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        His best laid plans…

        Ewan Fairchild, Viscount Clayton, has been busy ticking off the boxes for a bright future. Become a rising star in Parliament? Check. Find a lady he intends to marry? Check. Make his stables the envy of every man in London? Check, thanks to the prize Arabian thoroughbred he’s just won at auction. Clayton’s on his way to having it all and won’t change course for anyone—not even the beautiful young woman next door.

      

      

      
        
        …are about to go awry

        Lady Theodora Ballard didn’t mind missing a Season of dinner parties, balls, and soirees to care for her ailing mother, but when Thea’s father sold her horse out from under her, she thought her heart would break. Now the roguishly handsome viscount at the neighboring estate has her horse—and she’ll stop at nothing to get him back. Unfortunately, a horse spying mission goes south, leaving Thea with a broken leg and Clayton with an alluring houseguest who upends his orderly world. The sparks between them are undeniable, but secrets and scandal abound. It’s going to take more than a little love to save them…
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        The Earl of Blackstone’s Country Estate, Devon, October 1813

      

      

      “I’m going to steal that horse,” Lady Theodora Ballard said as her maid, Maggie, fastened her stays.

      “Are you certain that’s the best way to handle the situation?” Maggie replied, sighing heavily.

      Theodora shook her head. Poor, dear, sweet Maggie. She wasn’t just Thea’s maid. Maggie had been her closest friend since their births, which were only months apart. Maggie was the daughter of one of her mother’s favorite maids. The girls had grown up together on the estate. Thea’s mother—God rest her soul—had been the type of lady who hadn’t been bothered by convention and formalities. She’d been nothing but happy to allow her daughter to play with the daughter of a maid. And while there were obvious and inevitable differences in their educations and upbringing, the two girls hadn’t allowed their stations in life to bother them much. When the time had come, Thea had insisted upon taking Maggie as her lady’s maid so they could remain together forever. But Maggie had never been as outgoing, adventurous, or as cocksure as Thea. Maggie was forever trying to talk Thea out of her latest foibles.

      “I’m not actually stealing the horse,” Thea qualified, poking an errant dark curl behind her ear. “He’s my horse. Supposed to be at least.” Thea held up her arms to allow Maggie to slip the day dress over her head.

      “But didn’t you say your brother lost the auction?” Maggie prompted, spinning Thea around so she could button the back of the gown. It was a routine they’d perfected over the years.

      Maggie was short and blond with dark brown eyes and round cheeks. She had a constant smile on her pretty face, except for the times she was chasing Thea around to ensure she didn’t end up in trouble. Those times Maggie usually had an exasperated expression on her face. This was certainly one of those times.

      Thea rolled her eyes at her friend. “He did lose the auction, but that’s hardly my fault. I gave Anthony specific instructions to win at all costs. If that blasted auction house would only allow females, I certainly wouldn’t have lost.”

      Maggie arched a brow. “Perhaps your father gave Lord Anthony a limit. For his purse?” This was offered tentatively as if Maggie hated to bring it up, but thought it might be an important point.

      “Oh, I’m certain he did,” Theodora replied, “which is precisely why I intend to go in search of my father as soon as you finish buttoning me.”

      “Well, as to that, I’m finished now, milady,” Maggie replied, patting Thea on the back to indicate that she was properly and completely buttoned.

      Theodora swirled in a circle and spared a brief glance at herself in the looking glass. She’d never cared much about her appearance. She’d always been more interested in riding and horses than she’d ever been in frocks and the latest hair fripperies. She took in her own dark brown hair and determined gray eyes. The gown was lovely. The modiste had just finished sewing it. It was a light peach satin with small flowers embroidered around the hem and sleeves. White stockings and gloves and matching peach beaded slippers completed her ensemble. She looked quite proper on the outside, even if she was seething with frustration on the inside.

      Thea lifted her chin. “A pity I couldn’t dress as a man and attend that auction. I swear I would have won.”

      Maggie sharply sucked in her breath and shook her head. “Oh, please don’t say such things. Why, I’d have a fit if I had to dress you as a man. I’m a lady’s maid, not a valet.” She chuckled.

      Thea smiled and lifted her shoulders while heaving a loud sigh. “Very well, I suppose this will have to do. Thank you for your help today, Mag. Wish me luck with Father.”

      “You’re quite welcome,” Maggie replied. “And I wish you all the luck in the world.”

      “I may need it.” Thea swept her skirts into her hands, turned, and marched out the door of her bedchamber. Her destination was her father’s study. Father wasn’t often home. The Earl of Blackstone tended to spend most of his time in London with his mistress. Thea pushed the thought from her mind. It only served to anger her. Father was home this time of year because he came to visit the estate and see to the planning of their annual Christmastide ball. No doubt he’d be back to London as soon as he’d spoken to the housekeeper and butler. But for now, Thea had the perfect opportunity to ask her father about the horse auction. It was his fault the horse was at auction, after all.

      She made her way through the wide upstairs corridor, then down the sweeping marble staircase that led to the foyer of her father’s country house. Once downstairs, Thea continued through the foyer to another corridor that led to the far western edge of the estate where her father’s study sat.

      When she approached, the door to the study was open just a crack. Father liked to call at passersby upon occasion. Today, Thea stuck her nose in the crack and blinked at the middle-aged man sitting behind the desk. Her father was tall and handsome, with a tinge of gray at the temples. Thea took after him in looks, or so Mother had always said. Thea certainly had inherited his dark hair and gray eyes. She hadn’t taken after him in temperament, however. Perhaps that was why they’d rarely agreed upon anything.

      “I see you, Miss.” Her father’s voice floated from the room. “And I’m quite certain I know why you’ve come.”

      Thea interpreted the comment for an invitation to enter the room. She pushed the door wide and strolled inside. “Good morning, Father,” she said in her most pleasant tone. She and her father had never quite been on what one would call ‘friendly’ terms. He’d been gone to London much of her childhood, and just before her mother died, Thea had learned precisely what he’d been doing in London all those years. He was much more like a well-dressed stranger than a father to her. But at times she was forced to speak to him, and today was one of those times. She always strove to keep their interactions civil and quick.

      Her father frowned. “I’ve been expecting your visit. Anthony returned last night and told me he lost the auction in London.”

      Thea marched over to stand in front of her father’s wide mahogany desk. “That is precisely why I’m here,” she allowed. “The Arabian was my horse.”

      Her father’s frown intensified. “The Arabian was expensive, Theodora. You’ve no idea how much that horse ended up selling for.”

      Thea pressed her lips together. He’d called her Theodora. That just went to show how little her father knew her. He always called her Theodora. No one called her Theodora. Her mother and Anthony and Maggie and everyone called her Thea. As for what Father had said to her about the horse’s price, she wanted to reply, “Then perhaps you should never have sold him to begin with so we wouldn’t have to purchase him again.” Instead, she said, “I told Anthony to use my dowry if necessary. The horse couldn’t possibly have cost more than that,” she replied in as calm a voice as she could muster, while utter frustration coursed through her veins.

      Her father pushed himself back in his chair and narrowed his eyes on her. “First of all, there is no possible way I was going to approve of your dowry being spent on a horse, but what if I told you the horse cost the original amount we agreed to, plus your dowry, and double?”

      Thea’s mouth fell open. She couldn’t help it. She quickly snapped it shut again before expelling a breath. “That cannot be. No Arabian has ever sold for that much.”

      “Trust me,” Father replied. “That’s the exact amount he went for. I was shocked to learn it myself. I’m confident Anthony did the best he could. He did not have my permission to pay anything near that amount.”

      “I cannot believe anyone would pay that much,” Thea replied, resting her chin atop her thumb. She shook her head, trying to absorb the astonishing news. Who exactly would have paid such a price? It was outlandish. The Arabian was a gorgeous, nearly perfect piece of horseflesh indeed, but that amount of money was…ludicrous.

      “My guess is the horse’s relationship to the Duke of Harlowe had something to do with his price,” Father continued.

      Thea’s brown knit into a frown. “The Duke of Har⁠—”

      Thea trailed off as Anthony stepped into the room. Her brother stopped short as soon as he saw her. He gave her a wary look and took an unwitting step back.

      “Come in, Anthony,” Father said. “You might as well be a part of this discussion, too.”

      “I’m waiting to see if Thea intends to scratch out my eyes,” Anthony said, a half-smile riding his lips. He resumed his saunter into the room, but continued to keep a watchful eye on Thea.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at her brother with one brow arched. “Father just told me how much the Arabian sold for.”

      Anthony let out a pent-up breath and sighed. “Believe me, I tried my best. I’d no idea anyone would bid that high.”

      “Are you certain you didn’t mishear the cost?” Thea ventured.

      Anthony’s bark of laughter filled the room. He shook his head. “I may be five years your senior, but I am not yet old enough to be hard of hearing. I’m quite certain the Arabian sold for an exorbitant amount.”

      “Who would be foolish enough, reckless enough, to pay that much?” she demanded, her anger at her brother quickly finding a new target...the bastard who paid a fortune for her horse.

      Anthony ran a hand across the back of his neck. “You don’t understand, Thea. In addition to its bloodline, the horse belonged to the Duke of Harlowe. Everyone in the country has heard that sad story.”

      Thea gave her brother a patient smile. Of course she knew the story of the Duke of Harlowe. Or, more precisely, the former duke. Maggie loved to read Thea the society pages of the Times on a regular basis. The entire story had been chronicled there. After being purchased from her father six years ago, the Arabian had been the mount of the former duke’s younger brother, a soldier who’d taken the steed to war. The poor young man had lost his life on the Continent and the magnificent horse had been carefully brought back to England by the Earl of Wellington himself to be returned to the Duke of Harlowe.

      The horse could not replace his brother, of course, but the duke’s younger brother had adored the animal and the steed was worth a small fortune—even before he’d been sold at auction for the mind-numbing amount Father had just reported.

      The sad tale of the Duke of Harlowe did not end there, however. The young duke died unexpectedly in his sleep not two months after the horse’s return. Because the duke had been unmarried and his younger brother was already dead, the man’s title and all worldly possessions—including the horse—had been auctioned off by the soon-to-be new Duke of Harlowe. The new duke was a distant relation who’d arrived in London and caused nothing but scandal and havoc since his arrival. According to all sources, the man was a disgrace and the dowager duchess, the former duke’s mother, who was still in mourning for both of her sons, was at her wits’ end dealing with the shame the man was bringing upon the family name. Poor lady.

      But the misfortunes of the Duke of Harlowe’s kin were not Thea’s concern. While she felt badly for the dowager duchess, and the unfortunate dead brothers, if someone was going to get that horse at auction, it might as well be her. He’d belonged to her previously, after all. And if her father wasn’t such a selfish clod, he never would have sold the animal.

      “I’m quite sorry for the Duke of Harlowe and his deceased brother, but I never wanted the horse because of the gossip surrounding its former owner,” she insisted. No. She wanted the horse because of Mama. Riding was a passion that she and her mother had shared. Alabaster, the Arabian, had been the foal of Mama’s horse, Helena. During the months her mother had laid dying in her bed, riding Alabaster had been Thea’s only respite. She’d lost her mother, but she would not lose her horse. Only she had lost the horse, or more precisely, the horse had been ripped out from under her. Her father had wasted no time selling her mother’s horse, and the Duke of Harlowe, who’d made the offer, had doubled it when he realized Thea’s horse was descended from the same bloodline.

      Father, ever one to make a profit, had sold both horses while Thea had been holding her mother’s hand, ensuring that she drank at least a trickle of water, and sponging her heated body. Father hadn’t cared. He’d barely come to visit Mama in all those months. Instead, he’d casually informed Thea via a letter of all things that her horse had been sold. Alabaster was gone before Thea even had a chance to make it to the stables to see him one last time.

      She still shook with anger when she thought of it. At her mother’s funeral, Thea had informed her father that she would never forgive him for his thoughtlessness. At the time, her father had attributed her reaction to her age of eighteen years and the fact that she was grieving her mother. “There are other horses in this world, Theodora,” her father had blithely replied.

      Now, four years later, and still unforgiven, her father had relented when Thea had pointed out that Alabaster was to be auctioned. She and Father had agreed upon a price and Thea had begged her brother to go to London and see that the matter was settled. She would finally have her beloved horse back. Only she wouldn’t, because apparently someone had been mad enough to pay a ridiculous price for her horse.

      “Harlowe’s story may not have been of consequence to you,” Anthony continued, “but the tragic story of the duke had every horse-loving man in London at Tattersall’s that day with his pocketbook at the ready. I’ve never seen the place so crowded. It was madness.”

      Thea clenched her fists. Confound it. Why did her horse have to have former owners with such a dramatic history? She immediately chastised herself for having such an ungenerous thought. It was hardly the Duke of Harlowe’s fault that he and his brother had died unceremoniously. But Thea hadn’t counted on there being such stiff competition at the auction. And she certainly hadn’t counted on the horse selling for more than Father had in addition to her dowry. There had to be a way to get more money and buy the horse from whoever had won the auction. Which reminded her...Anthony had yet to give her the name of her new sworn enemy.

      “Who was it?” Thea demanded, plunking her fists to her hips and fighting the urge to stamp her slippered foot. “Who paid that much? Who won the auction?”

      “Clayton.” Anthony replied, inclining his head. “Viscount Clayton. I knew the man had money, but his investments must be doing even better than I’d heard.”

      “Indeed,” Father added, nodding sagely.

      “Clayton?” Theodora repeated, narrowing her eyes again. She tapped one finger against her cheek. “The name sounds vaguely familiar, but I’m not placing him.”

      “Viscount Clayton lives here in Devon. He’s a good man. Smart. Shrewd. A favorite in Parliament. A scientist, I believe,” Father said.

      “Have I met him?” Thea asked, her eyes still narrowed. “I don’t remember him. Does he attend our Christmastide ball?”

      “I invite him to the ball every year, that’s probably how you remember the name. But he always sends his regrets. He spends a great deal of time in London. He has been here before, but it’s been many years. I’m certain you wouldn’t recall what a lot of old men were discussing. His family has lived at Clayton Manor for generations, of course. The current viscount is a force in Parliament from what I understand. Quite the politician. Knows everyone. Very connected.”

      Thea stepped toward the window and stared out toward the pasture. Perfect. An old man bought her horse. An old rich man. Someone who probably wouldn’t even be able to ride the animal and enjoy it. Perhaps she could talk him out of it. Perhaps she could appeal to his kindness. He’d been in competition against other men at the auction. Perhaps a young woman could make him see reason, appeal to his softer side. At least he was a neighbor. She wouldn’t have to travel terribly far to get Alabaster. Surely if she explained to Viscount Clayton that she didn’t want the horse because of the notoriety surrounding his former owner, but because of her deep love of the animal, the man couldn’t possibly refuse to sell her the horse. Not if he were a gentleman.

      Thea turned swiftly to address Anthony and her father. “How far away is Lord Clayton’s estate?”

      “About an hour’s ride from here,” Father replied. “Due East.”

      Anthony narrowed his eyes on his sister. “Why are you asking?”

      “I’m simply curious about the man,” Thea replied, calmly folding her hands together in front of her. It wouldn’t do for Anthony to guess that she intended to visit the viscount if she had to. Her brother would surely put a stop to it. Or try to at any rate.

      Theodora turned once more and stared out the window, her mind racing. In addition to her dowry, she had additional monies that her mother had left her. Mother had left special instructions that she was to have control over it. It was meant to ensure that she would be able to pick her own husband, but instead, she would use that money and the additional amount to get her horse. A horse was more important than a husband after all. More loyal at least. Besides, what did Thea need with a dowry? She was already two and twenty and firmly on the shelf. Her mother’s death prior to her come-out had ensured that Thea was able to skip that obnoxious event and then, two years later, when her father had insisted she arrive at the palace and be presented to the queen (her mother’s childhood friend Lady Hophouse had sponsored her), Thea had promptly curtsied to the queen, made the obligatory rounds, and retreated to the countryside where she’d remained for the last two years, ignoring Lady Hophouse’s repeated letters begging her to return to London and find a husband. Husbands weren’t good for much. Horses were.

      Of course even if her father gave her their originally agreed upon amount and she used her dowry and the additional money from her mother, it still wouldn’t be enough to pay Viscount Clayton as much as he’d spent. How in the world would she come up with the difference? She wasn’t entirely certain, but she knew the first step would be to write to the viscount and find out if an attempt to buy the horse from him would be in vain. She’d worry about how to procure the money later. Yes. She intended to write a letter to old, frail Lord Clayton, and appeal to the man’s heart…the first chance she got.
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      Ewan Fairchild, Viscount Clayton, stood just beyond the paddock gate behind his manor house watching his latest—and by far most extravagant—purchase run across the field. His newly hired horse trainer, Forrester, was there, ensuring the best of everything for the Arabian.

      In his twenty-eight years of life, Ewan had never spent more on a purchase. Certainly not for a horse, not even for one of his London town houses, but the Arabian was magnificent, and irreplaceable as far as Ewan was concerned.

      He hadn’t intended to pay so much, of course. The price had been raised to a ridiculous extent by Lord Anthony Ballard, the son of the Earl of Blackstone. Ewan had never had a quarrel with Ballard. They were neighbors, in fact, but Ballard had seemed beyond intent upon winning the steed. It had surprised Ewan. He’d never known Ballard to be such a connoisseur of horseflesh. Was Ballard merely impressed by the animal’s ancestry? Or was he just another one of the many who’d been intrigued by Harlowe’s sad tale?

      No, Ewan hadn’t expected the bidding to go as high as it had, but in the end, he’d won and that was what mattered. Ewan loved to win. Loved nothing better in fact. In Parliament, he excelled at winning by talking other gentlemen into seeing things his way. He had a knack for diplomacy and a reputation for being able to talk almost anyone into almost anything, but the auction hadn’t required either of those skills. It had merely required the biggest pocketbook and luckily for Ewan, the years he’d spent investing his father’s money since he’d inherited the title had paid off. In spades. As it turned out, in addition to his predilection for politics, he also had a knack for investment decisions. Besides, what was a bit of coin when a man’s life hung in the balance?

      Ewan prided himself on having all his affairs in order and winning every match he came up against, be it getting a bill passed in Parliament or a horse at auction. He had his entire life planned out to the slightest detail. He had a scientific mind and scientific minds liked to leave nothing to chance. Why, he even knew who he would marry, not that he intended to tie the parson’s noose around his neck anytime soon. But one had to be prepared, and Ewan was always prepared. He’d chosen a future bride the same way he made all his decisions, with calculation and precision. Lord Malcolm was the leader of the opposition in Parliament, and a union between his family and Clayton’s would go a long way toward solving many an argument in Whitehall. Malcolm’s daughter, Lady Lydia, was twenty years old already, but apparently, she was in no hurry to marry either, or so her father claimed. Just as well. Ewan was hardly eager to marry a young girl. A union with Lydia would be just the advantageous match he’d always dreamed of. It would set up Ewan to be the de facto leader in Parliament. And that connection, along with his skills in diplomacy would be all he needed to ensure his bills were passed in a timely manner. The most important ones at least. The ones he truly cared about.

      In addition to politics, friendship was one of the most important things in the world to Ewan. His own close friends were like brothers to him. He’d never had brothers of his own. He’d been an only child. When he’d met his close friends Kendall, Worth, and Bell at school, the lads had become thick as thieves in no time at all.

      Of course Ewan had already known Phillip. Phillip was his oldest friend. They had met as small lads, no more than six years old. Phillip’s father had been visiting Ewan’s father and the two boys had hit it off immediately. They’d run down to the creek to try to float the small boat Ewan had just finished creating out of wood. What happened that day had changed the course of their lives. It was something Ewan would never forget, and something he would always be in Phillip’s debt for.

      None of Ewan’s closest friends knew about his intent to wed Lady Lydia. No need to frighten them all before the time was right. They wouldn’t be particularly surprised to learn that he would marry for politics, however. It’s not as if any of them intended to marry for anything as crass as love. Well, Kendall perhaps, Ewan thought with a chuckle.

      As far as Ewan was concerned, ambition was more important than love. Or at least it got you further in life.

      Ewan glanced back toward the estate. His gaze lifted to a large second-floor window that faced that back of his land. Phillip’s bedchamber. Phillip hadn’t left that room for months. Phillip needed this horse. That was all there was to it.

      Ewan strolled to the side of the paddock and his gaze traveled toward the front of the property where coach after coach arrived with the additional items he’d purchased at auction in London this week. He’d got nearly everything he’d gone to the city for, but the horse had been the most important item by far. Ewan and Forrester, the horse trainer, were going to ensure the Arabian did what he’d purchased him to do. They could not fail.

      Ewan turned his gaze back to the horse. The stallion galloped past a small stable boy who flew backwards, upending a bucket of water he’d been carrying out to the far end of the paddock. Ewan jogged over and helped the boy to his feet.

      “I’m sorry, me lord,” the boy stumbled over his words, fear making his eyes bright. “Please forgive me, Sir. Don’t send me off, please.”

      Ewan frowned. Why was this boy so frightened? “Are you the new boy Mr. Hereford just hired?”

      I am, Sir,” the boy gulped. “I began just two days ago. Please don’t sack me, me lord. I won’t make the mistake again, I promise.”

      “It was an honest mistake, Mr. …” Ewan waited for the boy to provide him with a surname.

      “Candle, me lord. Me name be Geoffrey Candle.”

      “Very well, Candle. As I was saying, it was an honest mistake and I do not terminate an honest man’s employment over small trifles. In future, you may want to go the long way around near the fence to deliver the bucket.”

      Relief washed across the boy’s face and the hint of a smile played across his cracked lips. “Aye, me lord. Certainly.” He grabbed the bucket and was about to scurry back to the barn to refill it when Ewan stopped him again.

      “Candle?” he called.

      The boy turned back to face him, the bucket bumping against his leg. “Aye, me lord?”

      Ewan pursed his lips. “Out of curiosity, where were you employed prior to coming here?”

      “Lord Mayfeather’s estate, me lord.” The boy’s face showed fear even before he shuddered.

      “I see,” Ewan replied. “Very well. That’ll be all.”

      The boy scampered off and Ewan shook his head. Lord Mayfeather was an old man known for his temper. He lived on a dilapidated estate at least two hours ride away. He had a reputation for treating his servants poorly. No wonder the poor lad had been afraid of being sacked.

      Ewan turned his attention back to the horse. The magnificent stallion tossed its mane and lifted its gorgeous hooves from the packed earth.

      Phillip needed him. Ewan wouldn’t fail his friend. After all, he owed him his life.
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      The next afternoon, Thea squared her shoulders and expelled a long pent-up breath. She sat at the writing desk in the far corner of her bedchamber at the window. She’d never been much for writing letters, but she could certainly do an adequate job when the situation called for it. This time it called not just for writing, but for a bit of storytelling, perhaps. Not lying. No. No. Never that, but it didn’t hurt to bend the truth if absolutely necessary. Now, did it?

      She’d already crossed out several lines on a clean sheet of vellum before starting for a fifth time. She cleared her throat and read the words aloud as she wrote them.

      
        
        Dear Lord Clayton,

        My brother tells me you won the auction for the Duke of Harlowe’s Arabian. I would like to inquire as to whether you would be willing to sell the horse to me.

      

      

      Blast. No. That was simply boring. She crossed it out.

      
        
        Dear Lord Clayton,

        It seems you and I have something in common. A love of fine horseflesh. Would you please sell the Arabian to me? I’d be ever so grateful.

      

      

      No. No. Far too desperate. She crossed it out.

      
        
        Dear Lord Clayton,

        Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Lady Theodora Ballard. I am the daughter of the Earl of Blackstone and we are neighbors. I want your horse.

      

      

      Gah. Too blunt. More crossing out.

      
        
        Dear Lord Clayton,

        You may not be aware, but Alabaster, the Arabian, was my horse when he was a foal. I’ve loved him since I was a child. My brother attempted to purchase him back for me last week, but it seems your desire to own the horse was as great as ours, greater in fact, as you were the winner of the auction. I appeal to you as a horse owner and lover. Will you please entertain an offer for me to purchase the horse from you for the full amount you paid? I would be ever so grateful. Besides, you must be regretting spending such an exorbitant amount.

        Yours with sincerity,

        Lady Theodora Ballard

      

      

      She read it over a few more times, settling on crossing out the very last line about regretting spending so much. That might just anger him.

      “What do you think, Mag?” Thea said to the maid who was mending clothing on the other side of the room.

      “Why didn’t you mention how your father sold Alabaster without your knowledge?”

      Thea contemplated the question for a moment. “Men like Viscount Clayton don’t care about such things, Maggie. He’s probably wanting his money back. I intend to give it to him.”

      Maggie shook her head. “I hope you know what you’re doing and that spending that sort of money won’t be something you regret one day.”

      Thea pursed her lips. “I only regret that dodgy old Viscount Clayton has forced me to spend so much to get what I want.”

      “There are other horses in the world, Thea,” Maggie began.

      “Don’t you dare start,” Thea said, giving her friend a look that indicated she wouldn’t hear of it. “There is only one Alabaster and there only ever will be.”

      “Lord, you’re stubborn,” Maggie retorted, rolling her eyes. “Very well, send the letter. But I honestly have no idea how you think you’ll come up with that much money.”

      Thea shrugged. She’d been thinking about that particular problem ever since she’d heard the amount Alabaster had sold for. “I’ve decided to write to my uncle Teddy. He’s rich as Croesus and he loved my mother to distraction.”

      “Do you think he’ll give you that much money?” Maggie wanted to know.

      “I don’t see why not. Besides, it shall only be a loan.”

      “A loan?” Maggie furrowed her brow.

      “Yes. I will promise to repay him in future. It may take the rest of my life saving my pin money, of course, but I’ll give it to him.”

      Maggie lowered her voice. Her eyes softened. She cleared her throat. “Thea, getting that horse back…it won’t bring back your moth⁠—”

      “Don’t,” Thea warned, tears stinging the backs of her eyes. “I’m getting Alabaster back. No matter the cost.”

      Maggie averted her gaze, nodded, and returned her attention to her sewing.
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        * * *

      

      Thea waited on tenterhooks for two entire torturous days before she received an answer from Viscount Clayton. She’d sent a footman directly to his estate with her letter, but his letter came back in the regular post as if he couldn’t be bothered to believe it was of importance.

      The moment her butler handed the letter to her, she ripped open the seal and scanned the page, all the while holding her breath as her heart pounded in her chest.

      
        
        Dear Lady Theodora,

        While I appreciate your story and am sorry for your loss, I could not possibly part with the Arabian. I, too, have reasons for wanting him. He’s a beautiful steed.

        Lord Ewan Fairchild, Viscount Clayton

      

      

      Thea read it once more. Then she turned over the page. It was blank. There had to be more to it. “That’s it! That’s all he has to say? He has ‘reasons’? He didn’t even bother to tell me what they are.”

      Maggie wrinkled her nose. “He’s not required to tell you his reasons.”

      Thea fought the urge to crumple the letter in her fist. “You’re right, but it would have been gentlemanly of him. I told him how much I love Alabaster.” She was already pulling out a fresh piece of vellum to write back to the old curmudgeon.

      
        
        Dear Lord Clayton,

        While I appreciate that you may have your reasons for wanting Alabaster, though you failed to enumerate them, you cannot know what his loss has done to me. Please name your price. I eagerly await your reply.

        Lady Theodora Ballard

      

      

      There, that was succinct enough, was it not? He couldn’t possibly mistake that for some sort of coy negotiation tactic. She wanted that horse and was prepared to stop at nothing to get him.

      This time, she had to wait even longer for the reply, prompting her to attempt to mount a trip to his estate more than once. Maggie had to talk her out of doing that, of course. Finally, the reply came one week later.

      
        
        Dear Lady Theodora,

        It is with deep regret that I must inform you that nothing and no price could entice me to part with Alabaster. As I’m certain you’re aware, he’s an incomparable horse. I commend you on your knowledge of horseflesh.

      

      

      Red flashed before Thea’s eyes. She crumpled the letter in her hands, her face heating with undiluted anger. How dare he refuse her and how dare he patronize her while refusing her!

      Maggie hurried into the room. “What did he say this time?”

      “He refused my offer,” Thea said through clenched teeth.

      Maggie cocked her head to the side. “I don’t understand. Didn’t you ask him to name his price?”

      “I did!” Thea replied, indignation filling her.

      Mag’s face fell. “I’m terribly sorry, Thea. If he refused that offer, he’s clearly intent upon keeping the horse.”

      Thea’s nostrils flared. She glared at the odious letter sitting atop her desk. She would not write to him again. The hideous man had left her no choice. If she were staring him in the eye, he couldn’t refuse her so easily. She would simply have to pay him a visit.
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      Ewan sat behind the desk in his study, intent upon his conversation with Mr. Forrester, who sat in the chair facing him on the other side of the desk. Both men were enjoying a brandy.

      “It’s true, my lord,” Forrester said. “I’ve been studying it extensively for years. There is definite scientific evidence that working with animals can cure certain illnesses, including illnesses of the mind. It improves the mental state and can lessen worry and disquiet. The practice was recorded as far back as Roman times. It’s been documented extensively.”

      “Precisely why I wanted to work with you, Forrester,” Ewan said, leaning back in his chair.

      “Specifically, I’ve worked with men who’ve suffered extreme shocks to their mental states. Just as you’ve described your friend,” Forrester continued.

      “Yes, well. It won’t be a simple task to convince him to begin the treatment,” Ewan replied. “Phillip hasn’t spoken a word since he came to live with me last summer.”

      “From what I understand, that’s not uncommon, my lord.”

      “This horse is my last resort. I’m hoping Phillip will respond well.”

      “The Arabian is in perfect condition, my lord. Whoever’s had him since he left Portugal has done an excellent job with his care.”

      “I’m glad to hear that at least. I hope to begin—” A knock at the door interrupted Ewan’s thought. He glanced up to see Humbolt, the butler standing there.

      The butler cleared his throat. “Apologies for the interruption, my lord, but you have a visitor.”

      Ewan frowned. “A visitor?” He wasn’t expecting anyone, and people rarely visited the countryside in the autumn unless invited to a hunting party or something similar. “Who is it, Mr. Humbolt?”

      The butler’s shoulders drew up and he lowered his gaze. “It’s a…er…young lady, my lord.”

      Ewan’s frown intensified. “A young lady?” he echoed. “Is she alone?”

      “She is, my lord,” Humbolt replied. The servant glanced surreptitiously at Mr. Forrester as if he regretted admitting the somewhat scandalous news in front of the man.

      Ewan cocked his head to the side. Who could it possibly be? He didn’t know many young ladies in the area and the ones he did weren’t likely to pay him a visit. He’d never been one for affairs or mistresses, either. All the young ladies he knew were in London, including his soon-to-be betrothed, Lydia. She wouldn’t have come this far to visit and certainly not by herself.

      Forrester made as if to stand. “I can go, my lord.”

      “No,” Ewan replied, almost too forcefully. “That is to say, I’d like to continue our talk, Forrester.” He turned his attention back to the butler. “Did the young lady give a name, Mr. Humbolt?”

      The butler gave Mr. Forrester another nervous glance. “She says her name is Lady Theodora Ballard, my lord.”

      Ballard. The name was immediately familiar. Ewan had just received a series of letters from the young woman. She wanted to purchase the Arabian. He’d written back quite clearly refusing and wishing her well. Apparently, she wasn’t one to take no for an answer. He’d never expected her to arrive on his doorstep, however. This was bothersome.

      “You say she’s alone, Humbolt?” Ewan clarified.

      The butler cleared his throat once more. “A maid accompanied her, my lord, but that young woman appears to be waiting in the carriage for her mistress.”

      How curious. Ewan scratched at his jaw. He’d actually done a bit of research on the girl. She was Lord Anthony Ballard’s sister. Unmarried as far as Ewan was aware. Unmarried and on the shelf if the rumors he uncovered were to be believed. Apparently, she hoped her arrival on his doorstep would cause him to change his mind about selling the horse. First, she was sorely mistaken. He would never change his mind. Second, he didn’t have time to deal with a spoiled spinster who wouldn’t take no for an answer. A bit of anger flared in his chest.

      Ewan sighed. “Please tell Lady Theodora that I am otherwise occupied.”

      “Are you certain, my lord?” Humbolt asked, his gray eyebrow arching.

      “Are you questioning my decision, Humbolt?” Ewan frowned again. It was quite unlike Humbolt not to immediately carry out his orders.

      Humbolt’s face flushed. “Not at all, my lord. It’s just that…” He straightened his shoulders, clearly searching for the correct words to use. “She seems the sort who won’t leave readily, my lord.”

      This time Ewan arched a brow. “If she refuses to leave, Humbolt, alert me immediately. I’ll ensure she goes.” His jaw was tight.

      “As you wish, my lord.” Humbolt bowed and retreated from the room.

      Ewan returned his attention to the horse trainer. “My apologies for the interruption, Forrester. Now, where were we?”

      But as the man spoke, Ewan’s mind wandered back to his conversation with Humbolt and the letters he’d exchanged with Lady Theodora Ballard. Ewan had got the distinct impression from her letters that she would not be happy with his refusal to sell the horse. He’d also considered how much she must want the horse if she’d been willing to pay the exorbitant amount that he’d paid for it. Her brother had obviously been betting on the horse for his sister. But if Ballard had had the money, why hadn’t he won the auction? Ewan had just assumed the price had gone too high for the son of the earl. Something about the entire situation didn’t seem right.

      Ewan could well understand Lady Theodora’s disappointment, but he had no intention of selling the horse to her. And it wouldn’t do for her reputation for him to entertain her alone either. He was doing her a favor by refusing to take her call. Besides, he could just imagine the chit crying and begging him to sell the horse to her. He wasn’t about to have to share his handkerchief and be subjected to such dramatics. No, much better to send her along her way without the hope that he might someday relent.

      As Forrester continued to speak, however, Ewan couldn’t seem to banish the matter from his mind. The young woman clearly was overly confident, or she wouldn’t have arrived on his doorstep unannounced after he’d been clear in his letters that he had no intention of selling the Arabian.

      “And so, you see, my lord, I think we have as good a chance as any with the treatment,” Forrester was saying when Ewan began to listen again.

      “Good, good,” Ewan replied absently, while the picture of what Lady Theodora Ballard must look like played through his imagination. She was a spinster so no doubt she was homely, or perhaps it was a strident personality that had prevented her from finding a match. He vaguely remembered seeing her at her father’s estate years ago, but she’d merely been a girl then. He had hardly any memory of the chit.

      Mr. Forrester continued to speak as Ewan shifted in his chair. Blast. Why couldn’t he stop thinking about the audacity of the young woman who was even now being ejected from his drawing room?

      As if his body was acting separately from his mind, Ewan stood. “Excuse me for a moment, Forrester. I’ll return shortly.”

      Ewan took ground-devouring strides toward the drawing room. He told himself the entire time that if she were already gone, he would not go out to the drive to see if he could catch a glimpse of her. After all, he had no intention of rewarding her rude behavior by taking her call. No. He just wanted to…see her. For some reason, he felt an overwhelming desire to put a face with her name. He told himself it was in order to know if he ever encountered her in the future, whether in town at the market or even back in London. He needed to know who he’d refused and turned away in case they were ever to meet face-to-face again.

      As he approached the door of the drawing room, Ewan let out a pent-up breath he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding as he heard Humbolt speaking in a loud, clear voice. “Be that as it may, my lady, Viscount Clayton was quite clear that he is unable to take your call.”

      “Did you tell him how far I’ve traveled?” a distinctly piqued female voice replied sharply.

      Ewan lifted his brows. Just as Humbolt had said, this young woman clearly wasn’t leaving without some resistance. Normally, such audacity would have earned her a swift visit from him and some harsh words as he escorted her to the door, but now it only served to make him more curious to see her face.

      “I told the viscount your name, my lady. I’ve no idea if he’s aware of your address,” Humbolt was saying.

      Ewan strode up to the door and, remaining at least two steps away, peered inside the crack that Humbolt had left.

      She stood in front of the settee. She wore a matching pelisse over a gown of light green. Long white gloves, small leather traveling boots, and a bonnet of the latest fashion with a wide green ribbon tied beneath her chin. She was slender and tall, and her hair was dark and swept beneath the hat. Her profile revealed a pretty enough face, but it wasn’t until she turned toward the door, with narrowed eyes, that he saw the glint of steel in the gray of her eyes. She was absolutely stunning. There was no other way to describe her. Stunning, and angry, with one of the most determinedly set jaws he’d ever seen on a female. No wonder Humbolt had been worried she wouldn’t leave quietly. There was clearly nothing quiet about this woman.

      Those steel-gray eyes flashed with fire as if a blacksmith had struck an anvil and made a spark deep within them. Ewan watched her carefully. She might be gorgeous, but he had no intention of selling the horse to her or anyone.

      “Well, I’m sorry to say that’s not good enough for me, Mr. Humbolt,” came the young lady’s overly confident, self-assured voice. “I have no intention of leaving until I’ve spoken to the viscount.”

      Humbolt’s voice replied firm and calm. “I’m sorry, my lady, but that is quite impossible⁠—”

      “I’ll wait,” the lady replied sharply and plopped back down upon the settee, settling her gloved hands into her lap.

      That was it. This could not stand. Ewan kicked open the door with the toe of his boot and stepped inside.

      “Not entirely impossible, Humbolt. Here I am, and I have a few things I’d like to say to our guest.”
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      When Ewan stepped into the room, his gaze locked with Lady Theodora’s. Anger flashed in her eyes, but there was something else there, too. Triumph. Given his presence she no doubt believed she’d won.

      “My lord,” Humbolt said as he bowed and took his leave. Ewan knew the man would not go far in the event Ewan required his assistance.

      Lady Theodora gave the butler a tight (but still triumphant) smile on his way out.

      Ewan set his jaw, but remembered his manners. “My lady.” His tone was hardly pleasant, but he managed a gentlemanly bow. “It’s been many years. A pleasure to see you again.”

      They both knew the ‘pleasure’ bit was a lie, but manners were manners.

      She lifted her chin. “Unfortunately, I don’t recall our first meeting, my lord. Thank you for the honor of your time.” Sarcasm dripped from her lips.

      “As I’m certain Mr. Humbolt informed you, I’m otherwise occupied with a guest in another room. What can I do to help you, my lady?” His smile was tight and fake.

      She looked momentarily flustered as if she hadn’t expected to get this far and therefore wasn’t entirely prepared for what she intended to say next. But her dismay was quickly replaced with a gleam in her eyes, a gleam that made Ewan immediately wary.

      She folded her hands together in front of her. Her matching green reticule, which he’d previously missed, swung from her wrist. She wasted no time getting precisely to her point. “I would like to purchase Harlowe’s Arabian from you.”

      He pressed his lips together tightly before replying. “I am aware. The answer is no.”

      Frustration flittered across her pretty face. “May we not discuss it?” He could tell she was doing her best to sound friendly. He could almost laugh at her poor attempt. He would laugh, in fact, if he wasn’t so angry that she was wasting his time.

      Ewan clasped his hands together behind his back. “There’s nothing to discuss. I thought I made myself clear in my last letter. I regret that you wasted your time traveling here.”

      She lifted her chin even higher. “I came here to discuss the terms.”

      He clenched his jaw. By God, this woman was stubborn. “There will be no terms. The Arabian is not for sale. Now if you’ll just—” He turned to escort her toward the door.

      “He’s my horse.” Her harsh voice seemed to crack against the walls of the room.

      Ewan turned back toward her and gave her a patient smile. “On the contrary, he’s mine.”

      She pulled so tightly on the strings to her reticule that Ewan was certain they would snap. “Why do you refuse to bargain?” she asked, doing her best to attempt a smile again. “You haven’t even heard my offer yet.”

      Ewan crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head to the side. He regarded her down the side of his nose. There was something commanding about this young woman’s presence. Something that made him want to hear what she said next. Even if the answer would always be no.

      “I hope you don’t mind me asking,” he began, “but why is it that you’re here to discuss the matter of the horse’s sale, instead of say, your brother or your father?”

      “I do mind you asking,” she replied, blinking her long dark eyelashes at him. That false smile was still pinned to her face. “But the answer is, if I want something done correctly, I do it myself.”

      “Is that so?” Ewan asked. No wonder the chit was still on the shelf. What sane man would want to deal with her demands and waspish temper?

      “Indeed,” she replied, inclining her head to the side. “If I’d been allowed in that auction house to begin with the horse would already be mine.”

      Ewan continued to watch her. He’d never known a young lady to be so certain of herself or so aggressive. Most of the young ladies of his acquaintance simpered and giggled into their handkerchiefs and feigned fainting. He was positive Lady Theodora hadn’t fainted once in her life. He had to know. “Lady Theodora, may I ask you a question?”

      “Certainly,” she replied, her shoulders relaxing a hint. He could tell she was still trying to seem friendly in the hopes that he might still sell her the horse. She was sorely mistaken, but he’d take the false niceties as long as he could get them.

      “Have you ever…fainted?” He narrowed his eyes on her.

      She drew up her shoulders tight again. “Certainly not. Fainting is for simpering nitwits.”

      He nodded, doing his best to hide his smile. “Somehow I knew you would say that.”

      “Allow me to keep you from wasting anymore of your precious time, my lord, or mine,” she said next. She took a deep breath and her nostrils flared. “I know how much you paid for the horse. Surely you have regrets.”

      His brows shot up. Well, that comment had certainly been direct. “Not one, actually,” he replied, grinning at her. He didn’t know what her game was, but she certainly wasn’t about to win her argument by telling him he’d been a fool for paying so much for the Arabian.

      She narrowed her eyes on him. “No one has ever paid that much for a horse.”

      “They have now,” he replied simply.

      “Even Pegasus, the son descended directly from of one of the original Godolphin Arabians didn’t sell for that much at Tattersall’s two years ago,” she pointed out, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I know,” he replied, still eyeing her carefully. “My friend, the Duke of Worthington purchased him. You seem to know quite a lot about horses and their prices.”

      “Believe me, I do,” she replied. “I’ve studied the subject extensively. I’ve had my eye on the papers and auction prices for years. Ever since Alabaster was stolen from me.”

      “Stolen?” Ewan’s brows shot up once again. “I hadn’t heard the horse had ever been stolen.”

      She cleared her throat. “Well, perhaps he wasn’t precisely stolen, but my father took him from me and sold him to the Duke of Harlowe without my consent four years ago.”

      Ewan refrained from pointing out that any horse of hers was hers at her father’s discretion. They both knew it. There was little need to say it. “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said instead. “He’s a fine horse. But allow me not to waste anymore of your precious time, my lady. I have no intention of selling the Arabian. There is no amount of money that would sway my decision.”

      Her jaw momentarily dropped open. “What? Why, that’s unreasonable.”

      Another patient smile. “I prefer to call it decisive.”

      Panic sparked in her eyes. She glanced wildly around the room before saying, “What if I offered you double?”

      Ewan arched a brow. “Double? Double what I paid at auction? Are you quite certain you’re aware of the amount?”

      Her eyes narrowed nearly to slits. “I’m not an imbecile or a child, my lord. I’m quite aware of the purchase price and I know the value of coin.”

      Ewan pressed his lips together to keep from smiling. She had spunk, this young lady. He had to give her that much. She didn’t appear to be afraid of anyone or anything and she certainly knew precisely what she wanted. “Forgive me for asking, my lady, but are you currently in possession of that amount of money?”

      More panic flashed through her expressive eyes. “Not at the moment,” she admitted, clutching her reticule. “But I’m entirely capable of procuring that amount. I’ll just need a bit of time.”

      Ewan shook his head and took a step toward the door. He’d entertained this nonsense long enough. If Anthony Ballard or his father were willing to pay anything close to the amount she was offering, Ewan would have lost the auction. Double was a ludicrous amount of money. Furthermore, Lady Theodora obviously wasn’t a skilled negotiator if she was starting her bid at double. The last thing Ewan wanted to do was to take advantage of his neighbor Lord Blackstone’s daughter. “I’m afraid not, my lady. Though I do appreciate your eye for horseflesh. The horse is not for sale at any price. Too bad I cannot take you with me the next time I go to the auction house. I honestly wouldn’t want to bid against you.” He opened the door wide and gestured for her to walk through it. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a busy afternoon. I’ll have Humbolt show you out.” Ewan turned to leave, but had only taken one step when her loud voice stopped him.

      “Are you mad?”

      He stopped and turned back to face her. “My lady?”

      “You’d refuse twice the purchase price?” Her chest was heaving, and her eyes were flashing gray fire at him. She was quite magnificent really. Too bad she was infuriating.

      Ewan reminded himself to take a long deep breath. He was used to being in heated negotiations in Parliament and he’d learned long ago that the coolest head usually prevailed. Why this young woman made him lose his infamous cool was anyone’s guess.

      He lifted both brows and regarded her down the length of his nose. “I am not mad, my lady,” he replied. “Some things are simply not for sale.”

      “Fine.” She was nearly shaking with rage, but she managed to say in a relatively calm voice, “May I at least see the Arabian, my lord?”

      Ewan eyed her for a few seconds before the word slipped from his lips. Simple. Calm. Unheated. “No.”

      “No?” Her eyes went round with surprise. Her mouth was tight. More fire flashed in her steely eyes as they narrowed on him. Her nostrils flared again. “May I ask why?”

      “You may ask,” Ewan replied, “but I fear you may not like the answer.”

      “Try me, my lord.” Her arms were tightly crossed over her chest once more.

      “Very well, Lady Theodora. The truth is that I have the distinct impression that you’ve never heard the word ‘no’ before in your life. And I am of the belief that you would do well to hear it for once.” He said every word calmly, without raising his voice, but by the end of his diatribe, he was most certainly trembling with anger.

      Lady Theodora bent her head and she stared at the floor silently for what felt like minutes but what was probably no more than a few seconds. For one awful moment, he wondered if he’d gone too far. He was a gentleman after all, and she was a young, unmarried lady, his neighbor. The chit’s rudeness had taken him off guard, but had he been too ungentlemanly? Had he said too much? Was the young woman about to burst into tears in his drawing room? Was she already crying? Lady Lydia had burst into tears once over something he’d said that had been far less direct. It seemed to him that young ladies were often wont to burst into tears over simple matters.

      Ewan watched Lady Theodora warily. She lifted her head, drew up her shoulders, pursed her lips, and grabbed up her skirts. Her eyes were quite devoid of any tears as she said, “Very well. If we are going to tell each other what we believe the other needs to hear…” Venom dripped from her voice as she strode past him toward the door and pushed it wide so violently it cracked against the far wall in the corridor. She turned to face him, “You, Viscount Clayton, are the very definition of an ass.”

      Then, she turned sharply on her heel. The clip of her boots on the marble floor rang out as she made her way across the foyer and to the front door, which Humbolt had already deftly opened for her.

      Ewan watched her go with a half-bemused smile on his lips. How in the devil’s name had it come to this? In Parliament, he was known for his friendliness and diplomacy, but he’d certainly just made a solid enemy in Lady Theodora Ballard. He shook his head. Not that the chit had given him much of a choice. The girl was beautiful and presumably well-bred, but she was a complete shrew if her performance in his drawing room just now was anything to judge her behavior on. Any flicker of guilt he felt for refusing to allow her to see the horse was quickly replaced by anger when he thought of some of the outrageous things she’d said to him. The girl was clearly selfish. She might be good-looking, but beauty meant little when paired with a waspish temper.

      First, she’d written him, then she’d come to visit without an invitation. Ewan turned and sauntered back toward the study to resume his discussion with Forrester, but all the while he couldn’t dismiss the feeling that he hadn’t seen the last of Lady Theodora Ballard.
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      “That no good, lecherous, old goat!” Thea nearly shouted as the door to her father’s coach shut behind her. One of Viscount Clayton’s footmen had just helped her inside the conveyance from the gravel drive in front of the manor house.

      Maggie, who sat on the opposite seat, let her needlework drop into her lap. She winced. “Oh, no. That must mean it didn’t go well.”

      “It did not,” Thea allowed. She was still breathing so heavily through her nostrils she was practically snorting. She distracted herself by arranging her skirts upon the burgundy velvet-tufted seat while the coachman set the vehicle into motion back toward her father’s estate.

      “He’s hideous,” Thea added, pulling her reticule from her wrist and tossing it upon the seat next to her. “He’s contemptible. Odious.”

      “You mentioned he’s a lecherous old goat,” Maggie said in an entirely even tone. The maid had already gathered up her needlework and was back at it. “Was he quite elderly, then?” she asked casually.

      “No, actually,” Thea unhappily allowed. She scrunched up her face and glared out the window. “He was quite a bit younger than Father had led me to believe. Couldn’t have been much past thirty years old.”

      “Is that so?” Maggie replied, not even glancing up from her needlework. Maggie had been through a score of dramas with Thea and had learned to take them all in stride. Clearly her friend didn’t realize how very serious this drama was. “Was he handsome?”

      Thea’s jaw dropped. “Handsome? Why, I just told you how odious he is. Why would you ask if he’s handsome?” she grumbled.

      Maggie shrugged. “I assumed you meant he’s odious because he refused to sell you the horse, not because of his countenance.”

      “He did refuse to sell me the horse. The man is hideous!” Thea declared, absently smoothing her hands over her skirts.

      “Hideous or odious?” Maggie asked as she pulled the needle through the cloth.

      Thea snorted again. “Both!”

      “Very well, but was he handsome or not?” Maggie prodded.

      Thea crossed her gloved arms sharply across her chest and glared at her friend for a moment while she contemplated the question. It made her even more angry to admit even to herself, but the fact was that the man was handsome, blast it all. When he’d first entered the room, she’d assumed he was a steward or some other servant sent to send her away, but when she’d realized he was Viscount Clayton himself, she’d been somewhat taken aback by his looks. Of course she hadn’t allowed herself to show it, as she’d been entirely distracted by the fight she was primed to have with him, but the man was tall, blond, and slim with the most heavenly lidded blue eyes she’d ever seen. They’d looked at her as if they’d known all her secrets and they carried a shrewd wisdom that told her that her normal theatrics were not about to work on him. She’d tried them at any rate. Tried and failed.

      “What does it matter if he’s handsome or not?” Thea shot back, thoroughly annoyed with Maggie for even asking something as inconsequential as the man’s looks.

      A sly smile spread across Maggie’s face. “Oh, that means he is handsome.” The maid nodded knowingly.

      Blast it. Maggie knew her too well. The maid could tell by Thea’s refusal to answer that the answer was yes. “Being handsome doesn’t negate the fact that he’s odious,” Thea insisted, lifting her nose into the air. She stared out the coach’s window into the brightly colored autumn trees as the carriage rumbled farther and farther away from her beloved Alabaster.

      “Very well,” Maggie replied, still attending to her needlework. “What did the odious man say?”

      Thea took a deep breath. “Not only did he refuse to sell him to me, he refused even to allow me to see him.”

      Maggie lifted her brows. “Well, that does seem odious of him. What did you say to him to make him so set against you?”

      Thea pressed her lips together and wrinkled up her nose. “Why do you think this is my fault? Perhaps he’s just odious.”

      Maggie glanced up from her needlework long enough to give Thea a highly skeptical look. “Shall I remind you that I know you well enough to know that whatever words were exchanged between yourself and Viscount Clayton, yours had to be provoking. Provoking enough to see you expelled from the house without so much as a visit to the horse.”

      Thea shifted uncomfortably in her seat. As usual, Mag was right. Thea had to unhappily admit to herself that she was to blame for angering the man to the point that he’d refused to allow her access to Alabaster. Why had she allowed the viscount’s callous refusal to negotiate to make her lose her temper?

      “Never in my life have I experienced such a vehement dislike of someone upon first meeting him,” Thea declared.

      Maggie sighed. “You still haven’t answered my question. What did you say to him to make him so angry?”

      Thea frowned, but there was no use lying to Mag. “Very well. I may have asked him if he were mad.”

      Maggie’s jaw dropped open. “You didn’t!”

      “He was being entirely unreasonable,” Thea retorted. “I have every reason to believe he’s insane.”

      Maggie closed her mouth and shook her head. “Because he didn’t want to sell you a horse he purchased fairly at auction? That is his prerogative.”

      “But I offered him double,” Thea replied, as if that bit of news should explain away the entire ordeal.

      Maggie’s eyes went wide as moons. “Double? Double what?”

      “Double the price he paid at auction.” Thea turned her head away. She couldn’t watch the judgement in Maggie’s eyes as she admitted her folly.

      Maggie’s voice was an incredulous whisper. “You don’t have that sort of money.”

      Thea traced a finger along the bottom of the window. “I know that, but he doesn’t. What sort of a madman would refuse that amount of money?” She dared a glance at the maid.

      Maggie pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes as if she were experiencing a megrim. “So, you called him mad, and he asked you to leave?”

      Thea nodded slowly. “I called him mad and then asked to see Alabaster and then he asked me to leave. But not before displaying the unmitigated gall to tell me that he believed I’d never heard the word ‘no,’ before and I was sorely in need of it.”

      A bark of laughter escaped Maggie’s lips and she clapped a gloved hand over her mouth. “He didn’t,” she said in an amazed half-whisper.

      Thea rolled her eyes. “Yes. He did.”

      Maggie moved closer to the edge of her seat. “What did you say in reply? I can only imagine how pert it was.”

      Thea winced and shrugged. “I called him an ass and then I left.”

      Maggie’s hand flew to her mouth again, this time in obvious shock. “Oh, good heavens. Of course you did.”

      “He is an ass,” Thea maintained, her leg bouncing up and down beneath her skirts.

      “Perhaps, but you know you should not have allowed him to rile you so much that you called him that, Thea.” Maggie’s gaze captured hers.

      Thea winced. Maggie rarely called her by her first name. She was being rebuked indeed. And she deserved it. She knew. Thea wasn’t proud of the fact that she’d allowed Viscount Clayton to make her so angry she’d reacted in such an unladylike manner. The look Maggie was giving her didn’t require additional words. Thea and her friend were both thinking the same thing, Thea’s mother would never have approved of her only daughter behaving in such a wild manner. It didn’t even matter that she’d behaved that way in front of a neighbor and a peer. Mama wouldn’t have countenanced Thea behaving in that manner in front of the lowliest servant either. She hadn’t raised her daughter to be a rude termagant. Thea closed her eyes as shame washed over her.

      “You’d better hope the viscount doesn’t pay your father a visit and tell him about your behavior,” Maggie added.

      Thea slumped down in her seat and crossed her arms tightly over her middle, contemplating the whole awful situation. She may have behaved like a petulant schoolgirl, but she still wanted to see Alabaster. Desperately.

      “I hadn’t contemplated that,” Thea replied, misery washing over her.

      “Don’t fret over it too much,” Maggie replied, leaning over and patting Thea on the knee. “I suspect Lord Clayton is merely happy to be rid of you.”

      “He’s not rid of me yet,” Thea replied.

      “What do you mean?” Maggie gave her an extraordinarily wary look.

      “I don’t care whether Lord Clayton refused to allow me to see Alabaster. He’s my horse and I’m not about to let that man stop me from paying him a visit.”

      Maggie was shaking her head. “What do you intend to do?”

      “I intend to… I intend to…” Thea glanced out the window of the carriage and saw a stableboy running up a nearby lane. An idea flashed through her mind. A mad idea. But one that just might work. “I intend to ask you to make me boy’s clothes. I’ll need breeches and a neckcloth and⁠—”

      “Breeches?” Maggie’s eyes widened until they looked like moons. “And a boy’s shirt?”

      “Yes,” Thea replied with a decided nod. “I’ll need both. Oh, and a cap too. To hide my hair.”

      Maggie closed her eyes and swallowed. “I’m certain I’ll regret asking this, milady, but why exactly do you need such clothing?”

      Thea turned and gave her friend a half-wild smile. She could pass for a boy, at least temporarily. “Because I intend to become a lad, Maggie. At least long enough to see my horse.”
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      Ewan’s slight knock on the bedchamber door was met by silence. It was always met by silence. He waited a few moments before turning the handle and pushing it open.

      The maid had come in as she did each morning to open the curtains and allow light to stream through the large glass windows that covered the wall on the far side of the room.

      Ewan allowed his eyes to adjust to the brightness for a few moments before his gaze fell on his friend, sitting in a chair in the corner, facing the opposite wall.

      Phillip’s location around the room each day often varied, but the fact that he sat in silence, did not.

      “Good morning,” Ewan offered as he closed the door behind himself and moved farther into the room.

      More silence met his ears.

      “A beautiful day today,” Ewan continued. Outside the window the trees were filled with beautiful bright autumn colors. The entire landscape looked as if it was set ablaze. It was one of Ewan’s favorite times of year. Phillip rarely looked out the window.

      “How are you feeling?” Ewan asked. He asked the same question every morning even though he knew he would receive no answer.

      “I’ve seen to my books after an early meeting with my solicitor and this afternoon I intend to go riding,” Ewan continued, talking only to himself.

      It was awkward, carrying on a one-sided conversation, but that is what the doctors had told him to do. Act as if nothing is different, my lord. When he is ready, he will reply.

      Ewan hoped they were correct. But with every passing day, with no response from Phillip, a bit of hope faded.

      They’d been friends since they were lads. Their fathers had been as close as brothers. They’d done everything together. Learned to ride, learned to hunt, learned to swim. It had been during a swimming expedition when they were but seven years old that Phillip had shown himself to be the most loyal of friends.

      They’d begun the day fishing in a lake on Phillip’s father’s property. The fishing expedition had turned into an afternoon of swimming under the hot sun. Ewan and Phillip had each been diving and holding their breath. Even as a child, Ewan’s competitive nature had got the best of him. He had to be the one to hold his breath the longest and win. Only he’d dived too deep in an effort to stay under longer and ended up getting his clothing caught on the branch of a tree that had fallen in the water.

      Apparently, Phillip had realized that his friend had been underwater too long and had come after Ewan, ripping at the branch, his own hands bloody and torn by the time it was over. Ewan didn’t remember much after.

      Phillip had grabbed him beneath the arm and swam him back to shore where he pushed water out of Ewan’s lungs. Ewan was coughing up the last of it and regaining consciousness when their fathers had ridden up on horseback, alerted by Phillip’s shouts.

      His friend had saved his life that day and Ewan had vowed to return the favor if ever he were called upon. Only Ewan hadn’t gone to war as Phillip had. As a viscount, Ewan wasn’t in the Army. Instead, he did what he could for the cause of the war and the soldiers from his place in Parliament. Phillip didn’t have a title. He took a position as an officer in the Army and was sent to the Continent.

      He’d been wounded in the war, shot in the shoulder and fallen from his horse. They’d found him still alive when combing a battlefield days after the battle. He’d been taken back to a medical camp and eventually returned to England.

      Ewan hadn’t been there the day his friend needed him. He hadn’t been by his side on the battlefields of Europe, but the moment Ewan had heard that Phillip was injured, Ewan had gone to Dover and met his ship. He’d brought an extra coach fitted comfortably for an invalid, but when he’d seen Phillip disembark, Ewan realized that it wasn’t his friend’s body that was broken. Phillip may have been thinner and paler, but it was his mind that was broken. The man could walk, his bruises and broken bones had healed, but he didn’t say a word that day and he hadn’t spoken since.

      Ewan spent several more minutes in his friend’s room recounting boring little tidbits about the estate and some things he’d read in the paper before standing to take his leave. This is how their conversations went every day. Entirely one-sided. But Ewan dutifully arrived and made the effort no matter what. He would not let his friend down.

      Ewan passed by the window. He stopped in front of the glass panes and looked down into the paddock where Forrester and one of the stablehands were working with Alabaster. He wished he could show Phillip the horse, but after many long talks with Mr. Forrester, they’d agreed that Phillip needed to be stronger before they would tell him about Alabaster.

      Moments later, Ewan left Phillip’s room feeling less hopeful about his friend’s condition than he had in weeks. Phillip still wouldn’t speak. He still wouldn’t leave his rooms. How in the world would Ewan ever convince him to come out to the stables and ride?

      Ewan had spent a small fortune on Alabaster. Had he even done the right thing? Would Alabaster truly be able to help Phillip regain what he had lost? Or was Phillip’s injury more physical than mental? Only time would tell. There was still one thing about Phillip that he knew and that was that the man harbored a secret in his very identity. No one could know he was here.
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      Thea pulled the cap down tightly over her brow before alighting from the small pony she’d ridden through the night to Lord Clayton’s estate. Thank heavens there was a full moon tonight or she would have been entirely in darkness.

      Maggie was the only person who knew where Thea had gone. They’d quarreled at great length both over Thea’s intention to sneak into Clayton’s stables and over Thea’s insistence upon riding to Lord Clayton’s estate alone. At night. In the dark. Dressed as a lad, no less.

      But in the end Thea had stubbornly insisted upon her plan. “It makes no sense to take a coach. Why would a lad arrive in a coach? I must be alone and take a pony.”

      Of course, Maggie had asked Thea a variety of perfectly reasonable additional questions such as: What if you’re caught? What if you’re shot? And the maid had ended her lecture with the warning, “If you are caught or shot, it will be no more than you deserve.”

      “You let me worry about that,” had been Thea’s defiant reply, but now that she was on Clayton’s property, a good bit of apprehension had somehow managed to sneak its way into her mind, making her doubt herself. She shook her head and adjusted the dark cap she was wearing. She’d come this far. She would see it through.

      Maggie had spent the better part of the last sennight busily sewing the clothing for Thea’s clandestine journey.

      After the clothing was finished, Thea had waited another few days for the moon to be full enough to ride by. The entire plot was dangerous and risky, but nothing was going to keep her from seeing her horse.

      She slipped off the pony and tied him to a nearby tree. She’d spent a great deal of time researching Lord Clayton’s estate. To her delight, she’d found a map of the area in her father’s library. The bits that weren’t outlined there, she’d filled in by paying a visit to another neighbor, old Lady Mayfeather. Lady Mayfeather was married to a mean old goat, but the lady knew everyone and everything about Devon and she was willing to talk about it. She’d loved Thea since she was a girl and the very best part was that Lord Mayfeather and Thea’s father had had a falling out some years back and they rarely spoke, which meant Lady Mayfeather would hardly have a chance to tell Thea’s father that she had come around asking a lot of questions about the layout of Lord Clayton’s estate.

      Using the map and the information she’d gleaned from Lady Mayfeather, Thea had carefully calculated the distance from the main road to the back of Lord Clayton’s estate. She had ridden the pony onto the grounds but had stayed off the main path by riding through the grass and trees that bordered the northern side of the land.

      Sliding off the pony, she left the horse tied up within a copse of trees. She quickly made her way to the tree line and looked out across Lord Clayton’s meadows. She expelled her breath. The stables were precisely where she expected them to be. Thank heavens. By her estimation, she would only have to run less than a mile along the tree line to the building. She set off at a fast clip, hoping the black clothes she’d asked Maggie to sew for her would keep her from being seen under the moonlight.

      It took Thea less than a quarter of an hour to make it to the stables. Once there, she pressed her back against the wooden side of the enormous building, breathing so heavily she could barely hear any other noises. She waited for her breathing to slow and listened for any sound in the crisp night air. Her ears were met with complete silence. The horses and their caretakers were fast asleep.

      She crept along the side of the wall until she came to the first door. It was locked of course. She’d expected that. Glancing around, she found a milk carton made of wood. She picked it up and placed it beneath the window that was next to the door.

      She stepped atop the wooden box and pushed at the window as quietly as possible. To her immense relief, the window moved up. It wasn’t locked. She smiled to herself. That was fortunate. Using her height and pushing her legs against the side of the wall, she pulled herself up to the window and was able to perch precariously on the ledge. She stayed there for a few moments allowing her eyes to adjust to the darkness inside the stables. When she was finally convinced that it was safe, she jumped to the ground where she landed deftly on the packed earth on bent legs. Standing slowly, she glanced around. Hopefully, the noise of her entry hadn’t startled any of the horses or awakened any of the stablehands.

      She waited for what felt like a quarter hour before she decided it was safe to move about. The moon shone through the windows on the far side of the stables, illuminating her path enough for her to make out some of the contents of the grand building. Viscount Clayton’s stables were impressive indeed. They’d clearly been designed by someone who knew a great deal about horses. The tack wall, the blacksmith’s mount, the wide doors, the ropes and pitchforks and water barrels. The soaring wooden ceiling with a second floor where the stablehands slept, according to Lady Mayfeather.

      The stables at Blackstone Hall were quite fine, but these, these were stunning. Fresh, fragrant bales of hay lined the walls and hung from the rafters. The stalls were the largest she’d ever seen. Each horse was housed individually in one of the stalls filled with fresh hay and the place was so clean you could probably host a dinner party inside. An enormous tack wall covered an entire side of the huge building. It smelled like leather and hay and clean horses.

      Whatever else might be said of Viscount Clayton, the man certainly treated his horses well. There were people who didn’t live this splendidly.

      Thea took a few tentative steps toward the center of the building. Her heart pounded at the thought of being so near her dear Alabaster. He was here somewhere. Where was he? She made her way from stall to stall to find him.

      The first stall she came to housed a sorrel mare. A gorgeous girl with markings on her nose and long, soft ears that twitched in the cool night air. The second stall held a thoroughbred. He was dark brown and clearly made for racing. The third housed one of the most gorgeous gray stallions Thea had ever seen. The next three stalls were filled with three more grays, each one as beautiful as the first. They were matching and must have cost Lord Clayton at least as much as he’d paid for Alabaster. The man certainly had money. There was no question about it.

      Thea made her way past the grays. So far, all of the horses housed here were very fine indeed and all were standing, asleep, their gorgeous manes trailing along their muscled necks.

      Thea was beginning to worry that Alabaster was housed elsewhere when she came to the largest stall at the far end of the row. She could see the shadow of the large black horse. She’d named him Alabaster to be ironic. She smiled at the memory. He was standing up. The moon outlined his graceful form.

      It was him. Alabaster. She’d know him anywhere, even in the darkness. She quickened her pace. As she approached the stall, the horse snorted. Did he smell her? Did he know she was near? She swallowed hard. Tears stinging her eyes. At long last. Here was her horse. Her boy. He may have been barely more than a foal when she’d last seen him, but she’d know him anywhere and he appeared to remember her.

      She approached the stall door with a mixture of excitement and caution. She didn’t want to frighten him or excite him enough to make a louder noise. She stopped in front of the door. Heart thundering in her chest, she extended her hand, a smile on her face as the horse stepped forward to nuzzle her palm.

      “There you are, my boy,” she whispered as tears fell down her cheeks. “Oh, how I’ve missed you.”

      He remembered her. She could tell. She smoothed her hand over his velvety nose and muzzle. She pulled an apple from her pocket. One she’d brought specifically for this purpose. When he was younger, he’d loved the apples she’d sneaked to him.

      She stood there in silence, marveling at how big he was. How magnificent. “You were in Portugal, weren’t you?” she whispered finally. “I’m certain you did the King proud.” She rubbed the horse’s nose again.

      The horse snorted again and stamped his hoof. “Don’t worry, Alabaster,” she whispered. “I’ve made a bungle of this, but I’m going to bring you home. I promise.”

      Thea thought for a moment about how she’d got here, sneaking into her neighbor’s stables at night. She had bungled everything. It had been a mistake making an enemy of Lord Clayton. As a result, he’d refused to allow her to see her horse. And he had that power. Of course she wasn’t about to allow it to stop her, but she realized now that she’d made a cake of herself in front of the viscount. No doubt she’d seemed like a selfish child. No doubt she was.

      One of the other horses whinnied and Thea’s heart caught in her throat. She slipped into the shadows on the far side of Alabaster’s stall and pressed herself against the wood planks, heart hammering in her throat. A few tense moments passed before footsteps clomped on the stairs coming down from the second floor. Thea swallowed hard. She had to get out of here.

      Did she have time to run for the door before whoever was coming made it to the ground floor? From the sound of the steps, the staircase was somewhere in the middle of the stables.

      She had little time to think. She decided to run for it.

      Doing her best to remain in the shadows, she launched herself toward the enormous barn doors. They were locked and there was little chance she could open one herself, given their size. She had to make it back through the window she’d entered.

      A large door in the middle of the nearest wall opened just as she shimmied through the window.

      “Hey, there. You, stop!” came a male voice as she pushed herself through the window and landed on the cold, wet grass outside. She wasn’t about to stop. Instead, she jumped up and ran toward the closest corner of the building.

      Whoever was behind her was attempting to pull himself through the window too. He must not have had the keys to the door at hand. He was still yelling at her to stop. Based on his voice, it sounded like an older man. The stablemaster, perhaps. As she turned the corner to the other side of the stables, the moon illuminated her path back toward the tree line. She had no other choice but to run. Not stopping to think, she sprinted across the field. Her feet flew beneath her kicking up clumps of grass as she went.

      A commotion back at the stables met her ears as the man who’d seen her was obviously calling for assistance and other stablehands were waking up and joining him, but she didn’t dare look back. Instead, she kept her eyes focused on the tree line and ran as fast as her legs would carry her. She’d always been fast. Thank heavens. Turned out chasing after her older brother all those years had been good for something.

      She sprinted directly into the tree line and made her way through the copse of trees. Not until she was safe within its depths and standing at the side of her pony, did she dare to look back. Lanterns were ablaze in the stables and there were already stablehands spreading out across the meadow to search for her, but to Thea’s profound relief, they were all headed in the direction of the house and the lane that led up to it. They were all moving south. She was in a copse of trees due north. Thank heavens. If she left the way she’d come and stayed in the tree line, they wouldn’t see her. She hoped.

      She quickly hoisted herself atop the pony and set off at a brisk pace that only increased as she left the grounds of Lord Clayton’s estate. She didn’t breathe easily until she was back at her house, and safely tucked inside her own bed.

      As she turned over on her mattress and adjusted the pillow beneath her head, she smiled to herself. She’d got to see Alabaster. Her beloved boy. And he’d remembered her. She’d told Maggie the truth. She had no intention of stealing the horse. Stealing was beneath her. But she couldn’t stand to know that Alabaster was there. So close. Without visiting him. Something about Viscount Clayton’s refusal to even allow her to see the animal had made her even more stubborn than usual.

      She’d nearly been caught, but it had been worth it. And despite the danger, she would go back and see her horse again. Perhaps just one last time…before the first snow fell.
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      “I’m sorry to bother you, my lord. But the horse thief returned tonight,” said Humbolt, his form a silhouette inside Ewan’s bedchamber door.

      Ewan pushed himself up against the pillows and rubbed his tired eyes. “What bloody time is it, Humbolt?” he demanded.

      “It’s nearly two in the morning, my lord,” Humbolt replied.

      Ewan cursed under his breath. This was the second night in a row he’d been awoken from a sound sleep to the news that a thief had been chased out of his stables.

      “Did he manage to steal anything tonight?” Ewan asked.

      “No. Mr. Hereford chased him off again.”

      Ewan arched a brow. “He’s not much of a horse thief, is he, Humbolt?”

      Humbolt shook his head. “He was near the Arabian’s stall again, my lord.”

      “Of course he was.” Ewan shook his head. He had a strong suspicion that the person in his stables the last two nights had been none other than Lady Theodora Ballard. Even though the person who’d been seen was dressed as a lad, Ewan wouldn’t put it past the chit to wear such clothing. It was either her or someone she’d sent to try to steal the horse. But something about the entire affair didn’t feel right to Ewan. It didn’t make sense that neither night had an attempt been made to actually steal the horse. The stall door hadn’t been opened and the barn door hadn’t even been opened. A thief, however skillful, couldn’t exactly push a horse through a window. Not to mention, if the Arabian were to be stolen, the first place Ewan would look would be Lady Theodora’s father’s stables. If she was the thief, she had to realize it would be madness to try to take the horse from him.

      But what other reason did she have for sneaking into his stables at night? Had she sent one of her father’s stablehands to spy on the horse for some reason? She couldn’t possibly be sneaking in merely to visit the animal, could she? How bloody stubborn was this young lady? Or how bloody mad?

      Ewan had received a very similar report the night before. Whoever had been in the stables had managed to escape before either Mr. Hereford or the stablehands could detain him. Ewan’s orders had been to be prepared if it happened again and to detain the culprit if so. Apparently, whoever it was, was a bit too surefooted for his sleepy stablehands.

      “I intend to call the constable this time, my lord,” Humbolt continued, “but I thought you should be aware, first.”

      Ewan narrowed his eyes and rubbed them, wiping the sleep from his mind. “Did anyone notice anything new tonight, Humbolt?”

      “No, my lord. At least Mr. Hereford didn’t mention anything.”

      “You said they believe it’s a boy, Humbolt?” Ewan continued.

      “Yes, my lord. According to the stablehands, he can’t be more than twelve or thirteen years old.”

      Ewan rubbed his jaw and sighed loud and long. “Don’t call the constable yet, Mr. Humbolt.”

      “My lord?” Humbolt’s eyes widened in surprise. “Would you like me to have the stablemaster put someone up all night to watch the Arabian?”

      “No, thank you, Humbolt,” Ewan replied with another grim sigh. “I intend to catch this particular thief myself.”
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      Ewan sat in the stables atop a bale of hay. The bale was pushed against the wall directly to the right of the thief’s preferred window. The culprit had entered this way both times before, and Ewan hoped the chap would attempt it a third time. This was Ewan’s fifth night of waiting, however, and he was both tired and impatient. After the first two nights when he’d been seen, the thief had yet to return.

      Either he’d been scared off by being nearly caught twice, or he was merely waiting for the moon to be fuller. Ewan suspected the latter, which is why he had high hopes that tonight would be the night for the so-called thief’s return. The moon was almost full.

      Ewan had nearly drifted off. His eyes had shut just as he heard a distinctive thump against the outside wall.

      He immediately sat up straight. His body tensed, ready to catch whoever this was and put an end to this nonsense once and for all.

      Ewan bided his time. By all accounts the thief was slender and young. If indeed it was a lad, Ewan expected he’d be able to easily overtake the child…and if it was Lady Theodora, well, he’d easily overtake her too.

      He remained crouched, alert but entirely calm, as he watched the window creak open, and the shoulders and torso of the intruder emerge. The culprit was wearing a dark cap and a black shirt with an equally dark neckcloth. No wonder the stablehands hadn’t been able to see him in the meadow. As the form emerged through the window, Ewan also saw dark breeches and dark boots. He couldn’t make out a face, however.

      Ewan waited until the intruder was perched atop the windowsill and poised to jump to the ground inside of the stables. “Evening,” he drawled, ready to pounce if the intruder tried to escape back through the window.

      Instead, his voice startled the thief. The lad wobbled on the sill and fell, hitting the ground with a loud thump. The distinctive sound of a bone cracking made Ewan wince.

      A half groan, half whimper came from the slight form lying on the ground. Ewan could tell the thief was doing his best not to cry out, but Ewan was certain whoever this intruder was had just broken a leg.

      Ewan cursed under his breath and lit the lantern he’d hidden behind a nearby blanket. The area lit up. “You’re hurt, aren’t you?” he asked. He knelt down and reached for the culprit’s leg to take a look.

      “Don’t touch me,” came a slight, but extremely certain voice.

      Ewan pulled his hand away. Based on the voice alone, he still wasn’t certain if the intruder was a lad or Lady Theodora. “Who are you?” he asked. “And what are you doing here?”

      “That’s none o’ yer affair,” the culprit said. If it was Lady Theodora, she was obviously doing her best to disguise her speech.

      “On the contrary,” Ewan replied, “it’s entirely my affair. You see, I own this entire estate and if you don’t want me to call the constable, I’ll thank you to tell me why you’ve been breaking into my stables.”

      The thief tried to jump up, presumably to run, but quickly fell to the ground again with an agonized, distinctly ladylike whimper. “Call the constable, then,” the small form replied defiantly.

      Ewan sat back on his heels and regarded her for a moment. Apparently, she wasn’t frightened of the constable. Or if she was, she was certainly doing a fine job of maintaining her bravado. Pain was etched on the small mouth, but the culprit’s cap was pulled down so low and her chin was tucked down so tightly that Ewan couldn’t be entirely certain it was Lady Theodora.

      But there was one way to find out.

      “Very well, what if I call the doctor instead? To look at that leg,” Ewan said next.

      “No!” she shouted. The voice was distinctly ladylike again. He knew if it was Lady Theodora, she’d be much more worried about a doctor than the constable. The doctor might ask her to take off her breeches.

      “Who are you?” he asked, narrowing his eyes on her.

      She clenched her jaw and remained silent.

      “Very well, you leave me no choice,” Ewan said. “I’m carrying you to the house and summoning the doctor.”

      “What? No!” She tried to stand again and promptly fell back to the ground.

      “You don’t have a knife on you, do you?” he asked, certain she didn’t, but cautious just the same.

      “No,” she nearly shouted.

      “You’ll forgive me if I don’t quite take your word for it?” he asked as he began patting down her sides.

      She squealed before nearly shouting, “Unhand me, you rogue.”

      Oh, yes. This was definitely Lady Theodora.

      Certain of his prey, Ewan broke off his search of her pockets. “Very well, let’s go.” He brooked no argument. Instead, he left the lantern sitting on the dirt floor and scooped her up into his arms, doing his best not to hurt her leg, which he cradled. Despite his best efforts, she winced and whimpered, but he could tell she was trying to be brave. Grown men with broken legs would have carried on more than she was doing at the moment. It was somewhat surprising.

      The moment he had her in his arms, Ewan was even more certain it was Lady Theodora herself and no young lad. First, she smelled like a woman, a hint of perfume hit his nostrils. No boy smelled anything close to that good. Second, the softness of her body gave her away along with the fact that when he pressed her to him—which, of course he did on purpose—he felt the distinctive outline of a breast through her shirt.

      He cursed under his breath again. What had this chit been thinking? A broken leg was the least of her worries. Mr. Hereford might well have shot her.

      Ewan stalked toward the house with her in his arms. He was silent and so was she other than the occasional futile attempt to squirm out of his arms. She was obviously not happy with his decision to take her to the house, but what alternative had she left him? And what did she possibly think she would do if she made it out of his arms? She couldn’t even limp away if her leg was broken as badly as he suspected.

      She was brave. He would give her that. Her jaw was tightly clenched against the ungodly amount of pain she had to be in, and her arms were locked tightly around his neck, another indication that she was a woman. No lad would be gripping him for dear life. Every once in a while, the moon hit her face in an angle where Ewan could see the sweat beaded on her brow. She might be pretending otherwise, but she was frightened.

      Ewan had to handle this carefully. He knew it was her, but it could possibly cause a scandal if the servants found out who the intruder was. Loose lips in the ranks of servants certainly weren’t unheard of. As he stalked toward the house, he made the decision that he would only summon a trusted few. Otherwise, he would keep the entire affair quiet until the doctor arrived and treated her leg. That was the right thing to do. Then he would send her discreetly back to her father’s estate, where she would hopefully stay and stop plaguing him and his horses.

      Ewan carried her into a side door of the house, through several corridors and into his study. They’d have privacy here. He set her on a large leather sofa that sat in front of a wall of windows before summoning Humbolt. Humbolt was the soul of discretion. He would ensure only a few trusted servants were aware of this incident.

      When Humbolt arrived at the door to the study minutes later, Ewan saw the butler glance at the intruder before Ewan motioned for him to speak to him in the corridor. He closed the door behind him.

      Humbolt’s eyes were wide. “You caught the horse thief, my lord?”

      “Yes, and I’ve reason to suspect he’s broken his leg. Please send a footman to fetch Dr. Blanchard from the village. Choose a footman who will not gossip about this. Ask him to tell the doctor to come immediately.”

      “Of course, my lord.” Humbolt bowed and disappeared into the corridor to carry out his orders.

      Ewan took a deep breath and re-entered the study. Lady Theodora was sitting up, her arms braced behind her on the sofa, wincing and staring at her broken right leg as if she were angry at it for betraying her.

      Ewan grabbed a pillow from the far end of the sofa and carefully propped it under her sore leg. She winced and let out a barely audible whimper.

      “I broke my leg once when I was a boy,” Ewan offered. “Godawful pain. You’re being quite brave.”

      His comment was met with stony silence.

      “The doctor is on the way,” Ewan offered next. But before she could deliver a pert reply, he said, “Would you care for a drink?” He moved over to the sideboard and poured some brandy into a glass.

      “No,” she shot back.

      Ewan cocked his head to the side. “You may want to reconsider. You’re sure to be in even more pain when the shock wears off. A drink might well help.”

      She must have seen the reason in that because she quickly replied. “Fine. I’ll take it. Thank ye.”

      Ewan poured another glass for her and walked over and handed it to her. She took it silently, lifted the glass to her lips, and took a sip. She winced again. “This tastes like poison.”

      He fought his chuckle. He had to wonder if she’d ever had brandy before. Probably not. “I assure you, it’s not poison. On the contrary, a duke gave me this brandy. It’s quite rare.”

      “Rare and tasty are two different things,” she mumbled under her breath, making Ewan smile again. How long would she keep up the charade that she was a boy? He wanted to find out.

      “Are you going to tell me why you’ve been trying to steal my horse?” he ventured.

      “I was not stealing!” she insisted before taking another larger swig of brandy. She winced again, wrinkled up her nose and shook her head.

      “Then why are you sneaking into my stables at night?” Ewan continued.

      His question was met with defiant silence.

      Ewan watched her carefully as he swirled the amber liquid in his glass. He’d taken a seat across from her in a large dark blue upholstered chair that sat at right angles from the sofa.

      She squirmed under his regard and clenched her jaw. He could only imagine the pain she was in. He regretted that he’d scared her enough to cause her to injure herself, but it was frankly one of the kindest things that could have happened to her. Far better than being shot by his stablemaster. And perhaps her leg being broken would put an end to her midnight escapades.

      “What is your name?” he ventured.

      She swallowed and lowered her chin. But she didn’t say a word. He could barely see the shadow of her face. The dark cap was still pulled so far down over her eyes that he couldn’t see her features. He took in the rest of her clothing in the light. In addition to her dark breeches, her dark shirt was wrinkled, but both items of clothing looked new and all of it was far too clean to be on the back of an underaged male thief.

      Ewan took another sip of brandy. “If you won’t tell me your name, will you tell the doctor when he arrives? I have to send you back home somewhere.”

      She struggled against the sofa and pushed herself up on her hands as if to stand. “I don’t need a surgeon. I intend ta leave.” She made it all the way up to a standing position, bracing herself on her good leg, and hopping a bit, but the moment she attempted even one step onto her right leg, she collapsed.

      Ewan lunged from his seat and caught her before she hit the floor. He carefully laid her back onto the sofa and repositioned her hurt leg with the pillow again. “I hope you’ll see the reason in not attempting that again. You may as well stay and get your leg examined by the doctor,” he said, keeping up the ruse. “Besides, I fear you have little choice.”

      “I will not stay here,” she said, attempting to stand yet again.

      That was it. Ewan needed to put an end to this little charade before she hurt herself even worse. The chit was more stubborn that anyone he’d ever met, and given the men he’d faced in Parliament over the years, that was saying something. “I think you have a much more pressing concern,” Ewan told her.

      She lifted her chin and for the first time he saw her bright gray eyes flash in the candlelight. “Wot’s that?”

      “How in the world you intend to convince a doctor that you’re a lad, Lady Theodora.” And with that, Ewan reached down and plucked the cap off her head. Dark brown hair tumbled over her shoulders.
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