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​Chapter One
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January, 1843

Shivering, Lilliana Reed rushed across the muddy inn yard, her skirt clutched in one hand to keep it out of the muck. She carried a small valise in her left hand. In her haste to reach her destination, she was not as careful with her footing and her boots slipped slightly on the cobblestones.

The wind cut through her cloak and tugged at her bonnet ribbons. It sent a bitter chill down her neck. Her breath puffed visibly as she hurried. Would she see the last glint of the coach lamps vanishing into the night?

It had been agony to wait until everyone had left the house. She hadn’t dared to leave too early. Her aunt, suspicious by nature, would have noticed any deviation from the normal routine.  

If she missed the coach because she had been too cautious... Lily did not let herself finish the thought. There was no second plan. This had to work.

Relief flooded her when she spotted the bright red mail coach standing proudly in the courtyard. Its paint was dulled by dirt and mud, but it was still impressive. The horses, already hitched and breath steaming lightly in the cold, pawed at the ground with impatient hooves.

She paused to catch her breath near the coach, rubbing her gloved hands together. Her gloves were worn through at the fingertips, and the cold of the night was seeping through. One of the first things she intended to do with her wages was to buy a new pair.

It was almost enough to make her laugh. Such a practical thing to plan for! Aunt Mary would have approved of such a purchase.

Thinking of her aunt drove away any trace of amusement. What would she think when she returned to find Lily gone? Would Aunt Mary try to find her or wash her hands of her unwanted niece completely?

A sudden gust made Lily stagger back a step. She tugged her cloak tighter around her shoulders, though it did little to hold off the cold. The edges were frayed from years of use. Another item Lily would need to replace once she was earning a consistent wage. 

After the long hours spent in the attic room, lying awake beneath threadbare blankets, too cold even to sleep, she had believed herself well-seasoned against the effects of the cold. But this winter had brought temperatures she had never endured before. She feared it might follow her all the way north.

The inn yard smelled of wet hay and wood smoke, with the faint tang of horse. The driver, a solid man with red cheeks and an oilskin coat, adjusted a strap and gave her a quick glance. “D’you have a ticket?” he asked.

Nodding, Lily produced it. She had purchased it the week before when she had been sent to the butcher. It had taken a great deal of her carefully protected savings. She had kept it hidden in her boot since then so that no one would discover it.  

But would Scotland be far enough to escape her aunt forever?

“Step up, miss,” the driver said gruffly. “We’ll be on our way in a moment.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, and wasted no time entering the coach. Her valise bumped against her shins as she settled into a corner seat. The upholstery smelled faintly of damp wool and tobacco.

She was the only occupant, but she wasn’t really surprised. Mail coaches were becoming more and more of a rarity. Railways had begun to stretch across the country, carrying mail and passengers alike. There was talk that the mail coach would soon be retired completely.

For Lily’s purposes, however, the mail coach was just what she needed. Though it was slower, the cost of a ticket was much more affordable. She was more than willing to endure a little discomfort to get to her destination without being completely destitute.

It was hard to decide whether or not she should be grateful that there were no other passengers with her. On the one hand, it would be a long time to be alone, but no one would question why she was making the journey unaccompanied.

Shivering from a mix of apprehension and the cold air, Lily pulled the hood up over her bonnet as added protection against the low temperature. The inside of the coach was as cold as she had been expecting, though it did keep her out of the wind. There would be opportunities where she would be able to purchase a warm brick from an innkeeper’s wife, but that would only cut into the already dismally low funds she had.

“I can endure this,” she whispered.

If she had any hope of living her own life, she had to endure it.

Breathing out, she glanced through the coach window as the driver climbed into his place. The coach gave a jolt as it set off out of the courtyard. There was no one to bid her farewell, but she watched the town pass by, anyway.

The lights in the windows were a cheerful sight, but soon they faded away as the coach left the town behind. The coach lamps were soon the only source of light, casting flickering halos in the dark trees looming on either side of the road.

Lily leaned against the seat and closed her eyes. Her aunt’s house was far behind her now. With each turning wheel, the future sped toward her.

Her worry about getting away without any trouble was replaced with nervous excitement. She had never taught before. Would she be able to keep the position as junior teacher, or would she be quickly turned out to find her own way?

It was luck that Mrs. Trestle had accepted her to the school in the first place. It had only been the recommendation of Miss Fenrow, the kindly neighbor who had attended the school in her youth, that had granted her the opportunity at all.

What would Glasgow be like? What would it be like in a girls’ school? Would the students be like her cousins, spoiled and selfish? Or would the respectable post bring Lily the purpose and independence she longed for?

Whatever she faced had to be better than what she had already endured.

The coach rocked beneath her, each lurch of the coach setting her teeth on edge. Huddled in her corner, Lily braced herself against the wall, hoping to keep herself in her seat. She pressed a hand to her valise as if the small case would help keep her in place.

There was nothing particularly valuable inside. After five years with her aunt, there had not been much for Lily to take with her. Her one good dress was safely inside. There was her mother’s copy of Jane Eyre that Lily had saved. Most important of all, there was the letter from Mrs. Trestle confirming her appointment.

It was almost tragic that everything that could be called her own fit into a single battered bag.

With each passing minute, Lily’s toes began to ache with cold. She tried to get some sleep, but each time she began to doze off, there was a lurch that startled her upright. It was going to be a long night indeed.

For a moment, Lily felt like she was being carried along. A child’s feeling, really. She scolded herself for it. This had been her decision. She had written the letter, made the inquiries, and scraped together the funds. She had waited, planned, and risked more than she cared to admit.

But the stillness inside the coach left her alone with her doubts.

Suppose Mrs. Trestle found her unsatisfactory. What if her penmanship—always a little uneven when she was nervous—betrayed her as being unsuitable to teach young girls? What if she failed to control a room of girls more clever and bolder than she had ever been allowed to be? So much could go wrong!

And what if her aunt tried to claim her again? The thought struck cold. Aunt Mary would  not give up a free servant easily.

She pulled her coat tighter again and stared out the window at the dark fields. The horses’ hooves clattered rhythmically outside, steady and sure.

No. It was too late to turn back, and even if it weren’t, she wouldn’t give up. And worry would not help. 

Time stretched on. The coach stopped only briefly at each posting inn to change the horses, and Lily chose to remain inside the coach. A cup of tea would have been lovely, but she didn’t dare spend a coin just yet. Not until she was certain she would reach her destination.

As they approached the next stop, she peered out through the fogged glass. Yellow lamplight gleamed faintly through the rain, revealing the outlines of buildings and a low-roofed inn. A stable boy dashed past, his cap pulled low and a lantern swinging from his hand. It was a larger stop than the previous ones.

The coach drew up with a jolt. Lily sat up straighter, running her hands down her skirt. The driver clambered down and barked an order to the grooms waiting for the coach’s arrival.

A moment later, the door opened, and a gust of night air swept in. A young man stepped ‌into the doorway. He ducked his head slightly to enter. His coat was neat but travel-worn, and the brim of his hat glistened with recent rain.

“Evening,” he said briefly, removing his hat as he sat across from her.

Lily nodded in return. He placed a leather satchel carefully at his feet. She caught a glimpse of his face in the lamplight. He was young, perhaps a bit older than herself. There was a crease between his eyes as though he had been frowning a lot lately. He glanced out the window, as if he were watching for someone.

Within a few minutes, the coach jolted into motion again, the wheels crunching over gravel as they left Bolton behind. The coach rocked them back into silence. Lily folded her hands in her lap and tried to appear calm.

Never had she ever been alone with a gentleman of any kind. Though she didn’t really believe he would try to harass her in any way, she straightened her spine. She would not sleep in front of him.

Thankfully, the young man did not seem inclined to speak, however. He leaned slightly toward the window, watching the dark countryside pass by.

Lily allowed herself to exhale slowly.

“How far do you intend to travel?”

The question startled her and set her on edge. Why did he want to know? Idle curiosity? Or something more?

From the safety of her hood, Lily watched him. He was giving a good impression of not looking at her, but she had the feeling he was watching her all the same.

A simple “to Glasgow” would suffice as a response. After all, it was a large enough place that it would be difficult to find her. Yet something in his tone suggested that he wasn’t merely trying to pass the time. Biting her lip, she did not answer. Instead, she remained completely still and silent, hoping he might believe she had fallen asleep.

The young man shifted in his seat. He did not seem perturbed by her silence.

After a few moments, he said, “The coach road goes toward Gretna Green before it splits north again. I wonder how many young ladies have made this journey. Have you a guess?”

His tone was mild, almost idle, but there was something about the way he said it that felt deliberate. Lily had no intention of acknowledging the remark and getting drawn into a conversation. What kind of gentleman pursued a conversation with a lady who did not respond to him?

If he meant to provoke conversation or prod her into revealing her destination, he would be disappointed. The silence grew taut.

He leaned back, settling more comfortably into his corner. “Gretna Green,” he said again. “A romantic notion, if one believes such things. Runaway couples. Fathers shouting after carriages. Forged signatures and hurried vows over the anvil. All in the name of love.”

Lily narrowed her eyes, though she knew he wouldn’t see it. What was he talking about? Who hadn’t heard about Gretna Green, but why had he brought it up? What did it have to do with anything?

“It’s become something of a cliché, hasn’t it?” he continued. “Still, it has been a popular spot, hasn’t it? There’s always someone heading north with stars in their eyes, intent on having their way and ignoring the devastation behind them.”

Annoyed, Lily bit her lip to keep from saying anything. Did he think she was going to Gretna Green to meet a lover? How laughable! As if anyone would ever marry her!

He exhaled a long breath, as if resigning himself. Then, with a trace of mockery—or perhaps curiosity—threading his voice, he asked, “What are you thinking, Lottie?”

Annoyance turned to astonishment. “What?” left Lily’s lips before she could stop herself.
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​Chapter Two

[image: ]




Finally, he’d gotten a reaction out of her. Twenty-one-year-old Hugh Anstruther didn’t really think the young woman across from him was his sister, but he was curious about her. It wasn’t often that a young lady would travel alone, especially on the mail coach at night. 

So why was she?

“My name is not Lottie,” the woman said, confirming his suspicion. Her voice was nothing like his sister’s. It was clear and sweet, with a hint of a lilt.

“What is your name?” he asked, unable to rein in his curiosity.

This might not have been an official investigation, but he knew he should take advantage of every opportunity that came to him to hone his skills. As a junior member of the Crawford Detective Agency, he had a lot to learn. He wanted to prove he was useful to his mentor.

Besides, if she needed help, shouldn’t he offer it?

“Why do you want to know?” she asked.

Strange that she would be so suspicious about him asking a common question. Was she trying to hide something? Was she on her way to Gretna Green to meet a lover as he had first thought?

For some reason, the idea annoyed him.

“I’m just trying to pass the time. Are you going far?”

The woman made a sound that might have been a scoff. “That is none of your business, sir.” Her voice had become sharper, more annoyed.

For a moment, Hugh watched the figure opposite him. It was impossible to tell what the woman looked like. Was she pretty, plain, frightened, or fierce?

“I’m trying to find my sister,” he admitted. One of Mr. Crawford’s first lessons had been that people are more inclined to share when they feel they’ve been given something in return. Perhaps he could gain her sympathy with this information.

“I’m not your sister,” she told him.

“I can see that. But you might have seen her earlier this evening.”

“I have been alone in this coach since Manchester,” she responded, a note of impatience in her voice. “There have been no other passengers except for you.”

From her tone, Hugh guessed she was wishing he hadn’t come along at all. Since Manchester was in the opposite direction he knew his sister had gone, it was unlikely she had crossed paths with Lottie. Disappointing, but not unexpected.

“What are you doing here alone?” he asked.

“Why are you asking me these questions?” she demanded. “I do not know you or your sister. I can tell you nothing.”

Hugh didn’t look away. “It’s a long journey. Conversation helps it pass more quickly.”

She didn’t answer. He leaned forward slightly, lowering his voice. “Unless you have something to fear.”

That finally got a slight reaction. She shifted in her seat. Because he’d come too close to the truth? In a quieter voice than before, she said, “You are unusually curious about a stranger, sir.”

He smiled faintly. “That’s what my mentor tells me is my best quality.”

“Even if I did know something about your sister, why should I tell you? For all I know, she has a good reason to run from you.”

Scowling, Hugh crossed his arms. A good reason to run from him? “I can assure you, I only wish for my sister’s safety and well-being,” he said, trying to keep his voice calm and even. “I do not want to see her hurt.”

“Why should I believe you? Your sister is not here to defend or explain herself.”

“Because a girl of seventeen has no business running off with a man ten years older than her!”

The words left Hugh’s lips before he could think better of the admission. Few people knew what Lottie had done, and he hoped to keep it that way. He knew all too well how one stupid choice could ruin someone’s future. But now it was out, and he couldn’t take it back.

For a long moment, the only sound in the coach was the low, rhythmic creak of the axles and the occasional lash of wind against the side panels. “Seventeen,” the woman repeated quietly. Something in her tone had changed. The suspicion was less, though still present. “That is young, but not too young to know her own mind.”

“You would hope,” Hugh responded. “My sister is the youngest in our family and has been...very sheltered. I don’t think she realizes the consequences of what she has done.”

At least, that was his hope. He wasn’t sure how he would feel about his sister acting deliberately to hurt her family. Lottie might be a silly thing, but she wasn’t malicious. She couldn’t be.

Across from him, the woman shifted under her cloak. “Being sheltered doesn’t necessarily mean she hasn’t put thought into her decision,” she said. “She may genuinely be in love with this man.”

“He is ten years older than she is!”

“I’m sure there have been many marriages with such an age gap,” she pointed out, her tone infuriatingly calm. “And some even wider. My uncle was twelve years older than my aunt and they‌ built a life together.”

Gritting his teeth, Hugh counted to ten before he answered. “I’m happy for them. However, I am certain Patrick Gray is not the kind of man any young lady should tie herself to. It will only end in unhappiness”

Again, something he should have kept to himself. Why was he arguing with this mystery woman in the first place?

“Why do you say that?” she asked. “If she was as sheltered as you claim, she must have been introduced to this man through your family, yes? Are you implying that your family was mistaken by this man?”

“They were, yes.”

Unfortunately, Hugh didn’t have the proof to convince anyone of that. Yet. As soon as he found Lottie and returned her to safety, he would make it his sole mission to make sure Patrick Gray was punished for his crimes.

“I am sorry to hear that,” the woman said. Her tone was gentle. Not quite sympathy, but there was no longer a defensive edge. “How long ago did she run away?”

“Yesterday,” he answered. It felt both so long ago and as though it had just happened. “She left a letter. It said she was in love. That she was going to marry him with or without our parents’ blessing.”

“And you are following her to do...what? Stop her?”

“If I can. I couldn’t just do nothing,” he said simply. “She’s my sister.”

She was quiet for another long moment. Then, with something almost like reluctance, she said, “I hope you find her.”

Hugh tipped his head in acknowledgement. “Thank you. I hope to catch up to her at Gretna Green in time to prevent her from ruining her life completely.”

Given the time that had passed, though, he was afraid he was too late. He mentally cursed his father for hesitating to let him know what had happened. If Hugh had arrived sooner, there would have been a better chance of catching Lottie.

“You’re sure she went to Gretna Green?”

Stiffening, Hugh shifted in his seat. “Of course that’s where she went,” he replied. “There is nowhere else she and Gray could have gone to marry since she is so young.” The only other answer would be...

“If this gentleman is as dishonorable as you imply, are you sure he intends to marry your sister?”

The words, spoken so softly, nevertheless sent a stab of fear into Hugh’s heart. “If that’s the case, I’m too late.” He sagged against the back of the seat.

“No, no!” The woman leaned forward, her right hand coming out. “I’m sure you’re not. I was just...curious how you were so sure you were following her. Did anyone see her get on the mail coach?”

“No, but her letter said she was going to Gretna Green with Gray.” 

Had the man lied to his sister? What would he hope to gain by ruining her? She was the daughter of a viscount. Was this about money? He couldn’t decide if that would make the situation better, since it meant Gray could be dealt with. Or did it make it worse because what kind of person ruined a girl for money?

“Were either of them seen at the train station?”

The question brought Hugh’s head up. “What?”

“The mail coach is not the only way to reach Gretna Green,” his fellow passenger pointed out. “And it is certainly not the fastest. Might they have taken the train to get across the border as quickly as possible?”

His jaw dropped as he realized she was correct. “I...hadn’t thought of that,” he admitted. How had he not thought of it? It was his job to think of all possibilities, to follow the most likely leads to get to the truth.

If they had indeed taken the train, Lottie and Gray could be anywhere by now. Would he find them at all?

“Is she romantic?”

“Romantic?” Hugh repeated, feeling like an absolute idiot.

“You mentioned it is considered a romantic notion to rush to Gretna Green,” she responded. “I was just thinking that if your sister were romantic, she might think rushing away in a mail coach would be more appealing than taking the train.”

“But Gray would have wanted speed to make sure he married her before anyone could stop them.” As he spoke, Hugh kicked himself for being so focused on catching up to Lottie that he’d neglected to think about Gray’s motivations.

The woman across from him shifted. “How would your sister react to someone insisting on his own way?”

Hugh considered the question and then shook his head. “I don’t think it would have gone well,” he said. “Lottie likes to have her own way.”

“And is she romantic?”

“I suppose she is.”

“Then, I hope, for her sake, that you do find her at Gretna Green in time to reason with her,” his fellow passenger said. Her voice was low, more thoughtful than before.

Hugh nodded, acknowledging her words. “I intend to.”

Once again, silence filled the coach. The only sounds were the creak of wood and the pounding of hoofbeats outside. Hugh shifted in his seat, feeling more and more uncomfortable. “Since I’ve bared my soul to you, I think it only fair if you tell me your name,” he blurted out. “I’m Hugh Anstruther.”

After a moment, she dipped her head in acknowledgement. “I am Lilliana Reed.”

“Miss Reed.” As best he could, Hugh made a bow from his seat. “I am delighted to meet you. Thank you. For listening, at least. Most people wouldn’t bother.”

“Most people know better than to speak to strangers in coaches at night.”

Hugh allowed himself a faint smile. “Then I’m glad you made an exception.” He cleared his throat and changed the subject. “And where are you headed, Miss Reed? Or is that still a secret?”

He saw her shake her head. “It is no secret. Not really. I’m going to take up a position as a teacher in a girls’ school.”

“You are a teacher?” Was she older than she sounded?

She laughed softly. “Not yet. But I will be when I arrive.” She paused. “It is my first position.”

Intrigued, Hugh resisted the urge to lean forward. “Is it really? What inspired you to become a teacher?”

“Necessity.” Her tone had become clipped once again, and Hugh knew he had pressed too much.

“A sad situation that many have faced before,” he told her and then turned to the window. 

Could not the coach go faster?

~*~
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OUTSIDE, RAIN HAD BEGUN to fall, tapping against the roof with a steady rhythm. The coachman’s occasional muffled call to the horses was the only other sound that could be heard. The temperature had dropped noticeably, the air inside the coach growing damp and close. Through unseen gaps, the wind picked up, rattling windows in their panes.

At the next stop to change horses, Hugh left the coach at the inn and purchased hot bricks. When he noticed that Miss Reed did not, he offered one to her. She murmured her thanks and put it at her feet. Was she in such dire straits she could not buy one for herself?

Though he was a second son and had only recently taken a position to earn his way, Hugh had never known poverty. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like.

With a shake of his head, he put the thought from his mind.

The hours stretched on into the night. The mail coach continued rushing along the road, rattling and bumping along. Stops to change horses were the only way Hugh had to mark the time and distance. His fellow passenger remained silent, though he was sure she wasn’t sleeping.

As the road climbed onto higher ground, the wheels slipped once, then again, the iron rims scraping against the softened ground. Hugh braced himself against the wall as the coach gave a sudden lurch, shifting its weight unevenly to one side. Leather straps creaked above their heads.

“I suppose this is the part where you tell me not to worry,” Miss Reed commented, her voice light but thin at the edges.

“I wouldn’t dare,” Hugh replied with a slight laugh. “Because I am worried myself.”

“Thank you for being honest.”

Before he could think of a reassurance, there was a shout from the driver. Hugh felt the coach shift to the right and then begin to tip. Had the driver taken a turn too quickly?

“Brace yourself!” he called out.
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Lily barely had time to gasp before the coach pitched sharply to the right. There was a sickening jolt and then a loud crack. The entire carriage tilted with a groan of splintering wood and protesting metal.

She was flung sideways before she could brace herself. Her shoulder slammed against the paneling, her elbow knocked painfully into the floor, and her breath left her in a sharp cry. The coach gave one final lurch and tipped over completely.

The sound of it was thunderous. Wood, glass, and iron met earth in a jarring crash. Lily landed in a tangle of skirts, arms, and crushed cushions, her cheek pressed to the cold wall that had become the floor. A sharp jab of pain bloomed in her hip where something had struck her.

For a moment, there was only the steady pitter-patter of the rain outside. Her heart raced in her chest and she tried to calm down. Panicking would only make things worse.

“Miss Reed?” Mr. Anstruther’s voice came next to her. “Are you hurt?”

“I—no,” she managed, though the word caught in her throat. She shifted carefully, testing each limb. Everything ached. Her left knee throbbed and her shoulder burned. But she could move, which was the most important fact. “I think I’m only bruised. What about you?”

A grunt answered her as the man shifted in the wreckage. He had landed close, but not on top of her. In the darkness of the coach, he was just a dark shape. “I think I am also unharmed,” he remarked. “Despite a rather undignified landing.”

Lily let out a shaky breath that might have been a laugh. “Perhaps I should have taken the train,” she said, trying to push herself upright. It was awkward to untangle herself from her skirt in the tight space.

Mr. Anstruther gave a low chuckle. “I’m afraid I’m beginning to think I should have done the same. Hold on a moment. Let me see if I can get myself upright and then I will help you up. Driver? Are you injured?”

Rain continued to come down on the coach. Somewhere outside, the horses whinnied and the driver cursed.

“Well, he’s alive,” Mr. Anstruther said with a slight laugh. “A moment, Miss Reed, and I will see what I can do about getting you out of here.”

“Of course,” Lily responded, thinking of the rain and cold outside. She was in no hurry to be out in any of it.

The weather hit her nonetheless when the man pushed open the door that was now above them. Lily drew back, trying to avoid the wet and cold wind. She pressed a hand to her side, wincing at what must be an impressive bruise beneath her corset.

The gentleman held the door steady, bracing himself awkwardly against the tilted frame as he straightened to his full height. A shadow loomed at the opening, making Lily’s heart skip a beat. “Are you both all right?” the driver asked.

“We are,” Mr. Anstruther replied. “Bruised and a little worse for wear, but nothing broken. How are the horses?”

The man’s head bobbed up and down. “Frightened, but well enough. I need to untangle them before they hurt themselves.”

“Get to it, man,” Mr. Anstruther told him. “I’ll have myself free in a moment to help you.”

The driver vanished from sight. “Would you be more comfortable here or outside?” he asked.

“I think I will wait here, thank you,” Lily said quickly, shivering at the cold seeping into the inside of the coach. She couldn’t imagine how miserable it would be outside.

“I don’t blame you .I’ll be back as soon as I know what we are to do.” And with that, Mr. Anstruther hoisted himself up and out of the sideways coach.

Breathing out, Lily tried to take stock of her situation. She was relatively unharmed, though she was sure there were going to be bruises. She reached out for her valise, relieved to find it still intact among the wreckage. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself for warmth.

What would happen now?

There was going to be a delay getting to Glasgow, but surely Mrs. Trestle would understand when Lily explained what had happened. After all, this accident had nothing to do with Lily.

But if Mrs. Trestle was anything like Lily’s aunt...

Shaking her head, Lily put the thought out of her mind. No one could be like her aunt. She looked up as the coach shifted slightly. A head appeared in the doorway, just a dark shape against the night sky.
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