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        Newmarket, Sussex, England

      

      

      

      The air held a hint of excitement and promise of a fresh beginning. For David Lumley, the new year began in spring. Not with the first foal in the family stable, but with the Craven Race Meeting in Newmarket, the first official meeting of the year. This was going to be a grand year for Triton, he could feel it. Fernleigh Stud would be the name on everyone’s lips again.

      The crowd at the racecourse was as large as David expected. He surveyed the grounds from his position near the judging station. The social Season in London had yet to begin, so the wives of the horse owners were all in attendance at the Craven. From the way they all leaned close to each other and whispered in the coffee house, they were eager to discover the latest on-dits. David was always astounded when he overheard how much went on in the homes of the ton during the winter months. His life seemed thankfully dull in comparison.

      He had no desire to listen to gossip, but soon he’d be unable to escape it. He’d promised to escort his sister, Hannah, in her first London Season. In preparation over the winter, Mother had dragged him to afternoon teas and the morning calls she and Hannah made to their neighbors in the village near Bridgethorpe Manor. Dull, precisely timed events where the conversations were by rote up to the moment someone let slip she’d heard news. No matter on whom the juicy tidbit focused. All other voices in the room silenced so the speaker’s slightest inflection could be heard.

      It was all too much for a man to bear.

      David wound through the milling people on his way to the stables. He found his groom, Peter, in the stall with Triton, just completing his work. As the boy gathered his tools, David patted the bay’s shoulder. “How is he this morning?”

      “Right as always,” said Peter. “He’s got a bit of the devil in ’im. He’ll be after showing them other horses who’s king.”

      “Just as long as he wins. I’m counting on him.”

      Peter put the tools into a bag and opened another, removing the carefully folded shirt made in the colors of Fernleigh Stud, the orange body with yellow sleeves. He donned the garment and the black hat that completed the uniform.

      David stepped back as the youth saddled the horse and then freed the reins from the iron ring on the side of the stall. Together they led Triton out of the stables and to the examination area. Other grooms and horses milled about in preparation for the race. David glanced at the schedule. “We’re entered in the third race. You’ll have him warmed up?”

      “Of course, sir. He’ll be ready to race ’is best, never worry.”

      Peter’s cocky grin said his boss always worried, but David didn’t reprimand the lad. Peter was the best groom and rider he’d come across, with a natural knack for understanding what a horse was thinking. He could bring more out of an animal than any of the trainers they’d paid good money to, and the animals seemed calmer around him.

      “You see that he does race his best,” David called out with a growl. A useless effort. There was no sense trying to sound more authoritative when Peter knew who paid his wages, and showed due respect when the situation called for it.

      Assured his horse was in good hands, David crossed the grounds, nodding and calling greetings to those he recognized. His brother Adam, Viscount Knightwick, should have arrived by now. As he scanned the gathering crowd, his gaze landed on the last face he wanted to see at the Spring Meeting, or any other race event.

      Northcotte.

      Blast it. David’s gut knotted at the sight of the man. Ducking behind a pair of gentlemen walking in the earl’s direction, David darted around the corner of a building where he could eavesdrop without being noticed. He peered out into the lane. Robert Hurst, Lord Northcotte, stood with a particularly handsome young lady, and their sharp exchange reached David’s ears.

      The young lady folded her arms across her chest, and the tiny, pale blonde ringlets framing her face trembled with tension. “I’m going to ride him. No one will know. I’ve trousers in the stable, and I can wear Bruce’s shirt and cap. With my hair tucked up, no one will recognize me.”

      Northcotte jerked her arm. “You will not consider it. Do you want to risk everything I’ve left? I’ll find a jockey and Patriot will be entered as planned. You may tell Bruce his services are no longer needed.”

      “I’ll do no such thing! That boy needs the wages for his family, and it’s not his fault he’s ill. You cannot hire some stranger to ride Patriot. You know he’ll never allow a strange man on his back. I must be the one to ride him or we may as well scratch him from the race.”

      “I’ll hear no more of this, Joanna. Go find Mother and let me handle this.”

      Northcotte released her arm and strode off toward the stables. The young lady must be his sister, Lady Joanna. She stood for a moment and watched him go, then spun on her heel and stomped off in the opposite direction.

      David smiled at her forceful steps in the dirt. She seemed much like Hannah. Stubborn, impulsive, and too daring by half. He chuckled and shook his head. Those qualities could make Hannah’s search for a husband drag on for years. Even her beauty would not compensate for her strong character in the minds of many men. He’d have to make certain Mother didn’t expect his services as chaperone to run beyond one Season.

      Northcotte’s sister had to be dicked in the knob to suggest she wear trousers and ride in the race. Northcotte had the right of it—he’d be disqualified, and laughed out of the Jockey Club books, if not actually banned from competing. If Hannah ever dared such a thing, David would have her sent back to Bridgethorpe Manor for the remainder of the racing season.

      Shaking his head, he followed the pretty blonde in the direction of the paddock, where he found Knightwick leaning on the upper rail of the fence. Peter and Triton loped around the space, getting warmed up before the races began. The three-year-old horse’s gait was long and even, covering the ground with no effort.

      As he reached the fence, David slapped Knightwick on the shoulder. “I believe we have the winning horse this year.”

      “You’ve said as much these three years past,” Knightwick replied with a teasing grin.

      “But this year I’m right. Triton has the heart of a winner. He loves to be out front. Start him behind the other colts and he’ll run that much faster to best them.”

      Knightwick shook his head. “His chest is narrow, he’s willful and as likely to turn in the opposite direction as run the course. We never should have bred his dam. I’m rather surprised she let the Black Knight close enough to cover her.”

      “You’re nit-picking. Triton is the horse we’ve been waiting for.”

      Neither brother completed the thought aloud…Triton was the horse they were counting on to save their stables after the death of Zephyr, their father’s prize-winning stud, six years ago.

      David absently tapped his fingers on the fence rail while observing the other animals circling before them. “Did the trip to London with Mother and Hannah pass uneventfully?”

      “Yes. Hannah chattered the entire trip.” Knightwick offered his brother a wry glance. “Rather convenient of you to leave a week early so you couldn’t accompany them.”

      David grunted. “I promised Mother I’d arrive in Town in time for Hannah’s first ball, and would attend as many assemblies as I can. But first she must be outfitted, presented in court and all that sort of feminine thing. I’m not going to miss a race meeting this spring, not when I’m so confident in Triton.”

      “I’ll wager Mother said you’re too much like Father in that.”

      Laughing, he agreed. “I ask you, what purpose do I have in London? Mother is there to chaperone. I’ve no wish to see which ladies are on the hunt. Nor do I care to be packed into the crowded assemblies filled with the stench of too many bodies and liberally applied perfumes. I’d much rather be in a stall filled with the more natural scent of eau de cheval.”

      Knightwick glanced at him from the corner of his eye. “Maybe you’ll find one of those bodies belongs to a lady you wish to know better.”

      “Not bloody likely. You’ve yet to take a bride, and you’re the one with the responsibilities. My only concern is this.” He waved an arm at Triton. “He and Lumley’s Lass will be my primary focus until the final race meeting this year.”

      Knightwick made a strangled noise and straightened, staring across the paddock. “What is he doing here?”

      Without looking, David knew whom his brother had spotted. “I wondered the same thing. From what I overheard, it appears Northcotte has a horse entered in one of the courses today.”

      “Why did the Jockey Club allow him to enter?”

      “What reason do they have to block him? No one charged him with anything. He can race any horse he owns, just like the rest of us.”

      Rubbing the back of his hand across his mouth, as if wiping away a bad taste, Knightwick said, “I don’t trust him. Tell Peter to stay with Triton at all times, even sleep in the stalls. I’ll go find Nick and make sure he stays with Lass.”

      “You can’t think he’d be foolish enough to try anything after the inquiry last year.”

      “Someone stole Zephyr six years ago and then killed him, and two of our horses turned up sick last year. I don’t know who is behind it, but we can’t take any chances. We must be on our guard whether Northcotte is at a race meeting or not.”
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        * * *

      

      Lady Joanna Hurst stood at the empty stall where she’d left her three-year-old colt, Patriot, a short while earlier. The groom’s uniform was missing along with her horse. “Robert,” she spat out as if it were a curse. She tossed aside the trousers she’d stolen from her brother’s room at the inn. Robert had followed through on his words and found someone to ride Patriot.

      What an inopportune time for him to begin following through on anything! All her work training Patriot would be for naught if Robert prevented her from riding him in the race. She was certain she could pass herself off to the officials as a young lad. Her own mother had mistaken her for a stable boy often enough when she wore trousers to work with the horses.

      Mama had barred her from entering the stables for a week after the first time she found her thus, but as Mama rarely ventured down there, she didn’t see Joanna return to work the next day. To train a horse properly, one must sit astride. There was no way around it. And wearing trousers was the only way to sit correctly.

      None of that mattered at the moment, however. Patriot must win today. Her horse would do anything she asked of it, except be ridden by a groom he didn’t know. She searched her mind for something she could do to help her horse through the change in rider at this late hour, but came up empty.

      Grateful the mud from recent rains had dried, Joanna rushed off as quickly as her boot heels would allow in the rough dirt. It was too late to convince Robert to let her ride, but perhaps talking to Patriot would calm him. Patriot always listened to her.

      Unlike her brother, the horse had some sense.

      As luck would have it, Robert was talking to a pair of men near the paddock. She bit back an indelicate curse she’d learned from the grooms. She had to keep her temper controlled. Schooling her features into a smile suitable for the most fashionable drawing room, she strolled up and slipped her hand around her brother’s arm. She spoke in a voice rich with treacle. “There you are, brother. I’ve been searching for you.”

      The look he slanted warned her against causing a disruption. She batted her lashes in response. “I’m so excited to watch our horse compete. I couldn’t sit any longer. I had to come look for him.”

      The other two gentlemen nodded. “The thrill of the race is undeniable,” one agreed.

      She didn’t recognize them. They appeared to be a few years beyond her brother’s thirty years. The second man, a thin, dark-haired scarecrow with white side-whiskers, peered down his hawkish nose at her and lifted an imperial brow, but said nothing.

      Robert patted her fingers with enough force to ring out like a slap. “A lady doesn’t belong here by the paddock. You might damage those lovely kidskin boots I bought you. Mother must be wondering where you are.”

      He looked across the paddock toward the grandstands. Suddenly his features went slack, and he cursed beneath his breath. Joanna followed his line of sight and spied two men who appeared to be watching their little group. She could make out their features but didn’t recognize them. Turning to question Robert, she was interrupted before she had the chance to speak.

      Her brother took her arm roughly and nodded to his companions. “Gentlemen, I’ll look for you after the event. If you will excuse me, I must make certain my mother does not want for anything. Come along, Joanna, dear.”

      As if she had any choice. She took two steps for each of her brother’s strides and still she was being dragged. “Please slow down. Who were those men you were speaking with?”

      “Business associates. No one you need know. You must at least make a pretense at behaving like a lady when we are in public, if you’re ever to marry. I’ll tell Mother you are to remain at her side, or you won’t be allowed to attend any future race meetings.”

      Allowed to attend…the very words made her blood boil. Just a few years ago, Robert was her playmate, or so he let her believe. The distance in their ages meant they hadn’t truly been close, with him away at school by the time she was old enough to remember. But when he was home, he’d taught her chess and various card games and made her feel important. He often rode the countryside with her and never once chastised her for riding astride.

      Lately she felt more like an obligation, one he was searching to end. The pressure he put on her to marry was quite unbearable. And the restrictions he imposed on her time with their horses were her biggest concern. A life without horses was truly not to be borne.

      “Robert, please let me catch my breath. Mama will assume I’m ill if I appear before her flushed and breathless.” She tugged again on the arm he still gripped.

      His hand relaxed. “I’m sorry. But I’m only looking out for your best interests.”

      “My best interests would be met by having Patriot win today.”

      “As would mine, but I’ll not allow you to ride him in the race, so this is the end of that discussion. A disqualification would be worse than a loss, going forward. Now, there is Mother in the coffee house, sitting at the window. Please humor me and stay with her until I come for you both at the end of the day. Wallis will escort you two to the grandstand when it’s time for Patriot’s match.”

      Joanna bit her tongue on all the retorts that came to mind. Of course Robert would send his groom to take them to watch the race, and not be bothered to do so himself. Just more proof she was a burden and not a pleasant companion. She entered the crowded eating establishment and made her way to the small table where Mama sat with her maid. Letting go of the last of her frustrations, Joanna smiled at them. “How are the scones? Did you save me any?”

      “Of course, dear girl.” Her mother’s sweet, round face looked pale in the morning light streaming through the window. Her blue eyes seemed as faded as the blonde hair showing beneath the edges of the black bonnet she’d continued to wear after her year of mourning had passed. “I admit, however, I was tempted to eat these last two if you hadn’t arrived soon.”

      Mama poured tea for Joanna and handed her the cup. When they’d left the inn that morning, Joanna told her mother she would meet her shortly after checking on Patriot. Discovering Bruce was ill, followed by her muddled attempt to replace him as rider in the race, delayed her more than an hour. Mama must have requested a fresh pot of tea, as the drink was still quite warm, and it took away the chill of the morning air.

      “How is your horse this morning?” Mama didn’t understand Joanna’s passion, but she humored it.

      “He’s frisky and eager to run. But his groom isn’t. I fear Patriot won’t perform well with another boy on his back.”

      “Oh, dear. And you’ve put so much time in his training. But this is only the first of many races. He’ll have his day.”

      Yes, Patriot would do well in the future, but her main concern was whether Robert would continue to let her attend race meetings, or if she must wait to hear reports of his activities. She would simply expire from worry if she couldn’t watch Patriot compete. She glanced at the clock on the wall, then sighed. She still had hours to wait for the racing to begin.

      Joanna contemplated her mother again. The dark circles beneath her eyes were not as prominent today. “I’m very pleased you came with me to the race meeting.”

      “I always enjoyed the races with your father. I’m happy to chaperone you here.”

      Her words sounded earnest enough, and her face didn’t contradict them, but given the weeks where Mother would not even join them for meals, Joanna wondered what had brought about this gay mood. She would not press the issue, however. She would simply enjoy her mother’s company for as long as she had it.
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      From the grandstand at the end of the Rowley Mile course, David waited to hear the roar of the crowd telling him the horses drew near. He tried to think of anything but Northcotte, to quell the acid burning in his stomach. Lass was entered in this event, and though she’d appeared small and slight when she’d warmed up next to the other horses, David could see she was ready to compete.

      He fidgeted in his seat, straining to see down the course, watching for the flash of yellow and orange. He heard the increasing sound of thunder as they grew close.

      Knightwick sat silently beside him, but his arms unfolded, and he leaned forward in his seat when the noise grew louder. The runners appeared at the rise of the hill two furlongs out, and David spotted orange. Lass was gaining on Whiskey, passing his flank. “Atta girl,” David called out.

      She surged the next furlong on the downhill side into the Dip, getting a nose out beyond Whiskey and catching up to Fair Star. As they climbed the final furlong uphill, Lass closed in on Robin in second place. Canopus held the lead, right up to the finish.

      The judge called out the winning colors for the first three places, with Lass’s orange and yellow coming in third.

      Knightwick grinned and clapped David on the back. “Fine run. She did us proud in her first race.”

      David sat back in his seat, the tension of the day finally breaking. Now he could enjoy the rest of the races, knowing the meeting wasn’t going to be a total loss. “She did do well, didn’t she? Peter promised me she would. She and Triton both. We’ll see how the colt does.”

      “I wish Father were here to see this.” Knightwick’s voice barely reached David’s ears under the crowd’s excited chatter.

      “I do, too. Maybe if Triton wins, it will bring Father around.”

      For the past five years, David and Knightwick had been attending the race meetings without their father, the Earl of Bridgethorpe. The year before that, their prize stud horse, a tall, well-muscled black called Zephyr, had been stolen from the Southampton Race Meeting, and found dead in a nearby field two weeks later. The three of them had attended the remaining races that year while waiting to hear the culprit had been caught. No one had seen anything out of the norm, or if they had, the man in question held such power and position that no one would speak up.

      Over the following winter, Bridgethorpe lost the determination to continue the search. “It’s no good, boys. My heart’s just not strong enough.”

      The last time he’d seen his father, David feared he would not live to see summer. The old man sat at his desk each day, staring out the window at whatever held his gaze. It was most likely something in Father’s mind, not the bleak gray weather and leafless trees beyond the glass. He’d grown thin, his pallor more pronounced, and he often had a tremor in his right hand.

      Knightwick nudged David’s arm, pulling his thoughts back to the racecourse. “Are you going to meet Peter at the weigh-in? Collect your winnings?”

      “What? Oh, no.” He shook his head and grinned. “I’m not done winning today.”

      He was determined to send home news of a first place before the weeklong event was through. A win was what they needed to bring their father back to life.
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        * * *

      

      Joanna grew restless in the grandstand as the day passed. She longed to be with Patriot, wherever he was. In the past, she’d attended various race meetings with her family and lost herself in the market tents, rather than watching other people’s horses compete. The fortuneteller was always a fun diversion, even if the grand love she predicted for Joanna had a different description for the gentleman each time she visited the woman.

      Not for her were the evening balls and theatricals enjoyed by the other young women and men while in Newmarket, either. Now, all she cared about were her family’s horses and how well they ran. Her mother would faint if she were aware of how much time Joanna spent at the course’s stables when she claimed she was investigating the ribbon vendor’s booth, or the town bookstore. Her maid, Molly, was easily bribed with a new bonnet or packet of sweets, and Joanna had a feeling the young woman took advantage of some of that time to flirt with a certain groom.

      Being required to sit the entire afternoon was too much to bear. “Mama, may I find Molly and go rest until Patriot’s event? I don’t wish to watch every sweepstakes and race. I cannot tell the horses apart, so it’s of no interest to me.”

      “Be still, dear girl. Your horse will run soon. We have only two sweepstakes to go before the Oatlands Stakes. If you leave now you mightn’t return in time.”

      Joanna chewed on her lower lip, unconcerned her mother could see her. Her horse needed her; of that she was certain. How was he handling the excitement, the crowds? The knot in her stomach had been growing all day, and she would never be able to eat supper if it didn’t loosen soon.

      The individuals who’d left their seats in the grandstand rushed to return, so word must have come the next race was lining up at the starting post a mile down the course. Joanna watched the men file down the rows, not really seeing faces, not really interested in who they were.

      Until he appeared.

      Taller than most men, yet not quite as tall as his companion, the gentleman with wavy chestnut hair made his way toward his seat in the center of one of the lower rows. He spoke to various people he passed, his smile friendly, open. He wasn’t the most handsome man she’d ever seen, but something about him made her wish they were at an assembly where she could coerce an introduction from their hostess.

      Perhaps it was the way he carried himself. His bearing was almost military, shoulders back, revealing the broad chest covered in a plain woolen waistcoat and coat. Just before he sat, he laughed at something his companion said and she wished she were close enough to see if the laughter carried into his eyes. Were they fair or dark? Whatever the color, she’d wager they were quite expressive.

      The man following him had to be a brother, for the two were cut from the same cloth. The second was only a smidgeon taller, and perhaps that much more polished in his style. Perhaps he was titled. The difference in their bearing made her think of a son brought up to be an heir and one who was free to choose his own path. Yet this taller, polished brother didn’t hold a candle to the first, in her book. If she had to choose one as a suitor, she’d pick the first.

      Hearing her own thoughts, Joanna burst out in a laugh, which she quickly swallowed. A suitor was the last thing she wanted. Mama gave her a stern shake of the head and Joanna looked down the course for the horses to appear.

      She must be desperately bored for the thought of suitors to enter her head. All of her mother’s harping had finally sunk in. As much as Joanna hated to admit it, she must find a husband soon. But that was of no concern today.

      The next two races each ended in a flurry of cheers, and Joanna sat up straighter, clenching her hands around her reticule. The Oatlands Stakes, a two-mile distance, would be run next. Patriot’s race. Please, let him do well.

      Where was Robert? She looked about the grandstand but didn’t see him. She wanted to ask him what strategy he had set, and why he thought it was a good plan. As the horses came into sight at the rise, Patriot was pinned between two other runners.

      What idiot was riding him? How was Patriot supposed to make his kick while buried in the pack? “Ohhhh,” she moaned.

      “Are you all right, dear?” Mother leaned closer and took her hand briefly.

      “I’m fine, but Patriot isn’t.”

      “Yes, he does seem to be putting on a poor show, doesn’t he? Robert will not be pleased.”

      At the moment, Joanna didn’t care whether her brother was pleased or not. It was his own fault Patriot was behind. If Robert had let her ride…

      She held her breath until her throat burned, then released it in a huff. One of the horses dropped back at the base of the Dip. Patriot was free to make his move, at least, but was so far behind the front-runners, Joanna had no hope for a win.

      Her heart pounded in her ears. The horses began the final climb, and the big bay began to pull away. A gray colt tried to keep up, to no avail. Patriot gained on the gray, but as they crossed the Finish Post, Patriot was still half a length behind.

      “Hurrah, he placed third!” Mama clapped her hands and smiled widely.

      Joanna’s stomach sank. Third place. She just knew he would have won if only Bruce hadn’t been ill, or she had been allowed to ride. Her disappointment weighed her down in her seat. There were no more races, but she had no desire to rush to see her horse like she normally would. If she saw Northcotte now, she’d probably forget her upbringing and rail into him in front of everyone. She folded her shaking hands across her lap and shut out the noise of the excited crowd, and hoped Mama wasn’t eager to return to the inn.
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        * * *

      

      David sat unmoving for a moment, unable to believe what he’d just seen. Triton had done what no horse from Fernleigh had since Zephyr. He took the win in his first ever race. The gray colt finished half a length behind him, and Northcotte’s black stallion was third.

      Knightwick pulled him to his feet. “You did it!”

      From the corner of his eye, David noticed Northcotte’s sister and mother sitting a few rows back. The dowager countess appeared pleased with their horse’s third place, but the sister’s frown showed her disappointment. She met his gaze, then looked away when her mother spoke.

      Someone reached for David’s hand to shake it, offering congratulations, and several others slapped him on the shoulder, accepting their own losses as owners or bettors good-naturedly. David smiled, nodded, and hoped he said the right words, but something kept the excitement of accomplishment from fully engulfing him.

      Perhaps it was the fact his father wasn’t there to share in the joy. Everything David did with the horses, he did with love of seeing the animals develop into well-trained, beautiful and fast creatures. But some small part of him, the boy he’d been, still longed for praise from his father. Still wanted to see the man smile.

      Now that the reality of the win was upon him, he had to admit to himself it would not change anything. It might have a year ago, before David’s aunt and uncle had died, but nothing their horses did would ease that pain. All David could do was hope his father might at least show some interest in the stables again. Show some interest in life.

      As he and Knightwick walked to the Coffee Rooms where the Jockey Club held court, David noticed a group of men standing near an open door at one end of the stables where those who didn’t own property nearby sheltered their horses. “Something looks amiss.”

      Knightwick followed his gaze. “I wonder what is happening. Perhaps two grooms are fighting over the outcome of their race.”

      “If that were the case, Old Edwards would be off to one side taking bets on the winner. I don’t see anyone betting.”

      His brother laughed. “Quite so. Let’s go investigate.”

      The voices of the onlookers reached the pair before they got there, with words such as ill and murder being tossed about. Knightwick spoke to a man on the edge of the circle. “What’s the excitement about?”

      “Near as I can tell, either a horse or a rider has been killed.”

      “You aren’t certain which?”

      The man shrugged. “They haven’t called for the horse doctor or the people doctor, so I can’t say.”

      In David’s mind, that just meant the victim was beyond treatment. He was about to ask if the constable had been sent for when the man pushed through the crowd and entered the stables. David strained to hear anything within the building, but the gossip in the crowd was too loud.

      A short time later, two stable hands carried out a body on a board, covered by a horse blanket. Knightwick nudged David’s arm. “Let’s go to the Coffee Rooms. They’ll know anything we need to know. We can get our winnings and take our horses home.”

      The Coffee Rooms were packed with people eating at the tables, and milling about talking about the day’s races. Knightwick led the way and stopped to speak to an earl. “Have they mentioned who was killed in the stables?”

      The earl nodded. “A groom, he was. Not a local boy. Worked for Lord Northcotte. Heard he took sick this morning and someone else rode for him. They found him dead in a stall during the Oatlands Stakes.”

      David met his brother’s pointed gaze, but neither of them spoke. After their discussion of Northcotte’s possible involvement in the death of Zephyr, and the near death of their horses last year, it seemed beyond coincidence his name should be floating about this current death. No one said murder, but the constable had just arrived. They’d have to see where the investigation went.
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      Joanna stormed up to the library door of their London town house, her heels beating a clipped rhythm on the polished marble floor. Waving off the footman, she threw open the door without knocking. She marched to the massive oak desk where her brother sat. “How dare you!”

      Robert lifted his gaze from his papers without raising his head, peering out from beneath his heavy, fair eyebrows. “How dare I what?”

      Joanna forced her hands to relax. Fighting the urge to stomp her foot, which would only prove what she assumed her brother believed of her, she threw back her shoulders and glared at his receding hairline, for he had returned to scratching out a list. “You know what. How could you?”

      He set the pen in the inkwell and blotted the paper, then straightened in his chair. “Dear sister, this discourse would be completed all the sooner if you would simply tell me which action of mine has displeased you this time.”

      Joanna’s right leg twitched again with the need to stomp, but she remained stiff. “Mama tells me you’ve decided to select a husband for me.”

      “What would you have me do? You’ve shown no inclination to make the choice on your own.” With his elbows resting on the edge of the desk, he steepled his fingers, raising one eyebrow in that manner he’d adopted since the death of their father two years ago. Where some young men might find the weight of an earldom sat heavily on their shoulders, Robert seemed to relish the role.

      “I’ve only had one Season. How can you expect me to decide so soon? It’s not as if we can’t afford to remain in London until summer. And how was I supposed to properly entertain potential beaux last year when I had Patriot on my mind?”

      Robert’s lips thinned. “Does this mean he’s not foremost in your thoughts this year? I should never have agreed to let you train that horse. No gentleman will want you if word gets out what you’ve been doing.”

      She refused to say it, but that was exactly her concern. She had no intention of giving up horse training once she married, which greatly narrowed her chances of finding a suitable match. Northcotte’s Patriot was on the lips of most members of the Jockey Club to become the prominent three-year-old. His third-place finish at Newmarket hadn’t dimmed her hopes her horse would come into his stride now that the first official race was behind him. While she had no plans of becoming a breeder of horses, or anything else for that matter, she enjoyed nurturing the spirited colts and fillies in her brother’s stable.

      She would only be happy if she could marry a man with a good stable. A kind, gentle sort who would allow her to continue to train horses. She didn’t even care whose horses they were, her brother’s or her husband’s, just so long as she didn’t have to put her dreams aside.

      Robert would not be looking for that sort of man as he sought a husband for her, unless he hoped to have access to another man’s stud. He’d look for an heir to a title, or possibly a wealthy businessman who might be interested in backing the Northcotte stable. A marriage to suit his own whims.

      She must be allowed to make the choice herself. “If I promise to make a decision by the end of the Season, will you let me select my own husband?”

      He leaned back in his chair and contemplated her, his expression the composed mask she recognized. At last, he nodded. “I’ll continue to consider my own list of candidates, however, in case you fail to produce a satisfactory suitor. But we can put the decision off until later in the Season.”

      “Just promise me you won’t let anyone other than Bruce ride Patriot.”

      His brows dropped sharply. “I’m sorry, that isn’t possible. He didn’t survive his illness.”

      “What? But he was fine that morning. Did the doctor say what it was?”

      “The constable is still investigating. But I’m certain it’s nothing you might catch.”

      That hadn’t crossed her mind. Aside from feeling she’d lost a friend, she now had to worry they would find someone Patriot was comfortable with. And she wouldn’t be there to help him adjust. She was stuck here in London.

      After retrieving her pelisse, hat and gloves, Joanna stormed out the front door where the groom, Wallis, waited with a pair of horses. Just seeing Patriot awaiting her lifted some of her frustration. The handsome black towered over her, even though she was rather tall herself, but he was like a kitten when she sat on his back. That was another area of potential problem in finding a husband. Few men would allow their wives to ride stallions. Once she married, she’d not be able to ride him, however, since he belonged to her brother.

      With Wallis following, she set out for Hyde Park. Unlike most runners, Patriot had been trained to accept both a lady’s saddle and a man’s. Pressing her crop against Patriot’s right side as she rode, she could mimic riding astride. It was more awkward to ride that way, but it was a small price to pay to be able to ride him where others might be shocked at her riding astride.

      Hopefully, Rotten Row would be empty at this early hour, with gentlemen of the ton likely sleeping off last night’s revelry. While in London, Joanna was unable to let Patriot have his head and she feared he would lose some of the speed they worked so hard to gain. At the end of the week, Robert would take him back to Newmarket for the Second Spring Meeting. She would follow a day later, if he allowed her to attend, making faster time in a carriage than the walking pace the racehorses traveled.

      A swelling in her throat threatened her breath when she considered the training of her beloved horse was most likely to end soon. She’d done all she could. She must be content to watch him from the sidelines with her brother.

      The trails of Hyde Park were occupied by nannies and dog walkers, their charges doing their best to run wild. Joanna kept Patriot at a calm pace, only urging him faster when they reached Rotten Row. She allowed him to trot the length of the path before turning him. As she again approached Park Lane, she heard shouts above the thundering of hooves.

      A handsome bay stallion raced past her in the opposite direction. A block behind him, a man in riding dress ran after him. Without hesitation, Joanna urged Patriot around and took chase. She clenched the pommel tightly with her bent leg and pressed her crop firmly against Patriot’s side. Holding her horse’s mane, she bent as low over his neck as possible while sitting aside.

      She gave Patriot his head and he lengthened his stride, slowly gaining on the other horse, whose course kept shifting around the traffic. Ahead of them, men shouted to clear the road for the runaway. Joanna waited until she was beside the stallion’s head then reached for his reins while speaking to him in calming tones. Her left leg trembled with the tension of staying mounted. The other horse shied away, his eyes wide with fear.

      Joanna nearly fell but caught herself in time. Patriot continued to keep pace with the bay, and she kept talking to it. Seeing a familiar street corner ahead, she guided Patriot toward the right, forcing the bay in that direction. The horses slowed slightly, and she heard Wallis’ mount in the distance behind them. Somehow, she managed to make the turn onto the narrow side street, which was a dead end.

      The bay slowed drastically in the crush of street peddlers, carts and shoppers. Joanna grabbed his reins, encouraging him to a walk. He whinnied and shook his head, but his ears responded to her voice. His eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly. Whatever had spooked him was now a distant memory. Patriot sidestepped beneath her, vocal in his displeasure at the other stallion’s presence. “Easy, boys, easy. There’s no mare here to challenge for.”

      She got the horses turned and met Wallis at the corner. The groom was panting as hard as his mount. “My lady! His lordship would ‘ave my ‘ide for lettin’ you ride off like that. It’s a wonder you weren’t thrown.”

      She handed off the stallion’s reins, noticing the deep crease between Wallis’s brows before she put some distance between the two stallions. Some years ago, he’d told her that more than half of his grey hairs were attributable to her escapades on horseback. He no longer spoke to her that way since her come out, but the fondness he held for her shone in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Wallis, but I knew Bertie would not carry you fast enough to catch the bay. I had to ride after him before he hurt himself.”

      “A runaway horse is not sumthin’ what should concern a lady. What will his lordship say? What will the Dowager Countess say?”

      They turned the horses back toward Rotten Row while Wallis lectured her in his fatherly way. She bit her tongue when she wanted so badly to defend herself and her love for speed. Riding fast was not ladylike. Defending oneself to the servants was even less so, even one who overstepped his place out of concern for her well-being.

      The horseless rider she’d seen earlier now trotted up on foot, obviously winded. He grinned at Wallis and reached for his horse’s bridle. “My thanks, good man.”

      Wallis leaned forward with the reins. “It’s milady you should be thanking, milord.”

      Something was familiar about the finely dressed man, and Wallis seemed to know him. She couldn’t quite place the handsome face, but was certain she’d seen him quite recently.

      He flashed her a brilliant smile. “Ah, my lady, then. I’m much in your debt. Triton wasn’t of a mind to take a leisurely stroll this morning.”

      “Fernleigh’s Triton?”

      “Yes, the same. You’ve heard of him?”

      “Heard of him? I’ve seen him race.” She laughed, now realizing she must be speaking to Lord Bridgethorpe’s son. She looked again at the large bay with no distinguishable markings. “Had I known it was him I chased, I might have let him escape. We lost to him at Newmarket.”

      “We? Forgive me, my lady, but while you look familiar, I cannot place you. I’m certain I’ll know your husband’s name, if we are competitors.”

      “I speak of my brother Northcotte’s horse.” She patted Patriot’s neck and tipped her head to one side, holding back a smile. He was the man who’d beguiled her in the stands. “This is Patriot, who, I believe, just ran down your horse, Lord Knightwick.”

      Recognition registered on his face before he schooled his expression into a mask of politeness. “Of course. But I’m not Knightwick. You find his brother, Lumley, in your debt. You are Lady Joanna?” He inclined his head, eyeing her with a cool gaze.

      She nodded, quelling a shiver, trying to determine what she’d said that made all the warmth flee from his manner. Surely, the man wasn’t so competitive he couldn’t hold a casual conversation over horseflesh. Perhaps it was the thought of a woman rider overtaking his winning stallion. She was suddenly grateful to have met him in passing on the street and not in a ballroom where she might have considered him an eligible match. Their families were equal in status. His father’s stables bred some of the top runners until recently. Her own father had raced a few good runners before his death.

      Thank the heavens she saw the real man before she fell victim to that charming smile and rakishly wavy brown hair that made her fingers itch to touch.

      He bowed stiffly. “Please offer your mother my belated condolences. Your father was generous with his knowledge at the track. He’s missed. I won’t keep you from your outing. Again, I thank you for catching my horse. Good day.”

      With that, he mounted up and rode off without looking back.

      Joanna watched him go. Such an odd exchange of words. She must remember to ask Robert what he knew of the man, to find some answers to this puzzlement.
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