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      Back from the war, Captain Euan Irvine of Scotland, presumed heir to the Baron of Drum and chief of his clan, learns of his grandfather’s death. The will stipulates whichever grandson produces an heir first will be the rightful claimant to his title and properties. Except that this is a race of which Euan wants no part. Marriage and heir-producing is better left to the gentleman in society. He is not distinguished, and he is far from proper. Euan’s a rough-and-tumble warrior still seething with bitterness from the horrors of war and the men he lost. Under pressure from his sisters, Euan reluctantly agrees. When his older sister snidely remarks he should have had a governess to teach him better manners, Euan decides to do just that—hire a governess to help prepare him for marriage and his new role as laird.

      

      Miss Bronwen Holmes is desperate to disappear from her deceased parents’ creditors, who have threatened to abduct her and force her into a fate worse than death. When she reads an advertisement for a governess in the Highlands, she hightails it out of Edinburgh to start a new life. Little did she know that her charge would be a grown man whose steely gaze makes her heart flutter.

      

      It doesn’t take long for Euan to realize that Bronwen is the furthest thing from a governess. She is a lass sorely in need of protection. As she attempts to teach him all the wrong ways of being a gentleman, his desire to keep her safe gives him new hope in life and a drive to prove he’s the rightful Laird of Drum.
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        July 1817

        Drum Castle

      

      

      Captain Euan Irvine of the Royal Regiment of Scotland, and to his knowledge, the newly titled the Baron of Drum and Chief of the Irvine clan, stared in disbelief at the parchment in his hands. It’d been delivered by his grandfather’s solicitor, and the message still caused him to see red.

      Betrayal had never tasted so bitter.

      He closed his eyes a minute, shutting out the study that had once belonged to his father. Letting the wood-paneled walls, the shelves of books, the windows with their heavy tartan drapes, all of it disappear.

      His faithful dog, Owen, let out a low noise that was half-whimper, half-growl. The elderly hound, who was now more a house pet than a hunter, was attuned to his master’s emotions and often checked in on Euan, perhaps still worried he’d disappear again as he had when sent off to France to fight in the Peninsular War.

      “This is horse shite,” he growled to the ceiling, willing his grandfather back from the grave to answer for his deceit.

      Euan pounded a fist into his desk, and Owen leapt from his cozy spot with more agility than usual and barked as if he agreed.

      The desire to ball up the parchment and toss it into the banked fire of his hearth, watching as the tiny embers ignited and burned the anger away was strong. “That bloody bastard.”

      A tentative knock sounded on his study door, and the eldest of his six sisters, Maggie, poked her head around. Owen trotted toward her, nudging her hand with his nose. When they’d been younger, Maggie had exhibited some of their mother, Lady Clara’s, looks and as they’d aged, she’d turned into the spitting image of her. Long golden locks that she kept in a plait down her back most of the time, and eyes as blue as his own. There was a faint dusting of freckles over her nose from walks in the sun sans bonnet, much to her former governess’s chagrin. Euan sported the same sprinkle, as did all their siblings.

      Maggie’s presence usually calmed him, but knowing what the letter contained, he felt nowhere near calm then.

      “What’s happened?” Maggie’s frequently upturned mouth was cast down, and she gazed at him with worry in her eyes.

      Euan had restrained himself from tossing the grizzled solicitor from their castle as the man had apologized for being the bearer of such bad news. As they’d marched to the large front entrance, he’d seen his sisters poking their heads out from the upstairs landing. He’d not wanted to shock them with any violence, but also, he was a strict believer in the old adage: no harm to the messenger.

      Maggie shut the door and approached his desk with Owen on her heels. Being the closest in age and left to fend for themselves when Euan was only fourteen, he and Maggie had often worked together with the running of the household and lands. They’d endured a nightmare with their Uncle Will, who had overstepped his bounds and tried to steal from the estate, a move that landed him in prison. After that, Euan had declared he was man enough to take on the duties inherited by his father and the care of his six sisters.

      “Grandda has left us one more beautiful legacy.” His tone was filled with sarcasm, and Maggie knew it. He was seething, and his teeth were clamped so tightly he was likely to chip a tooth.

      Maggie grimaced and let out a groan. Owen let out his own groan, commiserating with them both. Sometimes, Euan swore, that hound was a human.

      There was a noise outside the door, and they both focused on it. Euan was certain if he were to look through the keyhole, he’d see the blue of one of his sister’s eyes.

      “They are all going to listen in, are they no’?” he asked, knowing the answer.

      Maggie grinned. “If they did no’, I’d send for the doctor, for only an ailment would keep them from nosing about where they do no’ belong.”

      That fact belonged to the two of them as well. Having to rely so heavily on each other since they were adolescents, there were little, if any, secrets between them.

      Maggie marched straight for his desk and sat down on the side of it, lifting the parchment from where he’d slammed it down. She scanned it, her eyes widening as she read. He could pick out each part by the wider her eyes grew. From the grave, their grandfather was stipulating a drastic change to the inheritance of the barony and the lands he’d been promised his entire life. Barons in Scotland were not peerage titles, and not subject to primogeniture as they were in England. Blast his grandfather for taking advantage of that fact. The man had been legally within his rights to decide who inherited his titles and properties.

      Until this moment, he’d thought himself the Baron of Drum, the Chief of the entire Irvine clan that spanned holdings across Scotland, for it had been his to inherit when their grandfather passed. But now, the written words of a man already dead were rescinding that.

      For now, he retained his position of Laird of Drum, but even that was in jeopardy.

      “This has to be false. A forgery of some kind. Made by Uncle Will to get back at us.”

      Said Uncle Will—their father’s twin brother—was a criminal, and Euan wouldn’t put it past him to be involved in this scheme, especially given the recipient, should Euan fail, was their cousin, Will’s son Hector. There had always been a lot of animosity between the brothers, a relationship opposite to what Euan had with his six sisters.

      Euan let out a growl, matched by his hound, and stomped to the window to stare out at the landscape he’d been gazing at since he was old enough to notice it was there. Owen trotted along beside him, putting his paws up on the windowsill to stare out.

      Drum Castle had been Euan’s childhood home, his inheritance. He knew the people of this land as well as he knew his sisters. Since he was fourteen, he’d been their laird. Toiled with them, supported them. And they, likewise, had supported him. He couldn’t imagine not being there for them. But if what his grandfather suggested came to fruition, then Euan would be cast aside.

      The lands belonging to the Chief of Clan Irvine had been split between their father and Uncle Will—being born twins. So when their da had passed on unexpectedly, Drum Castle went to Euan, and Bonshaw Tower was to go to their cousin Hector, who was Will’s son. And the vilest of human beings as far as Euan was concerned. He was known to associate with the worst of Edinburgh’s criminal underbelly, which was why Euan chose not to have anything to do with Hector.

      But now…

      It is here upon my deathbed that I decree with soundness of mind that the title of Chief of Irvine, Baron of Drum and Baron of Bonshaw, and all the lands and properties therein shall go to the grandson who first produces a legitimate heir within the bounds of a loving marriage.

      “I am sure Uncle Will had something do with it, but I assure ye that it is no forgery, even if it has all the manner of one.” Euan ran his hands through his hair when he really wanted to drive his fist through the wall. “The solicitor was present and several witnesses, none of which were our immoral uncle.”

      Maggie let out a long sigh, saying so much in that one exhale of breath. She set the parchment down and approached Euan at the window, kissing Owen on the head. “Well, we’d best get ye a bride.”

      Euan scoffed. This was impossible. “Did ye no’ read the last part?  ‘Within the bounds of a loving marriage.’ I’ve no’ been in love a day in my life, and a piece of paper forcing me to do so is no’ going to change that.”

      Maggie patted him on the shoulder in the exact manner he’d just watched her pat the dog. “Ye’ve plenty of lasses who love ye.”

      “They love my co—” He stopped himself just shy of being vulgar, remembering who he was talking to. “They love my coffers,” he corrected, which was also probably true. He’d a long line of lovers eager to leap into his bed and be gifted with his generous…talents, along with a bauble or two.

      Maggie smirked. “I’m certain they do. But ye’re handsome, and ye’re verra charming. Ye used to charm the bread out of the baker’s hand with a smile.”

      Euan grinned, remembering that. When they’d been unsure how to keep the estate going, at times they’d had to resort to some trickery to keep their bellies full. Because of their sacrifices, they’d rebuilt the clan from the bottom up, and everyone was thriving.

      But marriage had never been an institution he wanted to enter. Heir-producing was best left to the gentleman of society. He had six sisters to care for, and he expected that his lands and title would pass to one of their sons. Besides, if he were busy trying to impregnate his “bride,” how could he go about all of the duties that everyone depended on him for?

      Impossible. He couldn’t risk his sisters’ safety and that of the clan to follow through on this maniacal scheme. Then again, if he didn’t, he’d lose everything anyway.

      “This is no’ a race I want to enter.” Euan leaned his forehead against the glass, the coolness of it only slightly reassuring.

      How the hell was he supposed to get a lass to fall in love with him? That was a jest. Euan was not distinguished, and he was far from proper. He was recognized as a rough-and-tumble warrior, a landlord who would leap into the middle of a mud pit and haul out a wailing outlaw who’d stolen a pig. Often times when the sun went down, he would still brood over the horrors of war and the men he’d lost, even after a few years had passed.

      And those years that he’d been forced away to war in France, Maggie had done a fine job taking care of things at home, but he’d made a vow he’d never leave those duties in her hands again. It wasn’t her responsibility, and it wasn’t fair to heap it on her. And this season, he’d promised to find her a husband. It was time she went off on her own and didn’t have to help care for their five younger sisters. She deserved some happiness in her life.

      “Euan, I know more than anyone else that ye do no’ want to do this, and I hate to say it, but ye have to.” All the sarcasm and teasing had left Maggie’s face now, and in her eyes was a hint of pleading. “We need ye to.”

      The door to his study burst open, and his five other sisters barged in. Amabel, Lillie, Skye, Esme and Raine. All beautiful and all mischievous.

      “Ye canna let Hector take this place. What will happen to us?” the youngest, Raine, asked, while tugging on her chocolate-colored locks and blinking her wide blue eyes up at him. She was only thirteen and it would be years until she would begin searching for a husband. If he didn’t do this, her prospects for a happy and fulfilling union would be null.

      “Why would ye let that arsehole win?” Skye, always the rebel, asked. She crossed her arms over her chest. The first wrinkles she was likely to gain would be between her brows, which seemed forever furrowed above her blue glower.

      “Language,” Maggie drawled out at the same time Lillie tugged on Skye’s long blonde braid.

      Euan bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. Skye was the sister who would join him in his boxing ring for rounds of frustration-alleviating exercise. He always went easy on her, but she never held back any of her punches, and he currently had a bruise the size of her fist on his ribs to prove it.

      “But she’s right,” Esme interjected, the voice of reason even at sixteen. “Ye canna let Hector win. That’s all he’s wanted his whole life—to see ye knocked down.”

      They had a point. It was the same between Will and their father. Their uncle had been more gleeful at the funeral as the siblings said their goodbyes to their father. Had even tried to take them in hand.

      “Ye’re better than Hector,” his sister Amabel added. “Everyone who knows ye would agree.”

      Amabel, who was born the year after Maggie, was the quietest of them all. She was an observer and offered her opinion only when it was dragged out of her, but that didn’t make her any less fierce than the loudest of them. Euan would argue she was likely the fiercest of his sisters and God save the man who deigned to get into a knife fight with her.

      But they had a point. As much as he didn’t want to marry, how could he let their care fall into the hands of their vile cousin, who was an even worse schemer than his father? They were notorious for being involved in shady deals. Last year, Hector had tried to scam Euan out of a small fortune by claiming he had a connection to a wool supplier and would negotiate the trade—if only Euan would give him the wool to bring to Edinburgh. More unsuspecting victims might have fallen for his scam, but Euan always knew better. Hector couldn’t be trusted. In fact, Euan often suspected his cousin of being involved in far more nefarious activities than anyone knew about.

      “Ye’re right. I can no’ allow him to win. But how am I supposed to find a bride, let alone have her birth an heir? And before Hector?”

      Maggie cocked her head to the side. “I do no’ see any woman falling in love with Hector.” She gave an exaggerated shudder.

      “Aye,” Amabel said seriously. “No lass in her right mind could love Hector.”

      “And I think ye’ll have an easy enough time with the heir part,” Maggie continued.

      Skye and Lillie snorted at that, and he pinned them with a “ye should have no idea what she’s talking about” look, which only made them laugh harder behind their hands.

      “Who is going to judge if they are in love?” Lillie asked, posing a question Euan had yet to consider.

      “The solicitors, I’m assuming,” Euan said with a frown. He leaned against the windowsill, his back to the outside, arms crossed and Owen pressing against his side.

      “That is unwise,” Raine piped in. “Anyone can imitate love.” To show this, she turned to Esme and said in a singsong voice, “Oh, Esme. Your hair shines as the bottom of a churning loch, and your eyes… Does the light deceive me, or are they the verra image of a blue sky?”

      “The bottom of a churning loch?” Esme frowned, tugging a tendril of her hair toward her face. “My hair does no’ look like muddy water.”

      “The entire thing is ludicrous,” Euan interjected, heading off an argument before it could come to blows. “And I suppose this means the lot of ye are going to have to come to Edinburgh with me as I bumble through the upcoming season in search of the perfect bride to fall in love with.”

      “Ye are no’ prepared for a season,” Esme said with a worried grimace.

      “No’ in the least,” Skye agreed.

      Euan nodded slowly, in complete agreement. It wasn’t that he was unused to going to balls and fetes and house parties. He did so often, but only as a chaperone or to be with his friends, not to woo a lass. His best talents at a ball were finding the gentleman’s smoking room and pouring himself a dram. Dancing was left to those who knew how to step and twirl. And engaging in polite conversation? Never.

      He’d rather charm the venom from a snake.

      Owen let out a long sigh as if the hound could read his thoughts and then sank to the floor at Euan’s feet, as tuckered out from the conversation as Euan was.

      “Ye need a governess to teach ye better manners and the ways of behaving in society in order to gain the attention of a worthy lass who will fall deeply in love with ye,” Maggie said through a smile that was more of a half-laugh.

      But she wasn’t wrong. In fact, Euan thought she was brilliant. His arms uncrossed, and he straightened to his full height of six and a half feet.

      “Ye’re right. I do need a governess.”

      “I was jesting.” The smile fell from Maggie’s face, and she gave him her “this is a bad idea” look.

      “A governess worked for the lot of ye wild things,” he prodded back. “Why can it no’ work for me too?”

      His sisters all burst out laughing at the same time. But when they noticed he’d not joined in their laughter, suddenly, they stopped.

      “Ye’re no’ joking,” Maggie stated.

      “No’ at all. I will hire a governess to help me prepare for procuring a bride.”

      “And what about Hector? What if the governess can no’ take ye in hand quick enough and he finds a wife first?” Maggie still gaped at him as if he’d told them all he planned to marry the Queen of England.

      “As ye said, he’ll have a hard time finding someone to fall in love with him, which provides me a slight leg up. In the meantime, I’ll give the governess, what? A week? Two weeks?”

      “I think two at the least,” Maggie said, that grimace back. “And recall what Skye said⁠—

      anyone can lie and pretend they are in love.”

      “I’m certain the solicitors will be on the lookout for such a scheme,” Euan said. “Ye have to stop making that face.”

      “This one?” She did it again, only this time much more exaggerated.

      “Precisely. The look that says, ‘Euan is going to fail spectacularly.’”

      “Among other things,” she said with a smirk.

      He rolled his eyes. Whatever man was lucky enough to win his sister over had better have a large pair of ballocks.

      “All right.” Euan walked toward his desk, his faithful hound leaping up to follow him and settling in the dark alcove underneath. “The lot of ye put your minds together and figure out exactly what it is that a governess will need to teach me. And how do we find out when the society events start in Edinburgh?”

      “Well, the papers for one,” Lillie remarked. “The season shall be starting on the twelfth of August, as it does every year. That’s when all of society comes up from London. Some are already here. I read this morning in Lady Edinburgh that there were enough carriages outside Holyrood Palace to create a snarl-up that delayed the opening of the market square. All of the milliner’s shops are backed up until the opening of the season from the ladies putting in hundreds of orders.”

      “So I will no’ be able to get a new hat?” Raine pouted.

      “Where did ye get a copy of Lady Edinburgh?” Euan frowned.

      That society gossip rag had caused more issues than not in his castle. Lillie enjoyed gossip more than lessons, enough that their governess had banished her from reading it. And when said governess had departed after Lillie had reached a certain age, and Maggie had taken over the duties for her sisters, Euan had enforced the rule, albeit half-heartedly. He secretly enjoyed listening to her retelling of the gossip, if only because it made her whole face light up.

      Lillie’s eyes widened as if she’d forgotten she wasn’t supposed to have it. Then she gave a delicate shrug. “It was no’ mine. A friend’s.”

      “Uh-huh.” Euan crossed his arms over his chest and gave her a stern, but not too serious, look.

      “Now, about the timing,” Lillie said, attempting to change the subject. “Ye’ve only got a month before the season starts. And…if I may be so bold, an advert in Lady Edinburgh would likely get ye a governess quickly.”

      Euan let out an exaggerated sigh. “Fine, help me write it up then, and I’m guessing ye know how to get the advert in the paper?”

      Lillie again shrugged. “I can find out.” Which meant, “Aye, brother, I know exactly how.”

      Euan sat at his desk with his six sisters surrounding him, as they wrote up one advert after another until the perfect one had been created. As he passed the written note to Lillie, he felt as if he was placing his life in her hands, when all this time he’d been the one to care for her. The truth was, he was going to need all the help he could get to win this ridiculous decree.

      That was not a feeling he was accustomed to. He was the man of the castle, the older brother, the protector. The only other time he’d had to rely on his sisters was when he went away to war and had left them to care for each other. Every day he’d woken in his makeshift tent feeling guilt-ridden.

      “I promise ye this, my sisters, I will protect ye and care for ye, for all the days I have left to live. No scheme of Grandda’s or Will’s or Hector’s will change that. Come what may, ye need no’ worry for your future.”

      “Ye are the best of brothers,” Maggie said. “No one else could compare.”

      There was a singsong of agreement, and then his younger sisters all piled around him, hugging him and teasing him about needing a governess.

      As they left his study, they were still laughing about the lessons the governess would have to teach him.

      He laughed with them but as soon as the door click closed, his jovial attitude vanished, and he was left only with acrimonious angriness regarding the situation and the betrayal of his grandfather, whom he’d been nothing but loyal to for the entirety of his life.

      Euan was nearing thirty and he’d spent more than half of his life taking care of his sisters, the Drum lands and the people. And with the stroke of the signature of a dying man, all of his hard work could be swiped away and given to someone else.

      There had to be some sort of legal loophole. Why had his grandfather changed his mind about not only bequeathing the title to Euan—but what was rightfully his already? What madness had come over him? All Euan could think of was that his Uncle Will had whispered something into the old man’s ear that left him desiring to issue the order.

      Euan’s grandfather and grandmother had never been able to figure out which of the twin lads had been born first. During the birth, there was so much happening and moving around of the bairns that they lost track of who was who, and so Will and Daniel had their inheritances split down the middle. That had seemed right and fair. Why now would their grandfather have wanted to piece the legacy back together? Why force Euan or Hector to marry?

      Unless someone told him it was better for the clan to be ruled by one person, even though they spanned holdings from east to west, it didn’t make sense.

      Euan leaned back in his chair, folding his hands behind his head, and stared at the ceiling of his study. Marrying and producing put his sisters at risk, but not marrying and letting Hector win was by far a worse fate for them all. If something were to happen to Euan, they’d be at Hector’s mercy.

      Another good reason why he should start his search for a husband for Maggie.

      She was twenty-six this past May, and he knew she hoped to be thought of as put on the shelf. At twelve, she’d become the mother figure of their younger sisters, and it had been that way these past fourteen years.

      Maggie felt as much responsibility to their younger siblings as he did. A fact she’d made very clear in their last argument when he’d told her it was time that she find a husband. But it was true; she must.

      For if he were to lose this race to the first marriage and heir, then her fate would be in Hector’s hands. But if he found her a good husband, then she would be well cared for no matter what happened with the decree—and hopefully, their sisters too.

      Bloody hell, he hoped this plan worked. Euan had plenty of lovers. He was, after all, what Maggie had said—a charmer. He could charm the peel off an orange, as well as the skirts off a willing lady. But sensuality and pleasure were a far cry from love and commitment.

      Those were two words he’d not had in his vocabulary. But after a little brushing up with the governess, he was fairly certain he would be one of the most eligible bachelors of the season. Though he’d said he wasn’t sure he could make a woman fall in love with him, the worry he harbored the most was that he’d be the one not falling in love. Love was a sentiment foreign to him when it came to the women he’d been involved with. He’d not felt even an inkling.

      And he wasn’t ignorant as to what love looked like. His closest friends Lorne, the Duke of Sutherland, and Alec, the Earl of Errol, were madly in love with their wives. But Euan doubted there was a woman such as Jaime or Giselle out in the world for him. He’d seen plenty of society misses, slept with plenty society matrons and widows, to know that those two were diamonds in the rough—rare gems to be cherished. When they were forced to make a public appearance, he and his friend Malcolm Gordon often commiserated on Lorne and Alec’s being leg-shackled.

      Quite frankly, Euan didn’t have the time to make a long expedition and dig. He needed a wife now—yesterday. This absurd race to see who could win the right to his lands and title was not going to be resolved anytime soon. Finding a wife and making sure she birthed an heir was a year out.

      Euan marched over to his sideboard and poured himself a double of whisky. He was going to need all the fortifications he could get.
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      Right now, Miss Bronwen Holmes felt as if she was in the race for her life.

      Maybe she was.

      Strike that—she certainly was.

      The only thing saving her from being snatched off the Edinburgh streets already was the slightly overcast sky and the busy hour of that day that kept the crowds packed in around her. This, of course, also delayed her much-needed escape from the men who wanted to do the seizing.

      Bronwen lifted the hem of her skirt away from her scuffed boots to maneuver faster through the masses of the wind outside Tanner’s Close, her tenement neighborhood. She dodged a woman pushing a cart full of onions, nearly upending the woman behind her with a basket of half-rotted apples and earning a curse from yet another wielding a barrow of oysters.

      “So sorry!” she called after them as they shook their fists.

      She whirled to face forward, her attackers only a few dozen paces behind her.  Two hounds fighting over a bone tugged their way in front of her, and she hurtled herself over them, the way she’d jumped puddles as a lass. Unfortunately, she wasn’t as agile and smacked right into a lad hawking newspapers.

      Papers scattered, floating into the air like the dust from a beaten rug. People shouted, and Bronwen landed with an “Oof” on her arse, right between the two growling hounds. She glanced left and right, smacking and slobbering jaws ready to clamp onto her flesh.

      The lad yanked her to her feet, away from the danger, with a sweaty palm to her own. With a hasty, “Thank ye,” Bronwen scuttled on her way.

      Not the exact way she wanted to start her morning, to be sure. She rounded the corner and into the second alleyway she came across. Hiding behind a pile of rubbish, she bent over, hands on her knees and taking in several deep breaths, praying the men searching for her hadn’t seen her duck into the alley.

      How was she going to go home now?

      Five minutes before the fiasco on the street, she’d been coming back from the market with bread and a well-past-ripe apple for her breakfast when she’d recognized the two burly, mean-looking men pounding on the door that had once belonged to her parents. Both her mother and father were gone now, leaving her heavily in debt.

      Bronwen was certain they were the henchmen to the gambling hell come to collect. There was no other reason that men the likes of those should be pounding down her door—and not for the first time.

      She’d been caught late at night by the same brutes before—they were easy to recognize with their tightly shaved beards sporting a letter T shaved into the side, a wicked scar across the throat of one, and a scrollwork tattoo around the right eye of the other. She didn’t doubt they’d been sent by Prince—owner of The Trojan gambling hell—who’d dispatched the others. When caught unawares before, they’d threatened to return if she didn’t pay back what her parents owed. And when she couldn’t, they’d threatened a lot more than a heavy fist the next time they saw her.

      A fate worse than death was what they’d promised.

      After her first encounter with them had given her a bloodied lip and a chipped tooth, she didn’t know what they had in mind for the future, but her imagination had run wild, keeping her up most nights. Before bed, she’d pile furniture in front of the door so they couldn’t break in while she was sleeping, and she’d taken to keeping a paring knife in her boot, which had also subsequently scratched up her ankle.

      Bronwen had never been in a position before that she had to protect herself from such threats. And now, the amount she owed on her parents’ behalf might as well have been a ransom for her own life. For indeed, that was what Prince wanted—her soul.

      Since her parents had died, she’d been working odd jobs, but it had been hard to find steady employment and nothing that was going to pay down what was owed. Nothing that was going to keep her from that devil’s clutches.

      When she’d been a lass, her parents had been almost respectable. Or least that was always the impression she’d had of them. They had owned a small shop that sold things people didn’t want anymore to those who did. But what Bronwen had slowly discovered as she’d aged was that the shop wasn’t their only business. Nay, the Holmes had a not-so-lucrative gambling hell addiction, which is how they ended up so heavily in debt. Borrowing and borrowing until she suspected they had met their end, leaving her with the fallout of their mistakes.

      Bronwen was never going to be able to pay back their debt, no matter how many odd jobs she took, or if she became of all the absurd things, a bloody lady’s maid. As much as she hoped and as hard as she worked, she was never going to be able to pay those men. A fact which Prince had made clear through his men on their last visit.

      They were going to abduct her and force her into whatever fate they had in mind before murdering her in some grisly fashion, she was sure. Her future was so dire and bleak at this exact moment that perhaps it would be in her best interest if she found the nearest puddle and drowned herself in it.

      Bronwen sank to the grimy cobbles, leaning her head against the gritty brick edifice of whatever building this was, and tucked her knees close. A crinkle of paper beneath her shoe caught her attention, and she snatched it off, ready to chuck it when the bold words caught her attention.

      Lady Edinburgh.

      If there was one thing she could be grateful for, it was that her parents had deemed it necessary for her to learn to read and write and do maths. Even if their intentions were so she could keep up their books for the shop, and the log of what they owed Prince, it was a skill few women in her position boasted.

      Not sure what possessed her, she flipped through the stupid articles. People, whining about this and that. The editors, trying to glorify the arrival of society to Edinburgh. If she had her way, Bronwen would tell them all to leave off and she’d do it in a not so polite way.

      She crumpled the paper and tossed it into a pile of rubbish. With a breath she could barely manage from all the despair she felt, she pushed herself to her feet. Desperate times called for desperate measures. She’d not seen her cousins Emilia and Anastasia in a while, and perhaps it was high time she went down to the docks and visited them. Begged them for a night of sleep where she might feel safe, and then she’d get out of their hair. Maybe she’d even ask them for a bath and a change of clothes.

      The cousins had never been close. Their mothers were sisters, but Aunt Sarah had not thought it appropriate for her two girls to associate with Bronwen, especially after she’d heard about the gambling debt. So, Bronwen had watched Emilia and Anastasia grow up from afar. Not too long ago, she’d heard something about the two of them working for Andrewson Shipping Company, one of the biggest shipping companies in Scotland—owned by a duchess. As much as Bronwen was nervous at the prospect of approaching her cousins, what other choice did she have?

      “Lord, I hope they’re no’ as snotty as the pearls coming in from London,” she muttered.

      “What?” The pile of rubbish at her feet moved, and a man missing most of his teeth sat up and sneered at her. “Get out of ‘ere. This is my spot.”

      “Pardon me, sir. I did no’ mean to disturb ye. I’m going,” she said softly, tossing him the bread she’d procured that morning.

      His attitude changed as he grasped onto it, then looked at her suspiciously. “I can no’ pay for it.”

      “Your silence is all the payment I require.”

      “Done.” He nodded and bit into the bread.

      Bronwen peered both ways out of the alley, studying the faces in the crowd. She’d been hiding long enough that she didn’t think the men would still be in the area, but still, it didn’t hurt to be cautious. The way seemed clear, so she ambled down the road, keeping her head down in case the arseholes spotted her.

      It took her nearly the whole day to reach the Leith docks, as she had to double back a few times and hide out in several different alleyways and taverns. Eventually, the sign for Andrewson Shipping hanging outside the office was large and shiny, as if it had been washed that morning.

      Bronwen tossed the core of her apple to a small seagull, who’d been standing on the outside of a circle of other larger birds refusing to share, and marched up to the door. She lifted her hand to knock but hesitated, staring down at her filthy clothes and the tip of her boot, which was starting to wear so thin her toe would be poking out soon. What was she thinking, coming here? Bronwen lowered her hand. Before she could walk away, the door swung wide open.

      “I saw ye coming through the window,” a woman with hair the color of straw said as she pushed her spectacles up her nose. “We’ve go’ no work today, but I think tomorrow we’ll need extra hands.”

      There’d been no judgment in her words or her gaze. Only a willingness to offer employment.

      Bronwen forced herself to speak around her thick tongue. “But⁠—”

      “Do no’ worry on account of your sex. We always work with women here.”

      “I was no’…” Bronwen swallowed. “Emilia?” she took a wild stab.

      “Aye…have we met?” Emilia narrowed her eyes, looking Bronwen up and down, but there was no recognition in her gaze.

      Bronwen had no idea what she looked like, but she guessed it wasn’t anything good. It’d been ages since she’d had water to wash in her little flat, and whatever water she did have, she used to make thin soup or tea to keep herself from starving to death.

      “It’s Bronwen.” The words felt numb falling off her tongue.

      Emilia paled, her mouth forming a little O. “Cousin Bronwen?”

      Bronwen couldn’t help it. She burst into tears.

      “Oh, no, my poor dear.” Emilia reached for her, tugging her into the office and closing the door. “Ye look as if ye’ve been through a time of it.”

      Bronwen swiped away her tears with the sleeve of her frock. The office was cozy and neat and smelled of flowers and freshly baked scones. They were alone, thank goodness. She didn’t need anyone else to witness her momentary breakdown. Bronwen sighed in relief despite her ridiculous waterworks. By now, she really ought to be better at hiding her feelings. She’d been doing so for as long as she could remember. Why the sudden loss of control?

      “I’m sorry for the tears,” she said, her voice cracking as she valiantly put a lid on her emotions.

      “Come, I’ll pour ye some tea and ye can tell me what’s happened.” Emilia beckoned for her to have a seat on what looked like the most comfortable leather chair Bronwen had ever seen.

      If she sprawled on it the way she wanted to, she’d cover it in her filth. So, instead, Bronwen made sure she sat on the very edge, praying what little bit she did sit on, she didn’t get dirty.

      Emilia returned and settled on a chair opposite her, crossing her legs, clad in trousers, and folding her hands onto her knee. A woman in trousers wasn’t something Bronwen saw very often, if ever. How interesting.

      Emilia looked across at Bronwen, concern knitting her brows. “While the water boils, why do ye no’ tell me what’s happened? Where are your mama and da?”

      Bronwen stared at her cousin in open shock. “They are dead. Ye did no’ know?”

      The first thing Bronwen had done when her parents were killed was write to her aunt of their sudden passing. She’d tried visiting the house but had been turned away by a servant. It was one of the reasons she’d come to the dock instead of trying their flat in Lady Stair’s Close.

      “Did it just happen?” Emilia shook her head, pursing her lips. She reached forward and squeezed Bronwen’s hand. “I’m so sorry. Ye must have had quite a shock.”

      Bronwen shook her head. “It’s been a year.” A long, wearisome, terrifying year.

      “A year?” Emilia jerked back in her chair, and shook her head. “I’ll be right back.”

      Her cousin bolted from her spot to a room in the back of the office, which must have been a kitchen where the kettle boiled, and Bronwen had to settle herself down to keep from leaping up and hiding. She was safe here. The ruffians hadn’t followed her—she’d made certain of that.

      When Emilia returned, it was with a tray that held a teapot, two cups and saucers, milk and sugar, and a plate of biscuits that had Bronwen’s mouthwatering.

      “Ye looked hungry,” Emilia said as she set out the tea service.

      Bronwen wasn’t hungry; she was starving. The half-rotted apple was the first thing she’d eaten in the last twenty-four hours, and she’d been looking forward to the stale bread she was going to eat this morning but figured the homeless man could use it more—his silence was worth the price.

      Her dirt-streaked fingers were a stark contrast to the porcelain teacup, but she didn’t have the patience to pity herself. Best she acknowledged she was a dirty mess and then enjoyed the tea filled with cream and sugar. She took a long, slow sip, ignoring the sting of the heat and allowing the flavor of the tea to burst on her tongue. My God, it had been ages since she’d had a decent cup of tea, and even then, it was nothing compared to this one.

      “Biscuit?” Emilia held out the plate, and Bronwen reached for one, wishing she had the plate to herself.

      If she thought the tea was heaven, the biscuit was even more so, melting in her mouth. She gave a soft groan that she stifled with another sip of tea.

      “How did they die?” Emilia asked.

      Bronwen blinked up at her cousin, grateful for the momentary respite she’d had away from reality, even if it had only been for a moment. So quickly, they were to the part of her life’s story that she didn’t want to share.

      Everyone in Tanner’s Close knew what had happened, and no one asked questions. Until this moment, she’d not realized this would be the first time she uttered the words. “They were murdered.”

      Emilia’s face paled. “Murdered?”

      “Aye. Gambling debts.” Bronwen had to set down her tea, for her hands had started to shake so badly that she was sloshing liquid over the side.

      When she’d discovered her parents’ bodies, she thought for certain that would be the end of retaliation from their enemies. Never had she imagined Prince would send men after her. But they had, extorting all the precious items she could find in her flat and all the products left in her parents’ shop. Once more, she was led to believe that would be the end. But alas, she’d been mistaken.

      The lives of her parents had knocked the interest off of the debt, but all the possessions left to Bronwen in the world had barely touched a quarter of what they owed. When she accused the thieves of lying, they’d pulled out a lengthy ledger of accounts and had shown her how many times her parents had drawn money from the seedy lender, never to return a dime.

      And then Prince had changed the stakes. Bronwen herself was worth far more than what she could provide—and he intended to use her cruelly to that advantage.

      Emilia looked horrified. “Did my…mother know?”

      Bronwen shrugged and snatched another biscuit, needing to do something with her hands before she peeled every nail down to the bed. “I’m no’ entirely certain. I wrote her a letter, but I never heard a word back.” She didn’t mention being turned away from the house. Bronwen wasn’t here to push Emilia from Aunt Sarah—she was here for help, and mentioning it wouldn’t do that.

      Emilia frowned. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      “I do no’ hold it against ye. But—” Bronwen wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “I need your help.”

      Emilia looked skeptical, but she nodded slowly. “What can I do?”

      “I need a place to sleep for the night. Maybe a change of clothes.” She observed that her cousin was dressed quite well, even if she wore men’s trousers.

      Emilia nodded as if her request was nothing major. “What is your plan after tonight?”

      Bronwen sipped the last dregs of her tea, only to find it refilled a moment later. “I’m no’ certain. But I’ll be leaving Edinburgh. The men who killed my parents will no’ stop until they find me. I’ve been able to keep them at bay until now, but they’ve made it clear my time is near.”

      Emilia’s eyes lit up in a way they should not have, given Bronwen’s current situation and the conversation they were having. “I think I know where ye can go.”

      A chill swept through Bronwen. “If ye say the workhouse, I’ll take my leave now.”

      Emilia snorted. “As if I’d send anyone there.” She stood and rifled through a stack on her desk, pulling out what was very distinctly a copy of Lady Edinburgh, the very edition she’d found on her shoe an hour before.
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