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          JANUARY 1, 1810, DEVON, ENGLAND, LADY FINCH’S FINISHING SCHOOL

        

      

    

    
      The old longcase clock on the landing of Lady Finch’s Finishing School chimed the start of 1810 with a tinkle of magic.

      Miss Hannah Bexley, the only child of the doting Baron and Baroness Westwich, tucked her chilled toes beneath her as she eagerly sat upright and glanced around at her roommates. In the year they’d been together at Lady Finch’s, they’d become inseparable. So it only made sense that they would each announce their resolutions for the coming year together.

      The beginning of a new year was the opportunity to reinvent oneself—a chance in which Hannah was always in sore need. If only she could make her hair less red or her freckles disappear. Sadly, she lacked any control over those aspects of her life. Of what she could alter, however, there were still many things to fix.

      She considered the leather-bound journal in her hands, stamped with leaves and flowers that were dyed in shades of green and blue as they crawled elegantly around the border. It had been a gift from her parents several months back for her fifteenth birthday. Lacking anything else to do with it, she and her friends had filled the cream-colored pages with their dreams and secrets. Now they would add their 1810 resolutions.

      Perhaps this year, Hannah could talk less. Or laugh a little more softly. She could be dainty and elegant in a way she never had been before. Or maybe follow the rules more precisely.

      But even as the silence of the room fell upon them, it didn’t lie with gentle comfort over Hannah as it did the others. No, the quiet pressed on her with an urgency to fill the gap of nothing with…well, something.

      “Clearly, Lucy’s resolution will not be punctuality,” Hannah teased.

      There went the chance to talk less.

      The other three young women looked toward Lucy’s empty bed in the large room the five of them shared and giggled.

      “Maybe she’s with Lady Alison, selecting ribbons for class.” Jillian pinned her dark waves with a pinch of her fingers as if it were a bow, then gave a wry twist to her lips.

      A cackle erupted from Hannah at such a thought as their dear Lucy in the clutches of the dreadfully spoiled Lady Alison. Hannah clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle the unladylike guffaw.

      Laughing more quietly was now off the list as well.

      Drat.

      “Hopefully, she didn’t take a tumble.” Elizabeth cast a glance toward the door, worry in her pale blue eyes. While she moved with the grace of a dancer, she somehow managed to trip over every loose stone and bump into every low-hanging eave.

      “I’ll wager she’s up to no good.” Amy frowned. Her blonde hair was knotted up in rag rolls that bounced about on her head as she spoke.

      This, of course, only made Hannah giggle more.

      And Amy most likely was not wrong. Lucy was always into some kind of trouble.

      At that exact moment, the door swung open, and Lucy sauntered in, her nightgown whispering about her ankles. She tossed her head back to clear a length of dark hair from her hazel eyes and grinned at them all. “I thought this would make our resolutions a little more interesting.” From behind her back, she withdrew a corked bottle.

      Hannah leapt to her feet, leaving the journal, and ran toward Lucy with a squeal of delight.

      So much for being dainty and elegant…

      “I don’t think we should have that in our room.” Even as Amy spoke with her usual caution, she slid from her bed to examine Lucy’s prize, her curiosity piqued. “Where did you get it?”

      Brandy.

      “From ole Gibbons’s private stash that he keeps behind the sofa.” Lucy wiggled the bottle, and liquid sloshed inside.

      No one ever used the ruffled pink sofa with the over-fluffed cushions. No one, that was, except the butler who needed a nip from time to time to deal with “the infernal racket of so many girls” as he groused in an audible mutter at least once a day.

      “And don’t fret.” Lucy pointed a finger at Elizabeth. “I left him a few coins to cover a new bottle of an even finer vintage than this.”

      Elizabeth gave a bright smile of appreciation.

      “What does it take to get drunk?” Jillian asked, peering around Hannah.

      Amy narrowed her eyes at the bottle. “I wager it’s about seventeen jacks. Divided between the five of us, that’s exactly⁠—”

      “Now is not the time for such equations.” Lucy pulled the cork free, and the hollow thunk filled the room. “We’ll find out.” She sniffed the contents and recoiled. “I imagine not much.” With that, she put the bottle to her lips and tilted her head back. She grimaced and lowered the brandy as she wheezed out a pained exhale.

      “I think you’re supposed to sip it,” Jillian mused.

      “I’ve never been a rule follower,” Lucy ground out and passed the bottle to Hannah. “And neither have you.”

      The glass was cool against Hannah’s palms. “I ought to take offense to that.”

      “But you won’t,” Lucy replied, her husky voice restored.

      While Lucy wasn’t wrong, she wasn’t entirely right either. Unlike her wayward friend, Hannah didn’t intentionally break the rules. Just as she didn’t intentionally talk too much or try to be overly loud.

      It all sort of happened.

      She didn’t bother to sniff the bottle as Lucy had, or her courage might falter. No, she set aside her reservations and tossed back a mouthful.

      In for a penny, in for a pound…

      And like that, her last option for a New Year’s resolution—following the rules better—slipped away. Or, was swallowed away, as it were.

      The liquid hit her throat like punishment, all fire and hell and awfulness. She swallowed it down so as not to spit it out and felt as though she were breathing out flames as she wheezed an exhale similar to Lucy’s.

      Amy immediately set to patting Hannah’s back.

      “Is it really that bad?” Elizabeth asked, wide-eyed, stepping away from the offending spirits.

      Jillian took the bottle in a show of her own special defiance and drank. Of the three, only she did not sputter but instead offered a shrug. “Not bad.”

      She regarded their faces, then burst into a laugh, succumbing to a hacking cough, her green eyes watering. “But not good either,” she rasped.

      Amy ran to her and gently thwacked her back until Jillian waved her off, still laughing.

      “Let’s get to our resolutions before any one of us has to drink more of that.” Jillian pointed an accusatory finger at the brandy.

      Lucy tucked the bottle against her arm, and they gathered closer to the hearth. Hannah swiftly retrieved the journal, flipping to one of the back pages as she did so. She sank in the semi-circle near the fire, and heat blossomed against her icy toes and warmed the front of her nightdress.

      As they settled on the plush salmon-pink carpet, Hannah already could predict each of their resolutions, even as she handed the journal to Elizabeth. Amy dipped the quill in ink for her and held it at the ready, poised over the small metal well.

      “I vow to be less clumsy this year,” Elizabeth said. “Or at least not be so intolerably awkward about it.”

      Amy cast her a sympathetic look and gave her the prepared quill.

      Elizabeth scratched her vow onto a fresh page with “1810” written atop it. Hannah had written the year earlier in anticipation of the evening, her penmanship so careful and perfect, even the stern-faced Miss Cuthbert wouldn’t have cause for complaint.

      “And you, Amy?” Hannah asked, already guessing the answer as Amy accepted the book.

      Amy gently blew at the page to dry the ink. “I would like to be kind always.”

      “You are always kind,” Lucy groaned in exasperation.

      Even Amy rolled her eyes at this, albeit playfully and wrote the resolution in her neat, looping script.

      “And I resolve…” Lucy indulged in another gulp of brandy with only a wince this time.

      “To be as wicked as possible,” they all finished for her in chorus.

      She blinked in surprise as they all laughed. “Apparently, I ought to resolve to be less predictable.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Elizabeth said with a giggle. “We’d be at a loss as to what to do with you.”

      Lucy grinned and drank from the bottle again.

      All eyes turned on Hannah.

      Well, the year wasn’t exactly starting on fine footing, considering how many potential resolutions she’d already blundered within the short side of an hour. She sighed. “To be more patient.”

      “Isn’t that what you tried last year?” Amy asked gently.

      Lucy scoffed. “And only made it a week if I recall.”

      Immediately Hannah regretted having shared this information with her friends. Perhaps she truly did talk too much. “To be fair, patience does take a while,” she protested.

      Lucy tilted her head at the point well made.

      And patience did take a long while to master. An eternity.

      Time stretched before Hannah, dreadfully dull and hopelessly bleak. But still, she held onto the thought that patience might eventually be the key to everything she needed.

      Her answer officially written beneath Lucy’s scratched script, the book found its way into Jillian’s hands.

      Of the five of them, Jillian’s answer would be the most difficult to predict. Much like the young woman herself.

      One never knew what thoughts danced about behind her crystal-green eyes. She saw the world in a different hue of light, her thoughts like winding tendrils that concocted insights no one might otherwise consider.

      “I resolve…” She brushed the page with a tapered finger. “To never wed.”

      The girls all sucked in a breath. Well, except Lucy, who snorted an unladylike laugh.

      “What?” Elizabeth gasped.

      Jillian’s chin lifted slightly, and she got that dreamy look on her face as when a notion struck her. “What if none of us ever wed? We wouldn’t have to cede ourselves or our property to a man. We wouldn’t be forced into a poorly matched union with a disagreeable man.”

      “I don’t want to wed either,” Lucy said with a derisive scoff.

      “Perhaps we could all live on a country estate together when we become spinsters, and our parents have given up on us,” Jillian said slowly as the idea came to her. “And we can make the ballroom into an extra library stacked to the ceiling with books.”

      “Oh, yes,” Elizabeth breathed.

      Hannah’s heartbeat quickened at the idea of living in the country forever. To think of never having to fret over the disinterested stares of the opposite sex again or bear the suffocating rules of society.

      She was to have her debut in several years, she knew. And she did not wish to. It would be far better to enter her first season with no expectations of a match, secure in the knowledge that she would never wed.

      “I shouldn’t like to wed either,” she said, grabbing Lucy’s bottle for another searing drink. Her head was already spinning, not only from the blazing alcohol but also the freedom of never having to worry about marriage.

      Or, rather, the rejection that would lead to her inability to wed. For that was her biggest fear, more than a disagreeable man to marry; it was the very real possibility of there being no man at all willing to have her as his wife.

      A smile brightened Jillian’s face as she wrote on a fresh page—The Vow of the Wallflowers with the s blooming into a perfectly drawn rose. Beneath that, she wrote, “The wallflowers who will take their freedom and never wed.” She signed, then passed the journal to Lucy, who signed, and then on to Hannah.

      “No man wants a wife who trips over air.” Elizabeth blew at a lock of brown hair that had fallen over one eye. “And I should love that library filled with every novel ever written.” She nodded firmly. “I’m in too.”

      “I want a curricle of my own,” Hannah said. “Perhaps a phaeton.”

      “You’ll have it,” Jillian said emphatically. “And there will be a music room for Lucy with every instrument imaginable. And an art room for me, glowing with sunlight and overlooking the garden.”

      They all looked to Amy, whose cheeks were scarlet beneath her rag curlers. She opened her mouth, closed it and opened it again.

      Though only fifteen, Amy was a woman destined for motherhood. She was exactly the sort who could tolerate shrieks and cries of infants with a pleasant disposition and was filled with sweet patience that even a saint would covet.

      “You don’t have to sign,” Hannah said.

      “And abandon you lot of spinsters in that manor without someone to properly look after you?” Amy reached for the book and added her signature, one she had practiced to loopy perfection. “Besides, I should like to bake confections in a kitchen without judgement.”

      “Then it is done.” Jillian folded the book closed, sat back on her heels and beamed at them all. “None of us will ever marry.”

      “Wallflowers to the end.” With that, Hannah helped herself to one last sip of brandy, secure in a future she could finally face.
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          JANUARY 1816, SKIPTON, ENGLAND

        

      

    

    
      Hannah opened the old leather journal from her days at Lady Finch’s Finishing school and touched the paper where the signatures from The Vow of the Wallflowers were written in five different scripts. The opposite page was dotted with ink as well, imprinted there all those years ago when the book was closed too quickly before the ink had fully dried.

      And sealed all their fates with it. Thank heavens!

      “Hannah,” her mother’s voice came from the other side of her bedroom door, pitching higher on the last syllable.

      Hannah shrank deeper into the plushness of her bed, wishing it would swallow her up. Her maid, Mary, had delivered the message her parents desired to speak to her half an hour ago. It was not difficult to know what they wished to discuss with the start of the season looming ever closer.

      Preparations to depart their country estate would begin sooner than later. Gone would be the days of ambling about in hardy boots and breathing in the crisp morning air during walks. There would be no driving her own carriage or reading up in trees with her legs dangling over the rough branches.

      She would be back in shoes that pinched her toes, her hair pinned and curled, enduring insufferable niceties with people her parents wanted her to meet and gowns that made breathing difficult. Desperation welled up inside her, threatening to overwhelm her.

      “Did Mary not tell you we want an audience with you?” her mother persisted from the other side of the door.

      That startled Hannah upright. “She did. I…fell asleep. Forgive me.”

      She could hardly allow her dearest Mary to suffer because of her own disinclination to be subjected to this awful discussion. Again.

      With a huff, she pushed up from the bed, nudging the old journal under her pillow as she did so. A weight settled on her shoulders like a cloak as she went to her door.

      Lady Westwich’s smiling face met her. “Ah, my beautiful daughter. I’m well aware of how much you dread this, but it must be done.”

      “Perhaps it would be advantageous to forego it this year?” Hannah suggested hopefully. “After all, I’ve been well informed from our previous discussions, and I⁠—”

      The tuck of her mother’s lips downward stifled her futile argument.

      Hannah’s shoulders drooped in defeat. It would be better simply to have the arduous chat and be done. Resigned, she followed her mother down the curving staircase into the library, where the family spent most of their time. A roaring fire crackled in the hearth, beating back the worst of the winter’s chill. It had been an extraordinarily cold winter and had even snowed several times.

      But now was not the time for thinking of the crunching of snow beneath her boots or how it dusted the world like finely sifted powder. Now was for enduring the worst lecture of the year.

      Lord Westwich looked up from the high-backed sofa by the hearth. “Ah, our darling daughter.”

      “Your only daughter.” Hannah approached and sank into the plush chair she favored on the nights she whiled the hours away with a good book, a habit she’d picked up from Elizabeth.

      “Our only child.” His dark blue eyes, so like her own, met her mother’s and they both frowned.

      And here it came…

      “Which is why we want to see you wed,” Lady Westwich began.

      Hannah sighed. “No one will have me.”

      “Because you do not present yourself.” Her father waved for her mother to sit beside him, and she did as he bade, a force united.

      Hannah clenched her back teeth and steeled herself for the onslaught.

      “You befriend men, but not in a manner which encourages their romantic interest,” her mother said gently.

      Ah, and the pontification of her failings with Lord Ranford. It was a low blow to open with.

      They must be desperate.

      “If you’re referring to Lord Ranford,” Hannah said curtly. “He was disinclined to see me as anything more than a friend.” She dropped her attention to her hands in her lap to prevent her parents from seeing how much the truth of her words still pulled at her.

      Yes, she’d vowed never to wed years ago, but Lord Ranford had created an eagerness to see him whenever they parted. She had dared to hope…

      No. She had been foolish even to bother.

      And she wouldn’t do so now. Not again.

      It was far better to think of a spinster’s estate in the country with her friends than winding another inevitable path toward a wounded heart.

      “A friendship can always blossom into something more,” the baroness said with a note of saccharine optimism.

      “Your mother would be an exceptional grandmother.” Her father smiled at her mother, besotted in a way that always made Hannah turn away with a wrinkled nose.

      Her mother didn’t notice Hannah’s disgust, too distracted by her father’s adoration. “And your father would be an exceptional grandfather.”

      This was truly intolerable. It was one thing to suffer through her failings in securing a husband. It was entirely another to be forced to witness her parents’ open affection for one another.

      Hannah’s gaze slid toward the window.

      Was the weather fine for riding?

      As she’d hoped, it was still a beautiful day with the sun gleaming high in a clear blue sky.

      “We want marriage for you,” her mother went on. “And grandchildren for us.”

      Movement in the tree near the window caught Hannah’s attention. A fluff of gray wriggled on a branch.

      “London is not to your preference, we know,” her mother continued. “But if you fall in love with a man⁠—”

      “One with a good name,” her father interjected.

      Hannah craned her neck. Was it a kitten?

      “Yes, of course,” her mother agreed. “A man of wealth with a good name. Then you can retire to the country as often as he allows.”

      It wasn’t a kitten exactly, but a very small cat. The poor creature opened its pink mouth in a silent mewl, its claws scrambling on the bark of a limb far too slender.

      Hannah sat upright.

      “Are you listening, child?” Lady Westwich asked.

      “There’s a cat outside,” Hannah said plaintively. “I think it needs help.”

      “Hannah.” Her father’s voice was stern with disapproval.

      The animal’s tail spun and flexed forward in its attempt to gain purchase. Needle-like nails raked against the branch, and it cried out once more. It was going to fall.

      “We have funded your pursuit for three seasons now without result,” Lord Westwich continued. “Not even one suitor has called upon me.”

      The cat was going to slip if Hannah didn’t do something. Being so little, surely, the tumble would be an awfully long way down.

      “Hannah, are you listening?” her mother demanded, her voice sharp with dwindling patience.

      “I am undesirable.” Hannah finally turned her attention to her parents. “I’m too much of too many things and not enough of others. I’ve made my peace with being a spinster. Perhaps you ought to as well.”

      A glance toward the window showed the cat now clinging on by only one scrawny front leg. Her heart jumped into her throat, and she lurched to her feet.

      “Please do excuse me.” With that, she tore from the room in a most unladylike manner that sent her skirts whipping up around her knees and her slippers skidding over the silk carpets.

      Her mother called out behind her, that blasted octave on the last part of Hannah’s name trailing after her as she raced to save the poor defenseless cat from certain death. Thankfully, the butler was used to Hannah’s impetuous behavior and effortlessly darted from her path as she flew by.

      “Mind the carpet, Miss Bexley,” he said in his bored drawl. “It slips.”

      “Thank you, Jones,” she called out as she bounded like a dancer over the confounded thing.

      If he replied, she didn’t hear as she was already pushing through the door, out into the bright sunshine, ice-cold and crisp with the earthy fragrance of nature. The chill did not touch her despite lacking a coat, not with such urgency forcing her onward.

      She rounded the corner with precision as the tree came into view and picked up her pace.

      The cat squirmed, the little limb no longer strong enough to support its weight, and it dropped. Hannah screamed and held out her skirt in a final bid to save the poor thing.

      It landed with a plop that tugged at her dress, but she caught it. There was a moment where their eyes met in mutual surprise, her in shock that she had actually managed to secure it in the drape of her skirt, and it to be in such a peculiar situation as a lady’s skirts.

      Before Hannah could even register that she was standing in the middle of the lawn with her hem pulled to her knees, the cat hopped from the hammock of her skirt and darted off. A small smear of blood remained on the white muslin of her day dress.

      It was hurt.

      “Wait,” she shouted, as if the creature would listen.

      It didn’t and continued to bound through the high, straw-like winter grass with fervor. But Hannah was not so easily deterred.

      She dashed after the little beast, amazed at its haste with an apparent injury. Time in the country always did her considerable good—the fresh air and long walks helpful for building her stamina in anticipation of long nights of dancing through the season—but as she ran and ran and ran, her energy began to wane.

      It was only the thought of an injured animal left to the cruelties of nature that spurred her faster.

      A fence appeared in the distance. It was simple, with horizontal slats framed by thick wooden posts. Of course, the kitten darted toward it, ducking underneath while Hannah was left to scale the structure. As she neared, she discovered it was taller than anticipated. There would be nothing for it but to climb.

      With her gaze locked on the dot of gray fur racing from her, she placed one foot on the lower beam, her hands clutching the wood that splintered against her palms. Then she clambered higher to the next. It was on the third slat, as she was throwing her leg over the other side, when the support beneath her gave a definitive and ominous crack.

      All at once, her footing disappeared, and she pitched forward, arms spiraling helplessly into the air as she flopped on the other side of the fence with a forceful oof.
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        * * *

      

      Lucien Lambert, the fifth Earl of Brightstone, sought solace resting against the rough bark of an old elm tree, lost in the teachings of Aristotle where they were best appreciated—in nature. The afternoon thus far had been as Lucien anticipated, bringing an appreciation of the world around him. What he had not expected was a startling crack or a massive rat propelling itself toward his chest.

      The thing landed with a resounding thud and made him jerk away hard enough that he slammed the back of his head against the aged bark. His shock quickly ebbed when he realized the animal was no rodent but instead a small gray cat. Wide blue eyes stared up at him, its tiny claws embedded into Lucien’s plain brown waistcoat.

      “Where the devil have you dropped in from?” Lucien remarked.

      The beast scrabbled up his jacket and issued a quiet meow. He cupped the thing against his chest, mindful of those little talons. The cat’s heart thumped a frantic beat against his palm. Lucien stood and looked around the tree to see what had frightened the poor animal.

      There, lying beneath a newly broken slat in the fence, was a woman. Well, a rather splayed-out woman, as it were.

      Her white dress was tossed up past her knees, and one woolen stocking had fallen low, revealing a slender calf. The other was stained bright red at the knee. Delicate slippers, meant more for the carpeted interior of a home rather than a dash through the country, jutted up from the grass with the blue silk toes pointed toward the sky.

      Lucien rushed to her as she pushed onto her elbows, her expression bewildered beneath a tangle of lovely red curls, revealing her to be his neighbor, Miss Bexley. They had briefly met when they were children, a lifetime ago, and he’d seen her at several social events through the years.

      But this was the first time he’d been so close to her as an adult. She was rather becoming, with a generous mouth that quirked up at the corners and dark-lashed, sparkling blue eyes.

      He extended his free hand. “Allow me to help you up.”

      She did not accept his help and instead pulled at the fabric of her skirt to cover her naked legs. “Look away,” she gasped. “Please.”

      He spun about quickly, putting his back to her, the cat still cupped in his hand. “Forgive me, Miss Bexley. I merely wanted to assist you to your feet. I didn’t mean to be untoward.”

      “No, of course you didn’t, my lord,” she replied hurriedly. There was a slight rustle of fabric, and when she spoke again, she was directly behind him. “It is I who should beg your forgiveness. I didn’t mean to be so abrupt. I…I was quite taken aback by your sudden arrival before I could put myself to rights.”

      He turned to find her standing upright. The knot holding her hair up was so loose, tendrils streamed down her flushed face in a most enticing manner. Her legs were covered once more with a white muslin dress ruined by streaks of green from her tumble. A spot of red had begun to show near her knee.

      “You’re hurt.” He frowned. “And you haven’t a coat.” Immediately, he shrugged out of his. Or he began to, that is. The feat was not easily managed when he had only one hand to work with, as the other still held the cat.

      She shook her head even as he wrestled out of the garment. “Please, I assure you, I’m quite warm from having chased the cat.”

      “This cat?” Lucien asked as he continued to struggle with his coat, refusing to allow a lady to stand in a day dress in the middle of a frigid field without a coat. Finally, he freed it from his person and awkwardly draped it over her shoulders with her help.

      A peppery sensation prickled deep in his nose. Soon there would be sneezing, followed by the inability to breathe properly. No doubt his eyes would well up, becoming an itchy red a moment after that.

      Oh misery, what had inspired him to pick up the animal?

      But then, it hadn’t given him much of a choice, had it?

      At that moment, however, with the euphoric gleam in Miss Bexley’s eyes as she gazed at him as one did an unquestioning hero, he was glad to have helped the animal. Sinus misery and all.

      “I see you found him.” She approached Lucien and reached up for the kitten, stroking its small face.

      The creature lifted its head to present its small chin as a delicate rumble began in its chest.

      Lucien couldn’t help but chuckle. “He found me.”

      Miss Bexley looked at him with a winning laugh, her striking eyes as blue as a cloudless summer sky.

      Everything about her was bold and vibrant, from the brilliance of her hair to the glow of her personality.

      “I thought I would never catch him.” She glanced back at the fence, and her cheeks flushed deep red as she put her palm to her brow in a display of forgetfulness. “What a mess I am. First breaking your fence, then appearing in such an inappropriate fashion.” She shook her head. “My mother would be terribly disappointed in me.”

      The lightness of her tone suggested her mother would not be happy, of course, but likely wouldn’t truly be disappointed in her. Not like Lucien’s mother so often was with him.

      “It truly is no trouble at all on my part,” he said. The tickling in his nose left his eyes tingling.

      His mother had much to say about Miss Bexley—namely that she was loud and impertinent, a true hoyden if ever Lady Brightstone had seen one. And while the circumstances of his reunion with Miss Bexley did suggest a certain undeniable impulsivity on her part, there was something radiant about her that appealed greatly to him.

      He handed her the cat. “Your pet is safe.”

      She accepted the puff of gray fur with a demure nod. “I will ensure my father’s man has your fence mended.”

      “I worry more after your injury,” he admitted, indicating the growing stain of blood on her dress.

      “It’s nothing.” She gave a laugh and waved away his worry.

      There was a light carelessness about her that made him want to know more about her. She wasn’t as stiff and formal and difficult to read as other women of the ton. He tried to recall her personality as a child and could not, remembering only a smattering of freckles and messy hair.

      Hoyden or not, she seemed kind, and she was friendly. Both were recommendations he could not make of most women in society.

      “I believe you lost your hat,” he said. “Perhaps it is with your coat?”

      “Oh.” Her hand clapped onto her mussed hair.

      “I can help you locate them,” he said, suddenly anxious to keep their conversation going, no matter how stilted it might be.

      “I didn’t…or rather, I wasn’t wearing them,” she stammered. “I ran out of the house so quickly, as the cat was slipping from the tree, there wasn’t a spare moment to put them on. However, I did manage to catch him with my skirt.” She startled suddenly and looked down at her skirt where a small smear of reddish-brown showed. “The poor dear is wounded.”

      “You are as well, Miss Bexley.”

      She paid him no mind as she pried one little paw to inspect before moving on to the next. With a soft tsk, she leaned over the cat. She was so near to Lucien that the sweet, citrusy scent of her perfume teased at his awareness.

      Miss Bexley gazed up at him and batted her wide blue eyes. “May I?” She could have asked him for his entire library at that moment and he might have given it up.

      Or perhaps not.

      He was quite fond of his collection of philosophical works.

      Rather than try to flounder for something witty to remark upon or perhaps ask what it was she wanted, he simply nodded.

      No sooner had his head moved than his handkerchief was whisked from his coat pocket and wrapped around the creature’s wounded paw.

      “And what of your injury?” he inquired, unable to let her bleeding knee go, especially when the stain on her dress seemed to bloom larger by the second.

      “Oh, it’s fine.” She shrugged a shoulder at his concern. “Truly. It isn’t the first injury I’ve sustained, nor will it likely be my last. I’m sure you’ve heard I’m something of a hoyden.”

      Her blatant remark surprised him as it was uncommon for a woman to be so forthright. It was quite refreshing.

      “Does it bother you?” The abruptness of his question was confirmed by the way her head snapped toward him.

      An impending sneeze prickled at the back of his nose. He exhaled slowly to quell the urge.

      Her slim brows lifted, the same fiery red as her hair. “Does being a hoyden bother me?”

      Before he could stammer out an excuse to cover his awkward inquiry, Miss Bexley answered her question. “It’s who I am.”

      She flashed a smile at him and cradled the kitten to her. “Though I do suppose my mother will be rather put out with me for ruining another gown.”

      A polite glance at her day dress confirmed it was indeed ruined. It was the only part of the encounter that appeared to leave Miss Bexley distressed. That and the fence, of course.

      The desperate urge to sneeze attacked him again, welling in his eyes and tingling at the back of his nose. “You can tell your mother it was my fault,” he suggested.

      To his surprise, Miss Bexley laughed, a light, silvery sound that rose unabashed in a world where ladies quietly giggled behind hands and fans. The surprise of it thankfully shocked away his need to sneeze.

      “I can imagine saying as much to my mother would put me in far greater trouble. And you too.” She tilted her head, considering him for a moment. “But I truly do appreciate the offer, Lord Brightstone.”

      The cat squirmed in her hands. “I’ll have my father’s man see to your fence. Thank you again for not being cross with me over its destruction.”

      “You needn’t worry,” he rushed, not wanting her to upset her parents further. “I’ll have the fence repaired before you can even notify your father.”

      She chewed on her bottom lip, clearly warring with herself before turning her sunny smile upon him once more. “Thank you. Truly. And for also saving Leaf.”

      “Leaf?”

      She stroked a hand over the animal’s small furry head. “Since he fell from a tree, the name only seemed fitting.”

      It was a whimsical name for a cat, but one that somehow fit with this fascinating woman’s stream of consciousness. “Indeed, it does.”

      “It was good to see you again after all this time.” Miss Bexley gave a little curtsey.

      Lucien smiled at her. “The pleasure was all mine.” And truly, it was.

      “Oh, your coat.” She gracefully swirled it from her shoulders with one hand and extended it to him. “Thank you for your chivalry.”

      He accepted the garment. “Of course.”

      With one last smile, she spun from him, cat in hand, and strode away without limping. Lucien waited as she strolled away, his eyes watering until she was out of sight, when he could finally yield to his tremendous urge with a great and unfettered sneeze.
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        * * *

      

      Only when Hannah was entirely certain Lord Brightstone was out of sight did she allow herself to limp. After the excitement of her accident and the energy charging in her system as she’d chased little Leaf ebbed away, the sting of her injury made itself known. As did the biting cold.

      She hadn’t realized how much of a chill the wind held until she swept the heat of his coat from her shoulders to return it to him. There had been a pleasant smell to the coat—shaving soap, the familiar aroma of books and an underlying spice.

      “I’m grateful you are safe,” she said to Leaf.

      It nuzzled closer to her, purring furiously where she cradled the warm puff against her bosom, completely heedless of her limp.

      “It was kind of Lord Brightstone to save you,” she continued. “And to be so gracious about his broken fence.”

      Mortification washed over her at her folly, at the way her skirts had flipped up with her graceless tumble.

      “And my indecency,” she added miserably to the uninterested cat.

      What was more, he had not regarded her with the bewildered horror he should have, which most certainly would have.

      No, Lord Brightstone had been understanding and gracious, almost appearing somewhat flustered himself.

      She recalled him well from of the few times they’d been in one another’s company in her youth. He’d never wanted to climb trees or catch frogs in the streams, preferring instead to sequester himself in the vast silence of the library. Hannah loved books as well, an appreciation she’d garnered at Elizabeth’s enthusiastic behest, but Hannah never could bring herself to be as quiet as the room warranted.

      The years had been good to Lord Brightstone. He was now a handsome man with blue eyes that possessed an undeniable keenness. Granted, his wavy blond hair was several weeks overdue for a trim, and a slight shadow of whiskers over his strong jaw suggested he hadn’t bothered to shave that morning. Even his clothes appeared somewhat disorderly and rumpled. She rather liked the lack of airs he took on in the country, being so much like herself.

      When away from London, she could set aside the discomforts of society fashion. She far preferred comfortable attire as she reveled in her freedom in the open fields and endless forests amid the wildly beautiful allure of nature.

      As she limped toward the house, she already anticipated the theatrics of her mother’s reaction. Suddenly, Hannah was immensely grateful to Lord Brightstone for his offer to have his man fix the fence. The less her parents knew of her humiliation, the better.

      In fact, she could pretend as though the entire meeting had never happened. If Lady Westwich knew Hannah had been speaking to the earl next door, the baroness would surely attribute far more to the meeting than need be. The last thing Hannah wanted as she was propelled into another fruitless season was to be shoved in Lord Brightstone’s direction.
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