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        July 1818

        Newmarket, Sussex

      

      

      The afternoon air smelled of horse, hay and sweat, and it was the most beautiful scent in the world to Lady Madeleine Lumley. She’d spent most of her life in the stables, either at the family farm, Fernleigh Stud, or her father’s estate, Bridgethorpe Manor. She lived to ride, and if she wasn’t in the saddle, she had a currycomb in her hand.

      Beneath the currycomb at the moment was the love of her life, a bay dun stallion named Lumley’s Pride. Not only were his striking yellowish-gray coat and black points eye-catching, he was the fastest horse in all of Suffolk, if not all of England.

      That is, he was fastest when Madeleine rode him. On occasion, his jockey Teddy was able to encourage Pride to break away from the pack, but most often he won by a length or less. A win was a win, of course, but “close” was not her way, and second place? Never! From the moment she was born, she’d come in second. Her twin sister, Patience, arrived six minutes before she did. Her eldest sister, Hannah, entered an embroidered pillow in the fair at the same time Madeleine entered a silk reticule. The reticule finished second to the pillow. Even her youngest sister, eighteen-year-old Lucy-Anne, danced with their brother’s friend, the Duke of Noblegreen, one set before he asked Madeleine.

      That last disappointment was not to be borne. Nobby—His Grace—was the handsomest man she knew, not to mention kind, funny, and he loved horses. He was perfect. And he had no interest in Madeleine at all. Since that was quite clear, she was foolish to still carry romantic feelings for him, which began when he first visited Bridgethorpe Manor ten years ago.

      Because of her childhood imaginings of their living happily ever after, when she’d matured she’d been unable to see any other man as a possible husband. Nobby was the only man for her.

      After making certain none of the stable boys were near Pride’s stall, Madeleine pulled on the pants she’d borrowed from Teddy. Taking another glance over her shoulder to be sure she couldn’t be seen, she slipped off her dress and shift, not having worn her stays, and donned the groom’s shirt. Then she put on the cap and tucked her curls beneath it, folded her gown and yanked on the tall boots. Now she could pass for a groom, if no one looked closely. She was fairly certain her brother’s men knew about her riding this way and were good enough not to speak up. Her brother David would berate her for risking injury to herself and the horse, if he knew—which he might already—and his wife, Joanna, would scold her to no end for disgracing herself in those clothes.

      After saddling Pride, she led him outside to the wooden step and mounted. Her horse was skittish, eager to run, but she kept him steady while they trotted away from the stables. Only when she was free of the outbuildings did she let him canter.

      Pride wanted to break loose and burn his pent-up energy, and once his muscles were sufficiently warmed, she let him go. Squirrels chattered angrily as they passed, and a fox scurried into the bush. The speed was exhilarating, delighting Madeleine as much as the horse. This was the complete opposite to sitting politely through morning calls, or pretending interest in the dull conversation in an assembly. Gentlemen didn’t discuss their horses with ladies, except to brag at a race meeting, so there were few subjects to broach that would hold her interest.

      Riding astride—heaven forbid—also let her flaunt a bit of her independence, for now, at least. Even Joanna, one of the best horsewomen Madeleine knew, rode sidesaddle. She’d given up riding stallions when she’d gotten pregnant with her first child, but she still enjoyed a good run on her mare. It was quite ironic she’d be the loudest opponent to Madeleine’s adventures.

      As they neared the lane, she bent over Pride’s neck, her legs taking the brunt of the rise-and-fall motion of the horse’s stride. Trees lining the road blocked her view in either direction, but she’d be able to hear any approaching horses or wagons, so she slowed only slightly to make the turn off Fernleigh’s drive onto the lane.

      She guided Pride to the left, toward Newmarket, only to find another rider blocking the way. Her horse stopped so quickly it reared. She tightened her legs and grabbed a fistful of mane, and managed to remain astride.

      The other rider also gained control of his mount without losing his seat. His horse continued to prance about at the upset. The man was clearly angered at nearly being thrown and waved his riding crop wildly at her. “You fool, what are you about? Have you no care for your master’s horse? Be assured I’ll tell Lumley about your recklessness. What is your name?”

      Recognizing the Duke of Noblegreen, Madeleine grew hot with embarrassment, and angry at his berating. Yet she couldn’t reveal her identity without consequences. She remained silent.

      “That’s Lumley’s Pride, isn’t it? He should never be ridden so carelessly. Once I’ve had my say, you’ll be back to mucking out stalls.” His rage didn’t detract from his handsome features. Instead, it added spark to his eyes, which far outweighed the deep line between his eyebrows and sharp downward turn of his mouth.

      Her eyes widened. He knew this horse? She’d not seen him at the race meetings she’d attended over the years, but that number was a small percentage of races held. Dare she answer? He didn’t know her well enough to recognize her voice, but she didn’t know if she could pass for a lad. She had little choice, so she tried speaking in gruff tones. “Forgive me, milord.”

      Nobby—the nickname her brother used for him—didn’t reprimand her for not addressing him correctly as Your Grace, so perhaps her subterfuge was safe. “Your name?”

      Normally when spoken to, she tried to pass as Teddy, and had used his name several times in races, but she couldn’t risk the chance of the boy losing his job. She picked a name at random. “Hugh, sir.” Well, taking the name of one of her brothers wasn’t random, but perhaps the duke didn’t know Hugh.

      “Well, Hugh, you’ll be looking for a job at another stable as soon as I report to your boss.” His horse pranced in place under the tension of its rider.

      Madeleine had to fight not to smile at the truth of the situation. She’d likely be sent back home to Bridgethorpe Manor if David learned of her habits. Regardless of the fact she’d come to Fernleigh to help Joanna in her fourth confinement, her brother would insist Madeleine be removed from temptation. Uncertain she could remain serious if she spoke to the duke again, she simply nodded and waited to be dismissed.

      “Return to the stable, and I shall insist someone else work with Pride,” Nobby said.

      Not wanting to be scolded again, Madeleine tugged on her cap brim and turned her mount toward the stables. She kept Pride at a trot, and the echoing hoofbeats behind her indicated Nobby followed. Was he actually going to tell David about this? Her brother would know he had no grooms named Hugh, and he’d investigate why Teddy wasn’t the one exercising Pride. This could mean the end of her rides. It might also mean trouble for Teddy. She must make sure David didn’t blame the boy.

      As she got closer to the stables, the part of her who longed to be noticed by Nobby crept to the forefront of her worries. How long would he stay? Could she change in time to join him and David?

      Her hair would be mussed, and she hadn’t worn her bonnet, but the brisk air would merely have added roses to her cheeks. The chance he’d recognize her as the groom was small. He wouldn’t be looking for the boy to appear in a gown.

      The sensible thing to do was to dress and sneak up the servant’s stairs to her room and wait to be summoned to join the others, should Nobby be here for something more than punishing “Hugh.” However, Mama always said Madeleine had the least common sense of all eight of her children, so there was little point in behaving as expected.

      Handing off the reins to Teddy, she said, “A passerby took issue with how I rode Pride, and he might be reporting that to my brother. I used a false name, so nothing should reflect on you.”

      He looked to be biting back a grimace, but he’d hide his disapproval as was expected of his station. “Thank you, milady. I’ll take him out to the far paddock for the rest of his workout.” He led the horse away.

      Madeleine rushed to Pride’s stall to change, and after dressing and smoothing her gown, she repinned the stray locks of her hair as she left the stable. Rounding the corner of the building, she nearly collided with Nobby. “Oh, Your Grace! Forgive me.” She curtsied.

      He bowed in return. “Lady Madeleine, good day. Did you go for a morning ride?” That spark of anger was gone, but his pale brown eyes were no less brilliant. His chiseled jawline was so masculine, and when he smiled, even if it wasn’t broad, many a young lady grew flustered.

      She wasn’t easily flustered. “Why, no, I just brought an apple to my mare.”

      “Your pretty face is brightened by the cool air, then. May I accompany you to the house?”

      Oh, could he.

      “I’d like that,” she said. It was difficult to walk beside him because she had to continually look away to watch where she stepped. She’d much rather gaze upon his eyes. She’d never seen him without his hat in the sunlight, but she’d bet the reddish tones of his brown hair would light up strikingly.

      Accepting his request held a bonus. Aside from how much she enjoyed simply being near him, entering the house with him might deflect any suggestion she’d been the rider on Pride. “Do you have a horse entered in any of the races this next week?”

      “I do. Mercury is entered in the handicap sweepstakes and the plate.” He lifted his chin as he said the stallion’s name, obviously proud of his horse.

      “I hope you won’t be injured too severely when he loses to Pride.”

      Nobby chuckled. “I’ll admit Pride is the only horse capable of beating Mercury. That’s a fine animal your brother bred.”

      “All our horses are fine,” she countered, offering him a flirtatious grin. This was the longest conversation she’d had with Nobby, the sole other one being wholly formed by comments on the weather and the number of dancers at Almack’s that evening. His voice was so melodious, not too gruff nor too soft, the timbre exactly what her ears wished to hear.

      Nobby chuckled. “That would be why I’m here. I wish to purchase one.”

      A small number of choices came to mind, but she kept them there. A woman’s opinion was never taken into consideration in such matters, no matter how much time she spent with the animals, and how strong her intuition was about their character and ability.

      Few people understood that one must handle each horse individually according to its personality, strengths and weaknesses. Beyond the matter of when to give the animal his head and when to hold him back, one must reach the heart of the horse, which was where her instincts lay. Some needed a gentle hand, others a tight rein. Then there were prized stallions like Pride, whose high opinion of himself needed to be encouraged to draw out his best performance. Even David laughed when Madeleine mentioned that, but she could tell the difference in how that horse ran when she encouraged him before warming for a race.

      Changing the subject, Nobby asked, “How is Sam? Is he living in Town now?”

      “No, they made a home in Cheshire, near our parents’ estate. You haven’t seen him since he married?”

      “Married? Sam? I never would have imagined that. I thought he was married to the Army, although with Boney no longer a threat, Sam likely grew tired of living in a tent. Do I know the lady he wed?”

      “Not likely,” Madeleine said. “She was the widow of his close friend. She was Ellen Staverton when they met.”

      “You’re correct, I do not know her. Perhaps it’s time I visit him.”

      Oh, yes, please do. If he called on Sam, she could find a way to be there without needing an invitation. However, that assumed he waited to visit until after Joanna’s confinement. Should she write Sam and ask him to delay the invitation, if Nobby asked?

      That notion was just plain silly. Nobby was here in Newmarket and likely planned to stay until the end of the race meeting ten days away. She had ten days to win his heart and make him realize he couldn’t spend another day without her as his wife.

      That wasn’t too much of a challenge, surely. As the daughter of an earl, she was well suited to be a duchess. She shared his passion for horses, so she’d never complain about how much time he spent traveling to and from race meetings.

      Madeleine was the ideal choice for the Duke of Noblegreen’s bride. Now she must convince him.
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      Perry Williamson, Duke of Noblegreen, waited in a small parlor for David Lumley, Lady Madeleine’s brother, to join him. The room wasn’t overly formal, neither masculine nor feminine, a very comfortable place to sit and relax.

      Drawn to the painting over the fireplace, he recognized the horse in the portrait, but couldn’t name it. An engraved plate on the bottom of the frame answered his question. Zephyr. At one time, that stallion was the finest racer in the country, and the pride of Fernleigh Stud.

      David walked up beside Noblegreen. “He was a handsome one, wasn’t he?”

      “That he was. I imagine you have some of his line in your breeding stock?”

      “Yes.” David moved to a chair and motioned for Noblegreen to sit in another. “Of course. Lumley’s Pride has Zephyr’s gait, although he hasn’t come into his prime speed yet.”

      Noblegreen settled in the peach velvet chair. “That’s just the horse I’ve come to speak to you about.”

      “I assumed you’re here for the races.”

      “I can combine a bit of business with the pleasure of the week’s events.”

      David’s eyes narrowed as he studied him.

      “I won’t tease you any longer. Sell me Pride.”

      His jaw dropping, David said, “Now tell me the real reason you’ve called.”

      The duke had expected such a reaction. No man sold his best horse, unless he was desperate, and David had no reason to be desperate. “I’m quite serious. I need an exceptional stallion, and he’s just about the best there is.”

      “Just about?”

      “Of course. My Mercury is a better racer,” he said, grinning. “You’ll see this week.”

      “No, you’ll see that Pride beats him soundly. If your horse is that fast, why don’t you use him in your stud?”

      “I have been. However, owning the two fastest horses would be much more to my liking.”

      “One can’t always have everything one wants, can one?” David’s smile held a bit of superiority as if he knew he held the winning card, which he did.

      “One can have everything one wants, if one offers the right price.” Noblegreen pierced David’s gaze daring him to challenge.

      “One can offer anything he wishes, but the item in question isn’t for sale. For the right price, I might be willing to part with his brother Samson.”

      Their bantering continued for a bit, neither of the friends becoming emotional about the potential sale of Pride. Noblegreen had known when he rode to Fernleigh that convincing David to sell would take some time. Not necessarily wheedling, but chipping away at the wall of refusal David stood behind.

      “Enough talk,” David finally announced. “Would you care to watch Pride’s morning run?”

      “As a matter of fact, I believe I interrupted that on my way up the lane. Your groom takes great risks with such a prime horse.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He came racing through the trees as if he neared the finish line. No animal should be ridden that hard in a blind turn. You should send the boy packing. His name is Hugh.”

      David showed no reaction to the news. “I’ll take care of this.”

      As he rose, Noblegreen said, “I’ll take my leave, but don’t think this matter is closed. I will have that horse.”

      David shook his hand. “Will we see you at the assembly tonight? My sister Madeleine is visiting, and I know she’d be honored to dance with you.”

      “I saw her out by the stables. I must make an appearance tonight, so I’ll be certain to ask her.” When he reached the hallway, he turned back and said simply, “Good day.”
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      Madeleine strained to hear the conversation in the next room, where her brother and the duke were, but their low voices were unintelligible. When she heard footsteps coming, she grabbed a book off the table and tried for an air of nonchalance hoping Noblegreen would stop to talk, if only to say goodbye.

      Yet he strode on past, not even noticing her.

      She slumped back in her chair. Gaining his interest was going to be an extremely difficult challenge, given she had just over a week to do so.

      She opened her book again. Before she could read more than a paragraph, David entered. “Did you enjoy your ride?”

      Holding back a gasp, she relaxed her features and gave him a bored glance. “I didn’t ride. I just brought some treats to the stable.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Hugh took Pride for a hard ride. I’m quite certain our brother, Hugh, is in London, and I don’t recall any of my grooms having that name.”

      “Perhaps he’s new.”

      David came closer, then folded his arms across his chest in a move their father always used when he was about to reprimand her. “Don’t think I’m unaware of your rides. I knew you worked Pride in the paddock, but had no idea you took him out to the lane. What do you think you’re doing?”

      Relief swept over her. He knew she’d ridden the horse here at Fernleigh, but apparently didn’t know of the times she’d entered races. “He prefers me on his back. He runs faster than with one of the grooms.”

      “And how would you know this?”

      Drat. She was close to saying too much. “Teddy says so.”

      Chuckling, David relaxed. “Teddy would say anything to keep his job, and he appreciates a pretty face. I wouldn’t put too much stock in his flattery.”

      Madeleine cringed, wanting so badly to prove her ability as a horsewoman. She could say nothing more without bringing on trouble.

      “Stay away from Pride and all the other stallions. Even if you aren’t injured while riding, your reputation would be forever damaged if you’re discovered. What would Noblegreen have said if he recognized you? One word from him and all the respectable, single men in London would avoid you.”

      She stood, unwilling to listen any longer. “You sound like Mama. I came here so I could avoid going to Town during the Season and be lectured by her every time I behave like myself.”

      Madeleine strode out of the room and upstairs to the nursery, where her sister-in-law could likely be found. Joanna had often ridden her brother’s stallion before she met and married David. She’d understand what Madeleine felt.

      Finding her sister-in-law resting in her room, rather than playing with her children in the nursery, Madeleine grew concerned. “Are you unwell?”

      “You’re as bad as my husband,” Joanna replied. “I’m merely tired.”

      “He worries. I worry. After…”

      “You may say it. After I lost our last child during delivery. We can’t pretend it didn’t happen. The cord was around her neck; nothing I did caused her death.” Her voice grew shaky and Madeleine rushed to sit on the edge of the bed.

      Joanna waved her away. “I’m fine. I cry at everything these days. Please, may we act as though this pregnancy is no different to Annie and Willie? Nothing has happened to cause us to worry.”

      Her own throat tightening in sympathy, Madeleine nodded. “I’ll try. You know we fuss because we love you.”





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/betting-2026.jpg
Bribce tHoret Bripes Book EiGH1

SBettin g

op the

CDuke

USA TopAy BESTSELLING AUTHOR

' ATLEEN FiSH






