Aye, a pair of scoundrels.” 

Her father had been a lying, gambling womanizer who made his wife miserable. Her cousin would be just the same. Meanwhile, this butler was worth ten of such baronets.  

Mrs. Dobson, the butler’s wife and cook of Stanhope, scurried into the room. “What’s wrong?”

“Sir David attacked Winnie when she refused to be his mistress.”

The woman’s eyes widened to saucer-size. “He did WHAT?” Glancing about the room, she spotted the rolling pin. She latched onto it and headed toward the door with it raised in militant fashion. 

“Here now. Time enough for that later.” He disarmed his wife then consoled her. “You can poison his soup at dinnertime, I promise.”

Disgruntled, but resigned, she mumbled, “Promise?”

Shaking his head in mock reproof, he said, “Tend to Winnie’s arm, my love. Sir David’s ordered me to take her from Stanhope.”

“It’s broken,” Winnie volunteered, heartened by their stalwart defense. “I heard it pop.”

“Good heavens!”

Setting down the rolling pin, Dobs muttered he’d go hitch the pony cart.

The housekeeper clucked about Winnie then announced she must fetch some linens. When she returned, Winnie noted it was with a brand new set of sheets. They belonged to Sir David. 

“Stripped them right off his bed, I did.”

Winnie smiled. Her father’s gambling had decimated the household budget so that new linens were beyond their means. The sheets of Stanhope had been mended several times over. Let Sir David sleep on those a few nights.

“Perfect.”

Mrs. Dobson wrapped her arm as tightly as she could, then cradled it in a sling. Once that was accomplished, the housekeeper swore beneath her breath as she packed Winnie’s things. Luggage was another luxury they couldn’t afford at Stanhope, so the cook filled a basket with Winnie’s belongings. Her husband returned to load it. Dobson assisted his wife into the bed of the cart. She laid out a blanket, also stolen from the baronet, then signaled for Winnie. Slowly, she made her way to the wagon. With Dobs’ assistance, Winnie climbed aboard and rested her head in Mrs. Dobson’s lap, grateful for the cushioning. 

Dobs heaved himself onto the bench, clicked his tongue against his teeth, and set the cart into motion. 

Her arm hurt like the devil, but the physical pain blotted out the emotional havoc of being expelled from her childhood home. Raising her head, she stared at Stanhope. White, slow-moving dots along the pastures reminded her the sheep needed to be sheared once the weather turned. The river curved through granite, carving out a crevice wide enough to take away the melting snows of winter. She closed her eyes to better hear the gurgling water and bird song. She wouldn’t be here for another shearing or again walk across the stepping stones in the narrow portion of river.

The pony cart rocked side-to-side, carrying her away from all she held dear.

Her whole world centered upon Stanhope and the Montgomery estate. While her father gamed in London, she lived alone, not having a London Season or even attending local assemblies. Her father, Sir Vernon, hectored about the outrageous expense. He never mentioned she had a dowry nor revealed he’d used it to fund his entertainments. She’d only learned that upon his death when the solicitor revealed it.

No wonder Sir David laughed when she mentioned her dowry. It had never been Sir Vernon’s intention to see her married; he’d done everything possible to ensure she’d remain a spinster.

“Where will she go?” Mrs. Dobson asked.

“She can stay for a few days with Dr. Kessler, I’m sure.” Her husband rubbed his chin. “After that? London. Go to London, Winnie, and find a position.”

“Edward! She’s got no money to travel to London and why should she? Winnie should find herself a husband, settle down.” 

“There’s no one around here that I could marry. Even Squire James would expect a dowry.” Winnie closed her eyes, trying to blot out the picture of their neighbor’s enormous belly and bald head. If that were the only male she could marry, she’d rather stay single. “Not that I wish to place myself at the mercy of another man.”

“But a woman alone?”

“And a pretty one, to boot,” Dobs interjected.

Winnie retrieved the wad of papers and handed then to Mrs. Dobson. “I was searching for Sir Vernon’s watch and found these. Maybe one of my father’s correspondents will help me find a position.” 

“Oh, my stars!” Mrs. Dobson shrieked. “Winnie! Winnie!” 

“Oww!” Winnie cried, doubled over in agony.

“Oh.” Mrs. Dobson covered her mouth, instantly contrite. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Quit smacking the girl and tell me what’s got you so excited,” growled Dobs, twisting around to glare at his wife. 

With the air of a victorious warrior, Mrs. Dobson raised her fist, which clutched a letter. “There’s twenty-five pounds in here!”

“Have you been nipping the brandy, Gloria?” Dobs brought the cart to a halt.

“Yes!” She beamed at Winnie then cast an annoyed look at her husband. Reading from the letter, Mrs. Dobson said, “Sir Vernon, I thank you for sending the painting. My wife adores it already. It takes pride of place in our drawing room. However, I feel the value of the painting exceeds the amount of our particular debt, so I enclose this sum in the hopes that my conscience will be clear. Good luck in your future endeavors. Signed...” She squinted, bringing the paper closer to her face. After a few seconds of fruitless deciphering, she showed it to Winnie. “Can you make out that signature?”

Winnie’s forehead puckered. “Good heavens! Is that a ‘G’ or a ‘D?’ Maybe an ‘O?’”

“Look, Edward. What’s that squiggle say there?” Mrs. Dobson handed over the letter.

Dobs glared at the plain sheet of paper then announced, “I’ve seen chickens scrawl neater than this.” 

Mrs. Dobson snorted, snatching the letter back. “Well, who cares who the fellow is? You’ve got twenty-five pounds, Winnie. No need to worry how you’ll get to London now, dearie. Why, just imagine. You’ll be able to purchase a dress, even a woolen cloak!” 

“Thank God for the kindness of a stranger,” Winnie murmured.

Pointing at her, Dobs said, “Find yourself a teaching position at a seminary or finishing school. You’ll be safe amongst the other ladies, not where any blighter can lay his hands on you.” Dobs faced forward, flicking the reins to give the old horse the signal to continue the journey to town. 

“That’s an excellent suggestion, Dobs. You both will need to find new positions, too. I shouldn’t think my cousin will keep you on.” 

“I wouldn’t work for him, even so.” Mrs. Dobson said, glaring at her husband’s back.

He must have sensed the scorch between his shoulder blades for without turning around, he drawled, “Quite true. Now that Mrs. Dobson has revealed homicidal tendencies, I could never trust her with that rolling pin so long as Sir David is present.”  

Despite her pain, Winnie smiled.  

Perhaps if she were surrounded by a classroom of tykes, she need never feel alone again. Cheered by the prospect, she watched the gates of Stanhope disappear from view then sagged against Mrs. Dobson. As the wheels turned and the river rushed alongside them, she fancied the cart wasn’t so much carrying her away, as moving her forward. 
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Chapter Two
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A roadside inn near Sheffield, England

Sitting in the dimly-lit parlor, Winnie nibbled on an almond biscuit kindly provided by the innkeeper. As she lingered over her cup of tea, she made no effort to hide the fact that she listened to another’s private conversations. At first, she had tried to ignore them, but the men’s voices carried through the paper-thin walls from the adjoining room. 

An army captain and his batman bickered as they played cards for outrageous sums. From what she understood, this was not an infrequent past time for the pair. 

“Captain! You can’t be serious. You bet a hundred on that hand?”

A hundred pounds? That was several years’ salary for most people! Winnie tsked.

“I deserve to be shot,” said the captain, speaking in a lower register than his batman.

Winnie agreed. Had her father lived, this captain fellow might well have been his jail mate in the Fleet. Oh, joy.

“Shall we play again?”

“Certainly, Spec. Only raise the stakes to ten. I feel lucky.”

Harrumphing at such foolishness, Winnie then polished off her tea and biscuit. She looked for the innkeeper, wondering if he would refresh the pot. By now the tea was stone-cold. She gazed at her companion, Mrs. Sheridan, the wife of a vicar. Her tea remained untouched while she snored.

Pity, that.

“Pour us another whisky.” 

Again, she identified the captain. He was used to issuing orders. An unattractive quality, as if being a gambler weren’t bad enough, but he did have a lovely, rich timber to his voice.

She closed her eyes, trying not to focus on the dull ache in her arm. If only she could become comfortable. Rather than dosing herself with laudanum, she’d chosen to remain alert on her travels so she could safeguard her belongings. Meager as they were, that basket contained everything she owned. Now with the coach requiring repairs, held up in the private sitting room of this not-too-fastidious inn, Winnie regretted not taking her pain medicine. 

“Mr. Bannock?” She rose, approaching the door, but her voice wasn’t overly loud. It didn’t seem polite to holler for the innkeeper. She would ask for more tea when he appeared, as surely he would soon. She’d also ask how much longer they’d be expected to wait for the wheelwright.

Sighing, she returned to the small chair, pulling it closer to the fire. The warmth was soothing. She’d like nothing better than to slip between cool sheets, nestle against a pillow and sleep for a week. Ascertaining that Mrs. Sheridan slept on, Winnie massaged her stiff shoulder. She delved through her reticule and withdrew her laudanum. Carefully, she pulled the cork from the bottle and took a quick sip. Usually, opium syrup is mixed with a glass of water. Now she knew why. The taste was horrid! Bitter bile filled the cavern of her mouth and she frantically looked about for something to wash the awful stuff down her throat.

Her gaze lit upon Mrs. Sheridan’s cooled tea. She rushed, as quietly as she could, to the small, inlaid table and picked up the cup, swallowing the contents all at once.

Then she sputtered, gasped. A trail of fire burned her gullet. Whisky!

What a ripe gudgeon she was not to notice the vicar’s wife was a secret tippler. Her ability to sleep anywhere, at any time, was no longer to be wondered at, she thought in disgust.

She gulped several times, the whisky burned away the bitter taste of laudanum like a fireball. 

Another burst of laughter. The chinking of coins passing hands. The thudding of a bottle being set down hard on the table. Yes, those fellows next door were having a grand time. The voices, indistinct now, rumbled. Her ear trained on each one: Spec, the batman, who spoke with the slightest accent—from where, she didn’t know; Nancy, the serving girl, whose speech was interlaced with annoying giggles; two other men whose identity remained unknown; and the captain whose low voice pleased Winnie’s ear. She imagined what a delight it would be to hear the man read poetry aloud.  

“Whisky, Spec! Nancy, give me a kiss. There’s a good girl.”  

Winnie sniffed then began pacing. She deplored gamblers and wasn’t overly fond of drunken rakes. The captain embodied all those useless qualities. To herself, she could admit she enjoyed listening to his voice, but she was rather glad she didn’t have to meet him face-to-face. Stuck in the backwoods awaiting a carriage, she might be at loose ends, but didn’t wish to meet a man cut from the same cloth as her father, Sir Vernon, and her cousin, Sir David. 

The talk ceased as the party, no doubt, consulted their cards. Winnie couldn’t see the occupants next door, but having listened to them this past hour, she had a fairly good idea of their activities. The captain was working his way through the bottle while he flirted with the barmaid. Spec, his batman, raked in the coins, and also twitted Nancy. She frowned, recalling she’d heard both men make up to the woman.

Winnie caught a glimpse of the serving girl after the innkeeper brought in the tea tray, an hour before. Nancy’s blouse had big, puffy sleeves. One sleeve drooped off the shoulder and she constantly tugged the front of her blouse, which strained across her bosom. The combination of tightness and bare shoulder seemed to be an advertisement of sorts. As Winnie wondered about Nancy’s ill-fitting clothes, Mrs. Sheridan muttered something. Although Winnie had never heard the phrase ‘light skirt,’ she sensed it was a negative reflection upon the girl’s character.

“But captain! We’ve just arrived in Sheffield!”

“Don’t you want to return to London?” The captain’s deeper voice asked. 

“I know what all this is about. You’re wishing to get back to those bits of muslin! Who’d you fancy? The opera dancer? The blonde one with legs?”

“They all have legs, Spec. Otherwise, I should imagine they’d be poorly suited as opera dancers.”

Winnie bobbed her head from side to side. It was an egregious thing to say, but the captain had a point. 

Mrs. Sheridan’s nostrils quivered, the folds in her throat causing her escaping breath to vibrate in a most unpleasant manner. Winnie inspected the creases in the lady’s voluminous skirts. It’s possible she concealed a small silver flask in the pocket of that garment, using her ample figure to avoid detection. 

Winnie massaged her arm, contemplating how long it would take before the laudanum or the whisky took effect. With the coach’s constant jostling, it ached prodigiously. 

She heard the captain say, “Don’t listen to this fool, Nancy. You know London ladies don’t tempt me.”

“Oh, Charles, I didn’t fall off the turnip wagon.”

The captain chuckled.

A feminine squeal followed, as if the barmaid had been pinched or grabbed around the waist. Winnie couldn’t be sure, but a flush rose in her cheeks. It was all very improper, whatever was going on in the gaming room. 

From the doorway, she glanced about the parlor, her disinterested gaze lighting again on the vicar’s snoring wife, Mrs. Sheridan, who occupied most of the sofa. Same as in the coach. Mrs. Sheridan hogged the bench seat to Winnie’s chagrin. 

Again, she wondered how long they would be delayed. It would appear an overnight stay would be required in this dreary inn. If she were to guess, Nancy, the barmaid, was also responsible for ensuring the guests’ comfort. From what she had witnessed of Mr. Bannock’s establishment, Winnie held no confidence that his standards of hospitality would match hers. 

She gave a heartfelt sigh, weary to her bones.

In the corridor, Nancy was backing out of the room, wiggling her fingers ‘goodbye’ at the gaming fellows. They tried to detain her, calling out, “Don’t leave now, Nancy!” or “It’s just getting interesting.”

Winnie pursed her lips. She certainly wasn’t going to stand by and allow the gamesters to monopolize the only servant she’d seen for the past hour. She stepped up and tapped Nancy’s bare shoulder. “Excuse me, miss?” 

The serving girl whirled about to face her. Nancy’s eyes widened and she tried to block the view inside, but Winnie peeked, curiosity being one of her besetting sins. Smoke clouded the air. Several whisky-hazed men slumped about the gaming table. 

Nancy snapped the door shut then re-tucked her blouse into the waist band of her skirt. 

Apparently, there was more ‘activity’ going on in that room than Winnie had imagined.

“If you please.” Winnie’s voice became sharper, a result of embarrassment. And if she were honest her grumpiness was owing to needing restorative sleep. Her arm truly ached and the laudanum clouded her thinking.  

The brunette’s head lifted, eyes narrowing upon her. 

So much for friendly service from the barmaid.

“If you please, would you locate the coachman and ask if the axle’s been fixed?”

“What do you mean?”

Taking a breath and reminding herself patience was a godly virtue, Winnie explained, “I mean, we’ve been here for the past hour.” She waved her hand to indicate, Mrs. Sheridan, her companion. “If the axle hasn’t already been repaired, I suggest, as much as I dislike the notion, that you show us to a room where we can retire. We’ll resume our travels in the morning.” 

There. Surely the ninny would understand now. Winnie’s hope died when the bovine expression remained on Nancy’s face.

“Repair the axle? Sheffield has no wheelwright.” The barmaid spoke in a breathy tone which made Winnie want to shake the girl.

“No wheelwright? What arrangements has the coachman made to have the axle repaired?”

Nancy shook her head.

Winsome tried again. “Has he caused a message to be sent to the nearest wheelwright? No? Well, is there anyone available who could make the repairs? Will another coach travel tomorrow which could take us up?”

The barmaid’s blank look began to wear on Winnie’s nerves.

Unable to put both of her fists on her hips, Winnie settled for the one and doubled up glaring at the chit. “Let me guess. You don’t know. Well, Nancy, will you show Mrs. Sheridan and me to a room?” 

The door to the gaming room opened.

Winnie turned her head, noted the broad frame of a dark-haired gentleman standing in the doorway then resumed glowering at the serving wench. It was only upon her second, involuntary glance that she realized how much the man’s striking figure filled the space. His broad shoulders were fully displayed as he’d already shed his jacket. His linen shirt, made with a very fine weave, gaped at the throat. Highly improper! He must have discarded his neck cloth during his game of cards. His right hand appeared to have been mauled. Long, muscular legs drifted from a tapered, trim waist to end in a pair of highly-fashionable, highly-polished Hessian boots.

Her gaze lifted to his face. His hair was mahogany brown, long enough that its ends curled. The eyes, also brown, twinkled at her. The mouth with a full, sensuous bottom lip curled in an appealing grin. 

“Well, well. What do we have here?” The man’s eyes gleamed as his gaze roamed Winnie’s form.

Fret lines appeared in the grooves flanking Nancy’s mouth. She wasn’t a particularly bright girl, but she cottoned on quickly she had a rival for the captain’s admiration. 

Winnie shook her head, scattering foolish notions of listening to this man read poetry. There was nothing remotely domestic about the blighter. To be certain, he was handsome, but Winnie could have gotten drunk on his whisky-fumed breath. She checked herself in mid-thought: was it possible she was smelling her own breath? Blast Mrs. Sheridan and her cup of ‘tea!’

“I... ” Her voice sounded like the ear-splitting noise a cat makes after having its paw trod on. She gave a tight smile then began again. 

“I am a passenger in the mail coach. Mrs. Sheridan and I.” She pointed inside the parlor to indicate the slumbering matron. 

“It’s late and we wish to retire for the evening if the axle can’t be mended soon. Do you know whether the axle has been repaired?”

Again, that charming smile flashed at Winnie.

“Charles?” Nancy snugly placed her body against his side.

He winked at the serving girl. 

The daughter of a baronet bristled.

“I expect you’ll need to hire the room, Miss?” He cocked an eyebrow, waiting for her to provide her name.

Winnie ignored his silent request. 

“If you will kindly listen to me, I have asked whether you know if the repairs are completed. Do you?”

“Do I what?”

Winnie’s patience snapped. “Where is the coachman?” 

He jerked his dark head toward the room, motioning her to enter.

She leaned forward, sidestepping the limpet on his arm. “Good heavens!”

On the floor sprawled the coachman, face-down. Another man, presumably the batman, draped over a chair while Mr. Bannock, the innkeeper, slept with his head resting on the table. 

“Nancy, put Miss... Miss... ”

Whether he forgot what he was going to say or whether he was shocked into silence by her angry stare, Winnie couldn’t tell and didn’t care. 

Very much on his dignity, he shot the cuffs on his linen shirt then asked, “Beg your pardon, ma’am, what did you say your name was again?”

Glaring at him, Winnie didn’t hide her disdain. 

He shifted his weight on his feet and tucked his damaged hand behind his back, the very picture of guilt.

She rolled her eyes. That he should be vain about what was so obviously a war wound was beyond ridiculous. He should be ashamed, rather, for getting drunk and pawing the help.

“You enticed my coachman to play cards and get drunk with you,” she summarized the captain’s evening.

“No, I didn’t.” His lips firmed in annoyance. “Look, Miss Whoever You Are—”

Her gaze slid past him, cutting short his stream of foolishness.

“A room, please?”

Rather than comply with the patroness’ request, the ninny hammer Nancy looked toward Captain Charles for guidance. 

“Put the two crones in one of the rooms,” he said to Nancy, giving her waist a squeeze. “Then meet me in the other one.”

Winnie gasped. “That was uncalled for!”

The captain made a bow, as if in apology. That intention crumpled with his next words. “That was remiss of me. Nancy, put Mrs. Sheridan and the crone in a room together.”

Nancy’s giggle lit the fuse on Winnie’s temper. 
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