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One

Hampshire, 1800
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“That vile, odious—”

Tiptoes perched precariously on the bottom of an old broken bucket, Francesca levered herself higher. Her hands whitened in their angry grip as she finally managed a good look inside the barn.

“Worm!” she spat.

The rough wood of the window casement speared her flesh, but the pain of the splinters focused her anger enough to prevent her from seizing the nearest pistol, marching to the dilapidated estate a few hundred yards away, and shooting Will Skerrit in an area of his anatomy ladies were not supposed to think about.

As her eyes adjusted from the late afternoon sun to the darkness of the stable, Francesca saw only too clearly why shooting Skerrit would be too good for the man. He should suffer a slow, painful death.

Inside the crumbling mud-brown building, the once-beautiful colt was scarred and bloody. He stood trembling with his head hung low, his breathing labored. On the foul floor of his cold stall, wisps of scarce straw danced about like puppets manipulated by the biting November wind. Far more abundant were the flies and maggots buzzing around the feces in which the horse stood fetlock-deep. Francesca saw no evidence of feed, and the only water bucket lay on its side, dry as a bone. Francesca put a hand to her nose, the barn’s fetid stink almost overpowering her.

Rage boiling inside her, she leaned forward and craned her neck to eye the far end of the stable. The bucket lurched under her just then, and she pinwheeled her arms in a vain effort to regain her balance. Unsuccessful, she tumbled helplessly backwards—into a wall of hard, unyielding muscle.

With a squeal, she pitched forward, only to be caught and steadied by the wall’s hands. One hand, sinewed and tanned, pulled her securely against a broad, hard chest while the other covered her mouth.

She cried out, but her screams were ineffective and muffled. Her heart beat a frantic drum against her ribcage as she struggled against him.

Dear God, she prayed, please don’t let it be Skerrit.

“What are you doing here?” the man breathed into her ear.

She caught the scents of horse and leather lingering on the skin of his hand, and his lips tickled the sensitive hairs behind her ear. Francesca closed her eyes with relief, her heart slowing to an uneasy thump. The sound of his rich, deep voice coupled with the feel of his large, strong body against hers told her he wasn’t Skerrit. Thank Heaven. The lecherous farmer would have been only too glad to find her sneaking about his property unescorted.

Francesca shivered at the thought.

Her captor’s grip on her mouth immediately slackened, and she realized he must have misinterpreted her shudder.

“I won’t hurt you.” His mouth brushed her earlobe. “If I remove my hand, can I trust you not to cry out?”

His voice, a low velvet purr, resonated through her very bones. Francesca chided herself for her overreaction. Of course this man wouldn’t hurt her. This was the Hampshire countryside, after all. Nothing interesting ever happened here. She felt his warm breath caress her ear again.

Until now.

His hold on her mouth eased. “Don’t scream,” he repeated.

There was something about this man—the smell of him, the steady strength in him—that made her feel secure, that made her nod her acquiescence almost without thinking. She was surprised at her response. For the last half year, her reaction to being touched by any man had been nothing short of panic.

He slackened his grip, fingers brushing her mouth as he withdrew his hand. She pressed her dry lips together, wetting them with her tongue, and she could taste the leather of his gloves on them.

“For a moment I was worried,” Francesca began as she turned to peer up at the man. “Who are—”

Her smile fell, and she crushed her knuckles to her mouth to stifle the shriek.

“What are you doing here?”

Reeling from shock, she stumbled backward again, nearly falling over the forgotten bucket.

The man reached out, grasped her arm, and for the second time in as many minutes, hauled her upright. She jumped at his touch, flailed forward, and landed in his warm, solid arms. Head resting against his warm, solid chest. And, Heaven help her, she didn’t pull away as quickly as she knew she should. She told herself it was because if she fell over one more time he’d label her the Clumsiest Girl in All of England.

But that wasn’t the only reason.

Francesca couldn’t believe, even without seeing him, she hadn’t known it was him. His smell, his voice. She’d thought they’d been stamped indelibly on her brain. His physical appearance, too, though each time she caught a glimpse of him it was as breathtaking as the first.

She didn’t need to look at him to picture him. Ethan Caxton, the Marquess of Winterbourne, was the most attractive man she’d ever seen. Tall and lean, he was graced with rich auburn hair and dark amber eyes. Unconventionally handsome, the chiseled angles and sculpted planes of his facial features made him appear harsh but arresting. Even dressed unremarkably in charcoal black with a white shirt and cravat, he radiated danger and sensuality.

She glanced up, her gaze locking with his. What she saw made her belly flutter. Those golden eyes, flecked with burnt honey, were his real appeal. They captured her, trapped her in their sticky allure, like an unsuspecting insect caught in sap. The eyes alone hinted at softness. The rest of him was hard, intimidating, and enthralling all at the same time.

Not him, she thought. Anyone but him.

Francesca forced herself from the security of his arms and flattened her back against the coarse wood of the stable wall.

He watched her as she backed away, dark eyebrows slashed together in a scowl. She felt a bead of sweat meander the curve of her spine. Despite those captivating eyes, he’d always had a particularly potent scowl. “I said I wouldn’t hurt you.” He looked angry, almost offended.

“I know.” She inched her hands behind her body, the barn’s prickly wood rasping the tender flesh of her palms.

“Then why are you cowering?” The line between his eyebrows deepened with disapproval.

“I’m not cowering.” Francesca pushed away from the barn, her chin coming up a notch. “I was just being”—she pursed her lips, eyes searching the dusky sky for the right word—“cautious.” She gave a succinct nod. “After all, you could have been a...highwayman.”

His mouth quirked in what she supposed for him passed as a smile. “A highwayman? I’m sorry to disappoint you, miss. I’m not nearly as exciting or romantic as a highwayman. I’m—” He stepped forward, preparing to introduce himself.

“I know who you are, Lord Winterbourne,” Francesca interrupted. She felt a flood of heat wash her cheeks at the realization that he didn’t recognize her. But then, why should he? She was nothing special, particularly not to him. “I don’t suppose you remember me.” She hated the tiny spark of hope that flickered in her.

He wasted no time dousing it with an ocean of water.

His warm tawny eyes skimmed over her with a skill borne of practice. His perusal was thorough, and she felt her blush deepen. She hated blushing. It made her look like a big red beet. But she couldn’t help it. Being the daughter of a viscount, she wasn’t used to such insolent behavior. Then again, she should have expected this and worse from the Marquess of Winterbourne: rake, rogue, and rumored agent for the Crown

His liquid gaze poured over her body, causing heat to pool from her breasts to her belly to her toes. When he reached her burning face again, he said, “I don’t recall having made your acquaintance, Miss—?”

“Dashing!” a rough male voice interrupted. “You meddling little hussy!”

Francesca jumped a foot and clunked the back of her head on the stable wall.

“I warned you I would shoot you if I ever caught you on my property again. Now get off!”

Lanky, unwashed, and unshaven, Will Skerrit stood behind Winterbourne, an ancient blunderbuss in his hand. He pointed the rusty gun at her, and her anger returned.

“Yell at me all you want, Mr. Skerrit.” Francesca rubbed the burgeoning knot on the back of her skull, barely managing to keep her voice and temper steady. “But do not think I will sit idly by and ignore this blatant cruelty.” She crooked her thumb toward the stable and the horse inside.

“Why you—” Skerrit took a menacing step forward, thin face flushed vermilion. He waved the gun at her threateningly.

Francesca planted her feet defiantly then stole a glance to gauge Winterbourne’s reaction.

The marquess hadn’t moved. Hadn’t turned around. Hadn’t so much as twitched since hearing the farmer’s voice. In fact, he was staring at her, mouth slightly open—the picture of disbelief. She gave him a questioning look. Though she could hardly imagine Winterbourne was Skerrit’s guest, she wasn’t at all certain she could rely on him to support her cause or defend her.

“Bitch!” Skerrit finally choked out.

Francesca whipped her attention back to the farmer.

“Who the devil do you think—” Skerrit began.

In a blur, Winterbourne turned and lunged for the man, clutching him by the throat and slamming him hard onto the dusty ground. Skerrit yelped and the blunderbuss tumbled into a yellowed patch of grass.

Francesca gasped and stumbled out of the way. She’d never seen anyone move so quickly and with so much force. Winterbourne attacked with the skill of a seasoned warrior, seeming more warlord than gentleman. Hearing Skerrit gurgle, she took a tentative step forward. Winterbourne straddled the farmer, and she had to crane her neck to see around the marquess’s broad back. She didn’t fail to notice that the taut fabric of his tailcoat outlined the honed muscles underneath. And at the mercy of those muscles was a creature lower than the scum that might have lined the poor horse’s water bucket.

“I’ve warned you about using profanity before, Mr. Skerrit.” She couldn’t resist scolding the wheezing farmer. “Lord Winterbourne is not accustomed to such coarse manners.”

Winterbourne tossed her an incredulous glance, and she shrugged. She was impudent, she knew, but she hated Skerrit for what he’d done to the colt. Goading the horrible man was the least of what she would like to do now that she had the upper hand—or at least now that Winterbourne did. Evidently he was on her side.

Winterbourne shook Skerrit by the neck. “Next time you’d better find out who you’re dealing with before waving your gun about. I could kill you for less.”

Francesca didn’t doubt it. Neither did Skerrit. His eyes bulged, and he struggled for another breath.

“Lord Winterbourne?” She had to tap his back several times before he jerked his head to glare at her.

“Miss?”

He said it through clenched teeth, and Francesca summoned every ounce of courage to stand her ground. She couldn’t very well justify a retreat with Skerrit looking so decidedly purple underneath Winterbourne’s flexed fingers. The struggling farmer’s rotting teeth were bared in a last effort to squeeze a bit of air past those unforgiving hands.

“I think you’d better release him,” she said. “He looks as though he can’t breathe.”

Winterbourne’s cool gaze locked on her face, and his fingers tightened on Skerrit’s neck.

“Unless you really would kill him?” she squeaked. She hated Skerrit, but that didn’t mean she wanted him dead.

Winterbourne’s fingers flexed, and she began to fear he really did intend murder. Finally, with a last shove, Winterbourne released Skerrit and rose to his knees, gulping air like a fish caught in a net.

“Lord Winterbourne! Forgive me, your lordship. I had no idea it was you.” He struggled to his feet, hands on his knees, still trying to catch his breath. 

Winterbourne wiped his hands on his breeches then locked his arms across his chest, watching the man labor as one might watch the toils of an ant.

“Why are you here?” Skerrit wheezed between gulps of oxygen.

At the farmer’s demanding tone, an ominous look crossed the marquess’s face.

“My lord,” Skerrit added quickly.

“My horse threw a shoe,” Winterbourne answered after a moment. “I saw your farm and thought you might lend assistance.”

“Of course,” Skerrit answered too quickly, with an obsequious little bow. “I’d be honored to assist in any way I can.” He spun toward the barn, but Francesca wouldn’t allow him to scurry away so easily.

“Mr. Skerrit! Wait just a moment.” She squared her shoulders. “I’ve come to discuss this latest incidence of abuse with you. I’ll have you know I won’t tolerate it.”

Skerrit turned back, looking down his thin, crooked nose at her. At times like this, she hated her short stature. It particularly galled her to have to look up at the odious farmer. She felt more like an indignant child than a dignified woman of one and twenty.

“To what abuse are you referring, Miss—Dashing, is it?”

Francesca beamed at the marquess, pleased to see that he shared her concern.

“My lord, excuse me,” Skerrit answered for her, making the ingratiating bow again. Little toady! “This girl is a nuisance.” He pointed a dirty finger at Francesca. “What I do with my animals is my business. Now get off my property!” He screamed the last, apparently forgetting Winterbourne.

Francesca set her jaw. “Not until you release Thunder to me.”

“Look, you stupid little chit—”

Francesca raised her voice over his. “I won’t leave him here after the way you mistreated him today. I saw you ride by, whipping him and pushing him past the limits of any animal.”

“I told you. My animals are my business.”

“Thunder needs medical attention.”

Skerrit turned beseechingly to Winterbourne, probably hoping to tap into some shared male condescension toward women. But as far as Francesca could tell, the marquess’s face didn’t betray any emotion.

“Who is Thunder?” Winterbourne asked. He sounded bored.

Francesca gave him a frown.

“It’s the ridiculous name she’s given to my colt.” Skerrit gave a derisive laugh. “The chit’s daft, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t.” Winterbourne reached into his charcoal tailcoat and extracted a slim silver case. “How much do you want for the animal?”

Francesca stared at the marquess, her breath coming out in an indignant huff. “My lord, I appreciate your assistance, but I really must insist you allow me to handle this.”

Winterbourne shifted, blocking her view with his bulky shoulder. With an exclamation of disbelief, she scooted around him.

“How much?” he repeated.

“I wasn’t really looking to sell.” Skerrit rubbed the grimy cleft in his chin with his thumb, and Francesca pursed her lips at the spark of greed in the farmer’s eye.

“Perhaps I could persuade you.”

“You can’t possibly mean to buy the colt,” Francesca exclaimed. Didn’t Winterbourne see that Skerrit would just use the money to buy another horse, and she’d be right back where she started? Alarm shot through her, and she stepped between the two men, facing Winterbourne.

He raised his chin, looking over her head at Skerrit, the only acknowledgment of her presence between them. “Fifteen guineas,” he offered.

Francesca felt her jaw drop. Insufferable man! Had she compared him to a warrior a moment before? Despot was more accurate.

“My lord, the animal is worth much more than fifteen guineas! Only come and see... ”

Skerrit’s whining grated on her nerves, and she whirled on him.

“I have no desire to see the evidence of your handiwork, Mr. Skerrit. The offer is now twelve,” Winterbourne snapped behind her.

Skerrit shook his head, and Francesca let out a pent-up breath. But Skerrit was no fool. He wouldn’t bargain much longer. She rounded on Winterbourne, feeling dizzy at all the sudden turns.

“Lord Winterbourne, I really must insist you do not purchase this animal. It would be better if I took the colt home and cared for him temporarily.” There. That ought to settle the matter.

Winterbourne glanced down at her briefly, and she nodded her head in encouragement.

“I suggest you accept my offer,” he said to Skerrit over her head.

She almost stamped her foot in aggravation. Instead, she tapped the marquess on the chest. “Lord Winterbourne, have you been listening? I said that I didn’t think—”

“I’ll take it,” Skerrit agreed.

“No!” she protested.

Winterbourne extracted an ivory card from the silver case. “This is my brother’s solicitor here in Southampton. The earl’s name is on the back.” Reaching around her, he handed the card to Skerrit. “My man is in Yorkshire, but show Selbourne’s solicitor this card and you’ll be compensated for the animal.”

“I don’t believe it,” Francesca moaned. All her hard work, and in three minutes the meddling marquess had ruined it, causing her who knew how many more problems. She wanted to scream but settled for waving her hands frantically in front of Winterbourne’s face in a last, desperate effort to gain his attention.

He leveled his amber gaze on her, expression bemused. “What are you doing, Miss Dashing?”

“What am I doing? What are you doing, my lord? I told you not to buy the horse!”

“It’s too late for that now.” He waved Skerrit away.

Francesca spun around in time to see the lanky farmer slink off, grinning his gap-toothed, yellow smile all the way.

“Why are you complaining?” Winterbourne crossed his arms and stared down at her, now treating her like the ant. If she wasn’t so angry, she might have been intimidated.

He jerked his hand impatiently. “You wanted the horse. Now you have the horse.”

“You don’t understand. I never wanted to buy the horse. You’ve just given that man money to purchase another poor beast and—wait! You’re not even keeping Thunder?”

“No. I bought him for you.”

“B-but you don’t even know me! You can’t buy me a horse! What will people say?”

“I couldn’t care less.” Obviously, the marquess considered their conversation over because he turned away from her, striding on long, lean legs to the far side of the stable. Francesca followed, though she had to run to keep up.

“But I care. My family will care.”

He glanced back at her, seeming surprised she hadn’t disappeared. “That’s not my concern.”

They rounded the stable’s corner, and Francesca saw he’d tethered a beautiful sorrel gelding near a forgotten woodpile. The horse nickered when he saw his owner approaching. The marquess quickened his pace, outdistancing her.

“Lord Winterbourne.” Francesca slowed to a walk as he reached the horse and began loosening the reins. Without a word, he mounted the gelding, gracefully turning him away from her and the stable.

Oh, no. She wasn’t about to allow him to ignore her this time.

“Lord Winterbourne!” she bellowed so loudly that not only all of Hampshire but half of Scotland probably heard.

His horse certainly did. The copper-red animal jerked his head toward her. She saw the impatient flick of Winterbourne’s wrist on the reins, then, with deliberate slowness, he pressed muscled legs into the beast’s flank and guided the mount to face her. The softness was gone from his eyes, and she felt the stab of his piercing gaze.

The last lavender and indigo rays of the autumn sun illuminated him from behind, melding horse and rider into one, transforming him into some mythical being—a satyr or centaur. The sky was darkening, but through the shadows of dusk, his eyes dismissed her.

“Good-bye, Miss Dashing.” He spurred his horse and rode into the streaks of dying light.

“Wait!” she called after him. “I thought you said your horse lost a shoe.”

Not surprisingly, he didn’t bother to turn around. Hands on her hips, Francesca frowned after him.
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Ethan Caxton, the Marquess of Winterbourne, suppressed an uncharacteristic shudder and urged Destrehan forward. Grayson Park, pale and dreary, rose before him like a hoary mist out of the inky night. Destrehan shied as they crested the hill overlooking the estate, and Ethan knew exactly how the thoroughbred felt. He reined the horse in and stroked the gelding’s sleek copper mane.

He’d been raised primarily in London and had never liked Grayson Park. The estate was tainted with too many bad memories—having been his mother’s last refuge when his stepfather flaunted his newest mistress.

In the moonless darkness, his late stepfather’s country house appeared even more formidable and massive than usual. Baroque in style, the house was a long, severe rectangle of gray granite. Two-dozen windows overlooked the south lawns, most of them as black as the far reaches of Hell. Weak light shone from a handful of parted drapes on the upper floors, and the dim glow gave eerie illumination to the gargoyles leering down at him, their talons gripping the stone balustrade encircling the roof.

Ethan wasn’t superstitious, but he’d felt uneasy on the ride back from Skerrit’s farm. The ghostly vision of Grayson Park only heightened the feeling. On top of everything, the image of the Dashing girl standing next to Skerrit’s woodpile, twilight tumbling about her like the curls of her chocolate hair, refused to leave him. He couldn’t put her out of his mind, and it was damned unnerving.

He should have seen her home. He’d realized his lapse halfway to Grayson Park, but when he returned, both she and the horse were already gone. He cursed his error these last five miles or so, consoling himself with the certainty that she was native to the area—a country miss who most likely lived close to Skerrit’s farm. Nothing could account for his oversight. Nothing except a mixture of unyielding anger that his presence had been revealed and the unexpected distraction of a well-shaped ankle.

He’d been inspecting Skerrit’s property, searching for evidence that the farmer was not what he seemed. Careful to keep out of sight, Ethan had rounded a corner of the stable and seen the girl climb on the rickety bucket to peek inside the barn. He should have retreated, but then she leaned forward and he caught the flash of her slender ankle. His gaze lingered, skimming her shapeless mantle and fastening on the thickness of her rich hair. He’d paused just long enough in his appreciation to see her wobble. He’d been in time to catch her, but his valiant efforts cost him his anonymity.

Ethan hoped the lie he’d told about Destrehan losing a shoe didn’t arouse the farmer’s suspicions. The excuse was weak at best. If Skerrit doubted it, weeks of surveillance and careful preparation were destroyed. Skerrit would undoubtedly disappear, and with him, Ethan’s best chance at uncovering the French government’s most successful arms smuggling operation.

Perhaps meddlesome women, not French spies, were the real threat to his mission. Spurring Destrehan forward, he tamped down his annoyance and covered the last few yards to the arched brick entry of Grayson Park.

A footman carrying a flambeaux materialized from the gloom and took the horse’s reins, while another appeared almost immediately to light the marquess’s way. Ethan dismounted and paused to run his hands along Destrehan’s fore and back legs, checking for any injury or strain.

He rested his hand on the horse’s warm chest. “Tell the grooms to cool him down before feeding and watering him.” Ethan gave Destrehan an affectionate pat. “Then he needs a good rub down. I want him ready at first light.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The grand foyer of Grayson Park was shadowed and drafty, and the flickering candles added a touch of the ethereal, but Ethan could just make out the solid form of his stodgy valet, Pocklington, standing ready at the foot of the stairs.

The elderly valet appeared as immobile as the marble statue on the table beside him. It was the end of a long day, but Pocklington—ever the “gentleman’s gentleman”—stood polished and poised. Not a wrinkle in his clothes nor a gray hair out of place on his head. Ethan caught the servant’s gaze, nodded to his man, and took the blood-red carpeted steps two at a time, Pocklington following. At the landing, Ethan turned right and strode down the long gallery.

The estate now belonged to his half brother. Alex had only acquired the house and accompanying title a few years before, when Alex’s father, their mother’s second husband and the Earl of Selbourne, died. Ethan knew Alex had found precious little time to think of improvements and redecoration. Still, Ethan would have made removing the dour portraits from the dark, wood-paneled walls a priority.

He knew their names and titles. And he’d passed them often enough that he was familiar with each ancestor’s variation on a reproving glower.

Stopping at the bedchamber he always occupied when visiting the Park, Ethan grasped the handle of the mahogany door and stepped inside. His eyes flicked to the walnut bedside cupboard and the full decanter of brandy squatting on top.

Pocklington shut the door behind him. “Would you care for a brandy, my lord?”

Before Ethan had time to answer, the valet had crossed to the table, unstopped the decanter, and begun pouring the amber liquid into one of the crystal glasses beside it.

“Thank you, Pocket.” It was a rare occasion when Ethan drank more than one glass of brandy or a few sips of wine. A man who lived on instinct and quick thinking, he’d been saved more than once by using his wits when other men were too inebriated to do so. But after the events of this evening, Ethan needed a drink—maybe two.

He shrugged off his coat, savoring the warmth of the fire roaring in the hearth. Slipping the knot of his cravat loose and unfastening the buttons of his collar and waistcoat, he noted that not only had the fire been stoked, but the heavy gold drapes of the bed had been neatly tied back, the bedclothes remade without so much as a crease.

Pocket handed him the brandy, tsking quietly as he bent to retrieve the discarded garments from the plush gold and burgundy Turkish carpet. Ethan settled into a Chippendale armchair while Pocket shook imaginary wrinkles from his tailcoat.

On nights like this, Ethan appreciated the luxury of a valet. Seventy if a day, Pocket had more energy than most men in their prime. Ethan smiled when the valet pulled open the marquetry-decorated doors of the walnut wardrobe. The garments Ethan had left strewn about the floor this morning were now spotless and impeccably arranged inside, tucked neatly into Holland covers. “I trust your afternoon went well, my lord.”

Ethan took another swallow of his brandy and was surprised to find it the last. “Not as well as I’d hoped, Pocket.” Irritation flashed through him as he thought of the girl again.

“Oh?” Pocket immediately retrieved the empty glass and poured him another. The man had eyes in the back of his head.

With a nod, Ethan accepted the glass, and Pocket returned to the open wardrobe. “I hope there was no trouble, my lord.”

“Hmm.” Ethan took another sip of the liquor, gilded by the light of the fire. “It depends how you define trouble.”

“And how do you define it, brother?”

Ethan turned to see his half brother, Alex, the Earl of Selbourne, standing in the doorway, broad shoulders blocking the light from the corridor outside.

Ethan arched an eyebrow. “The same way as any other man, I suppose.”

Alex’s gray eyes narrowed.

Pocket made a small sound of disapproval at the earl’s unexpected appearance, but Ethan merely raised his glass in greeting and motioned his brother inside. Alex closed the door and pulled a chair opposite Ethan. He dropped down, stretching his long legs toward the fire.

“Care for a drink?” Ethan asked.

“Will I need one?”

Ethan shrugged and motioned Pocket to pour another glass of brandy. The valet’s expression turned pained at having to serve the earl, but he complied without verbal protest. Ethan studied his brother. He and Alex bore more than a passing resemblance to one another. Both had strong features and dark hair curling about the collar, but Alex’s gray eyes were colder than Ethan’s.

Unlike Ethan, Alex hadn’t the advantage of being raised heir to the respected Winterbourne title. Consequently, his little brother had been unable to shrug off the scandals and rumors that plagued the Selbourne family as Ethan had. Alex had been young and impressionable when the late Earl of Selbourne began his descent into complete debauchery. Ethan had been angry, indignant at the man’s blatant and all-too-public humiliation of his mother, and he’d compensated by further disciplining his own life. Alex had reacted by turning cold and distant.

Still, in general temperament, the similarities between the half brothers were remarkable. Serious and guarded by nature, both tended to shun the frivolous pastimes of Society for more worthy—and often dangerous—pursuits in the service of their country. But of the two, Ethan knew he was the more patient, the more disciplined. And those were skills he intended to teach his brother.

Accepting a glass from Pocket, Alex said, “Your trouble can usually be traced to a woman.”

“Is that so?” Ethan gave a half smile, amused at his brother’s statement. After all, Alex had had his own share of problems with the fairer sex.

Alex responded with a dark look. “But I know that can’t be the case today.” His expression darkened further. “Don’t tell me you spent the whole day with some wench you met at The Golden Goose.”

“Your faith in me is touching as usual, brother, but I went to Skerrit’s farm as planned.” 

Alex’s relieved expression annoyed Ethan, and he tightened his fingers on the brandy glass.

“And?” Alex scooted to the edge of his chair.

Ethan considered and took another drink of his brandy, swirling the liquid in the glass and watching the firelight glint off the crystal edges. He glanced at his younger brother. Alex had been watching Will Skerrit for almost three months and had compiled detailed information on the man—he probably even knew the color of his drawers. Ethan suspected that Alex had lived more in hiding places around Skerrit’s crumbling farm than he had within the walls of his newly acquired Grayson Park. And if not for the crackling of the logs on the fire, he imagined he’d be able to hear his little brother’s teeth grinding as he struggled to maintain his veneer of casual indifference.

His eyes shifted to Alex’s fingers, tapping a staccato rhythm on the side table. Ethan had every intention of telling his brother all that he wanted to know—in his own good time. But right now he had other things on his mind, specifically one petite, nosy girl with chocolate-brown hair.

“What do you know of the Dashing family?” Ethan asked.

A blank look dropped like a sheet over Alex’s face. “Who?” He turned to Pocket, now engaged in cleaning a nonexistent spot on Ethan’s coat, but the valet’s expression was equally bewildered. Although not, Ethan noted, as annoyed as Alex’s was fast becoming.

“Who?” Alex’s edgy tone mirrored his emotions. His brother really had to learn patience.

“The Dashings.” Ethan hooked one leg over the arm of his chair.

“Why the hell do you think I know who the Dashings are?” Alex almost exploded out of his chair. “If you want to know something about Skerrit, I can tell you what the man had for breakfast this morning, but I haven’t spent much time dallying with the locals.”

Ethan tapped a finger to his lips. “Then I suppose you don’t know Miss Dashing.”

“No.”

Ethan wondered how Alex managed to grind the word from his locked jaw.

“Now, can we return to the matter at hand? Skerrit?”

“This is the matter at hand.” Ethan emptied his glass then shook his head when Pocket gestured in silent offer to pour him another. “She was poking around Skerrit’s today.”

Alex started, granite-gray eyes hard and sharp. “Do you suspect her of some involvement?”

“Miss Dashing?” Ethan snorted. “Hardly. Her main concern seemed to be Skerrit’s horse. Apparently the man not only smuggles arms to the French, he also mistreats his animals.”

“Oh, dear,” Pocket murmured from across the room.

With a self-satisfied grin, Alex sat back. “So you concur with my assessment then? Skerrit is smuggling arms for the French.”

“All the signs are there. And the man is no fool, either. He had the gall to pull a weapon on me, but he was smart enough to use a rusty blunderbuss, not anything suspect.”

Alex stared at his brother, looking ready to smash him with the granite in his eyes. “Skerrit caught you!” He catapulted out of his chair. “I’ve been watching the man unnoticed for months, and the first time you, the much-lauded spy, attempt surveillance, you’re discovered. That’s just wonderful, Ethan. Tell me this gets better.”

Ethan looked hard at his brother. “Don’t presume to tell me how to do my job, Alex.” He set his glass down with a clink. “I’ll decide when and if I’ve compromised my position or yours. Don’t forget I was smuggling aristos out of Paris when you were still in leading strings.”

“Please.” Alex ran a hand through his hair. “You’re only six years older.”

“And for your edification, little brother,” Ethan added, “I did us both a favor this afternoon by ridding the area of the interfering do-gooder. If I hadn’t done so, we might have had her surprising us in the future at a less opportune moment.”

“And just how did you manage to rid us of the Dashing chit?” Alex sat and arched one skeptical brow.

“It was a mistake. I know that now.”

“Ethan.”

“I bought her the horse.”

Alex choked, then shut his eyes and reached for his brandy. “Have you completely lost your mind?”

“I admitted my mistake.” Swinging his leg back over the arm of the chair, Ethan set it on the floor with an audible thud. Alex threw him an exasperated look, and Ethan curled his hand around the arm of the Chippendale, restraining the impulse to pummel Alex senseless.

“When word of this leaks, you’ll be linked to the Dashing girl.”

Ethan dug his fingers into the chair arm. “The gossip will die if I don’t fuel it.”

Alex did not look mollified. Ethan released the chair and laced his fingers behind his neck. Attempting a casual air, he stared at the portrait of a reproachful ancestor hanging above the fireplace mantel. The ancient earl watched him with fierce blue eyes.

“I’ll look into her identity further.” He leaned back, suddenly liking the way everything was coming together, liking the notion of seeing the girl again, ensuring she was safe. There was little he could do at present if Skerrit suspected him, but at least he could find out more about her. “I’ll investigate.”

“We don’t have time for that, Winter,” Alex argued.

Ethan dropped his gaze from the portrait to his brother.

“Oh, dear,” Pocket murmured.

“I need your help with Skerrit.”

“You have it,” Ethan said, voice edged with annoyance. The two brothers locked stares.

“Oh, dear!” Ethan heard Pocket moan. “Not again!”

“Stop your ‘oh dears,’ Pocket,” Ethan snapped. “I want you to uncover something about this girl so I can locate her tomorrow.”

“Oh, dear,” Pocket muttered again.

“Find out what village she lives in and what her father does, whether he’s a farmer or a merchant—anything you can.”

“I shall do my best, my lord.” The valet closed the wardrobe’s door with a snick. “But I wonder if you might be referring to one of Viscount Brigham’s daughters? If I am not mistaken, their family name is Dashing, and I believe their estate is in these parts.”

Alex’s head jerked up. “Tanglewilde? It’s only a mile or so from Skerrit’s farm.”

Ethan thought back to the girl and shook his head. “No, she’s not gentry. She was plain. A country miss. Probably just a coincidence.” But Ethan felt a sliver of doubt lodge in his mind. Was he mistaken or had her accent been too refined for a simple country girl? And she had carried herself rather well...Of course, any well-trained servant could ape her betters.

A tap on the door interrupted them, and Ethan discarded the whole asinine notion. Pocket went to answer the knock, and while he spoke quietly to one of the servants, Ethan returned to staring at the frowning relic of the man in the portrait. Ethan was accustomed to disapproval and scorn, but he was also accustomed to having his way. The Miss Dashings of the world had never caused him serious problems before. Why should this one nosy chit be any different? He wouldn’t allow anything or anyone to interfere with his plan to snare Skerrit.

“My lords?” Pocket said, closing the door again. “I am afraid I have some disturbing news. One of Mr. Skerrit’s servants found him with a pistol ball to the brain.”

“What?” Ethan rose. He’d left the man very much alive no more than three hours ago.

“There’s more,” Pocket said. “It seems a card bearing Lord Selbourne’s name was on the body. The magistrate”—he consulted a card—“a Squire Gravener, is downstairs, and he has requested an interview with both of you.”

“A card with my name?” Alex stared at Pocket. “How the hell did he come by that?”

“Damn.” The deeply lined mouth of the man in the portrait now seemed to smirk. Ethan closed his eyes.

Perhaps everything wouldn’t go as planned.
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“I’m almost done, miss,” Helen, Francesca’s lady’s maid, said, stifling a yawn before pinning another curl.

Francesca stole a look at her maid in the mirror, feeling a pang of guilt at waking the already harried servant so early. But she had to run to the stables to see Thunder before her father heard the news of her latest addition.

“I’m sorry to squirm so, Helen, but the weather is perfect today. I must be out in it.”

In the oval mirror of the tulipwood dressing table, her eyes left Helen’s face and strayed to the reflection of the Hampshire countryside surrounding Tanglewilde. When she’d bounced out of bed and pulled the pink silk drapes from the window a mere half an hour earlier, the horizon had been just tinged with gold, but now the sky was streaked with fast-fading pink and orange. For a November morning, the weather was exquisite—bright sunlight beaming through a pale blue, cloudless sky. She couldn’t wait to escape the stuffy house and enjoy the sunshine.

And perhaps the fresh air would keep her thoughts from the past and, most especially, from Winterbourne.

Helen tied a red ribbon into place and stepped away to admire her work. Half an hour from now, Francesca’s hair would once again be a tangle of curls, the ribbon lying forlorn and forgotten in a patch of clover. But Lady Brigham demanded her daughters adhere to the rules of Society even in the country, which meant Francesca’s hair and dress must follow the latest styles. Francesca considered it a monumental waste of time.

She glanced at her reflection in the mirror then looked quickly away again. Her features were still plain and uninteresting, and even the most fashionable coiffure wouldn’t change that.

A quick rap sounded at the door, and Lucia burst inside, wearing her blue mantle and a bonnet with blue ribbons trailing from one hand.

“Cesca! I’m so glad I caught you. I thought you might have already gone.”

“I’m leaving this minute,” Francesca answered, turning to her maid. “Thank you, Helen. That will be all for now.”

Helen gave a quick curtsy and exited. Francesca turned back to her dressing table, taking a moment to straighten her matching ivory comb and brush. “What did you want to see me about? Isn’t Miss Russell waiting for you?”

“Miss Russell!”

In the mirror, Francesca saw Lucia drop her mantle and bonnet then flop onto the large pink-canopied bed, her blond curls bouncing. “What do I care for Miss Russell?” Her sister leaned eagerly forward. “I heard from my maid who heard from one of the grooms that you brought Mr. Skerrit’s horse home last night. Is it true?”

Francesca whipped her head around. “You’ve already heard?”

When Lucia nodded, Francesca turned back to the table and squeezed her eyes shut. Bracing herself, she wrapped her fingers around the first object in front of her. The ivory comb’s teeth bit into her palm. “Do you think Daddy’s heard as well?”

“I don’t know.”

Francesca opened her eyes in time to see Lucia shrug her shoulders. “Only one way to find out.”

At fifteen, Lucia had no worries except how to avoid the day’s French lesson. Francesca wished her life were so simple. Or so charmed.

Lucia’s exuberant personality made her popular. The fact that she was already showing signs of growing into a blinding beauty didn’t hurt either.

Lucia: tall, willowy, golden-haired, and ivory-skinned. A glittering summer sunrise. Francesca: short, round, brown, and drab. A cloudy January day. No man would ever forget having met Lucia.

“So,” Lucia piped up. “Can I go with you to the stable to see Skerrit’s horse?”

Francesca laughed. Impulsive, persistent, beautiful Lucia. How could anyone not love her? But that didn’t mean Francesca wanted to spend the day with her. “That’s not a good idea.” Francesca pushed her chair back and stood. “You’ll miss your morning lessons. Miss Russell, not to mention Mamma, will be furious.”

“Oh, I knew you would say that!” Lucia flopped onto her back, sending two pillows bouncing off the bed.

“If you knew what I would say, then why did you come in here?” Francesca scooped up the pillows and sat next to her.

“Well, I had to try, didn’t I?” Lucia put an arm over her eyes in a perfect imitation of her mother, and Francesca tried not to grind her teeth. Instead, she said a silent prayer that her sister’s theatrics were only a phase and not a permanent state—as her mother’s were.

“You just don’t know how much I suffer, Francesca. I hate Miss Russell, and I hate my lessons.”

“I had my share of governesses and lessons as well,” she reminded her sister. “And I survived. You will too.”

“But it’s not the same,” Lucia wailed.

Francesca couldn’t help sliding her gaze back to her bedchamber windows. The sun had climbed higher in the sky, and she was losing the morning.

“It’s only for a few more years, Lucia.”

“Years, Francesca. Years! ” Lucia collapsed again. “Oh, I can’t wait until I marry. Then no one will tell me what to do!”

Francesca snorted. “Your husband will tell you what to do. Men like ordering women about.” And they weren’t always nice about it.

Lucia gaped at her, and Francesca realized her words had sounded harsh and bitter.

“Don’t you want to marry, Francesca?”

Francesca met her sister’s azure gaze. “No. I’ll never marry.” She’d never allow any man that much control over her.

Lucia scrambled to sit, dislodging yet another pillow, much to Francesca’s annoyance. “Never marry? You’ll be a spinster. An old maid!”

“Better an old maid than at the mercy of some man’s whims and fancies.”

Lucia blinked. “What do you mean?”

Francesca bit her lip and looked away. She’d said too much. Of course her sister would want to marry. What girl didn’t? And not every betrothal ended the way hers had. Francesca forced a smile. “I don’t mean anything. Forget it.”

“But last year you wanted to marry the Earl of Roxbury. You were even betrothed to him.”

“Well, we ended the engagement.” Francesca hopped off the bed and went to gather her mantle and gloves. As she bent over the pink-and-white striped chair, she could feel Lucia’s hurt stare boring into her back. Throwing the mantle over her arm, she turned around. “I’m sorry, Lucia. I didn’t mean to snap. I”—she swallowed—“I don’t like to talk about Roxbury.”

“I know.” Lucia traced the pattern of the bedclothes she’d rumpled with a finger. “I shouldn’t have mentioned him. But you’ve never said why—”

“Perhaps when you’re a bit older.”

Lucia grabbed a pillow and hurled it at her, hitting her armoire but missing Francesca by a good three feet. “I will scream the next time someone tells me I can do something when I’m older. What am I supposed to do in the meantime?”

Francesca gave her a sympathetic look. She could remember feeling much the same, longing for her presentation at court and her first Season in London. Only none of it had lived up to her expectations.

She crossed to the bed and gave Lucia a quick hug. “I know it’s hard to wait, but you’ll be all grown up and an old maid like me in no time.”

Lucia laughed. “You’re hardly an old maid!”

“Well, that’s a relief to hear!”

“And I’m sure Mamma and Father will give you another Season in London. Meanwhile, I’ll be locked away with a stuffy governess.”

“Well, there you are wrong.” She wrapped the mantle around her shoulders. “I have no intention of returning to London for another Season. Two is enough.” More than enough.

Lucia’s jaw dropped, her blue eyes widening. “You’re hoaxing me.”

Francesca swatted her. “Where did you hear that expression? Oh, never mind. I don’t want to know. Just do not use it in front of Mamma.”

“After she hears you won’t go to London for the Season, she won’t care what I do or say.”

Francesca couldn’t argue with that, but she would argue if her parents tried to force her to go to Town. And perhaps it was time her sister grew up. She scooted back onto the bed, next to Lucia.

“Lucia, you think the Season is all about gowns, balls, and the theater, but that’s only a part of it.”

“An important part!”

Francesca smiled. “Yes, and at first the outings are wonderful. I went to Almack’s and Vauxhall, Covent Garden and Hyde Park.”

Lucia gave her an irritated look. “Are you trying to make me jealous?”

Francesca put a hand on her arm. “No, because what you don’t know is that it’s only wonderful for a little while, then you realize that everything everyone does—everything you do—is dissected and discussed and disparaged. You see the countess who was so polite to you at Hatchard’s watching you and whispering behind her fan about you at Gunther’s.”

“That happened to you? Because of what the Marquess of Winterbourne did to you?”

“Yes, and really it was nothing.” Or should have been to everyone but me, she thought. “But the ton loves gossip. For weeks afterward, every time I entered a room, I knew people were talking about me. I hated it!”

Lucia balled her fists. “Just give me five minutes with Winterbourne. I have a few choice words for that scoundrel.”

Francesca squeezed her sister’s arm. “That’s not my point. I’m not even angry with him anymore.” Well, not very angry, she amended silently.

“Oh, Cesca, you never stay angry at anyone—not that I mind—but you really are too nice! Winterbourne doesn’t deserve it.”

Francesca shrugged. “I doubt he cares what I think of him.”

“My point exactly. The man is a rogue!”

“Maybe he has his reasons. People only gossiped about me for a week or so, and it was the longest week of my life. Each and every time he enters a room, people stop and stare and whisper about him. I can’t imagine what that must be like.”

“I hadn’t considered that,” Lucia said, chewing her lower lip. “Still, he doesn’t have to treat people so rudely, especially you. You didn’t do anything to deserve the way he behaved, which just proves that his bad reputation is not entirely rumors and lies.”

“No doubt he’s made mistakes like the rest of us.”

“Mistakes! You call shooting his best friend—”

“Lucia!” Francesca dug her nails into Lucia’s arm. She wasn’t about to discuss that sordid topic with her innocent little sister.

Lucia shook her head. “You are too good, Francesca. Now be nice to me and let me go with you to see Mr. Skerrit’s horse.”

Lord! She’d forgotten all about Thunder. She had to go to the stables as soon as possible and didn’t need Lucia tagging along. But with half the morning already wasted, Francesca wouldn’t argue the point.

“Fine.”

Lucia clapped her hands in excitement.

“But”—Francesca took hold of the hands, stilling them—“You’ll have to make your own escape. If Mamma sees either one of us, we’ll never get away. If you manage to elude her, I’ll meet you at the stables.”

“I’ll be there,” Lucia promised. With a bounce, she was off the bed and out the door.

Francesca was passing the dining room and almost to the freedom of the front door when her mother’s piercing voice hit her between the shoulder blades.

“And just what do you think you’re doing, mia figlia?”

Francesca skidded to a halt.

“Nothing, Mamma.”

Francesca recognized Lucia’s voice echoing through the open doorway. Poor Lucia. She should never have detoured for breakfast, though Francesca could see why her sister had thought herself safe—Lady Brigham was never about this early. She’d always claimed anyone who rose before ten was utterly unfashionable. And her mother considered it a fault worse than death to be unfashionable, though she herself failed to realize that her frequent use of her beloved Italian phrases had gone out of style a good ten years before.

“I was only fetching a cup of chocolate before I start my lessons.” A good excuse, but Lucia sounded too guilty.

“Oh really? Then why are you wearing your cloak and bonnet?”

Francesca closed her eyes in sympathy. Lucia was caught, but Francesca still had a chance to escape. She inched her way past the dining room, her mother’s voice echoing around her like a soprano singing off key. “Impossibile! We pay a fortune for la professoressa, and you run away from her at every opportunity!”

Francesca crept closer to the doorway, careful to step around each creaky floor board. She gripped the doorknob, turning it soundlessly. After all, escape had been her plan for the day as well. The crisp morning air and vast Hampshire countryside were waiting for her. Taking a deep breath in anticipation of her freedom, Francesca threw open the door and found herself staring straight at her father’s scowling face.
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“Good morning, Daddy.” Francesca resisted the impulse to slam the door and run back to her room. Instead she gave her father a falsely bright smile and kissed his smoothly shaved cheek.

“Good morning, yourself, young lady.”

Young lady? His use of that address didn’t bode well. Neither did the vein popping out on his forehead.

“Do you know where I’ve been?” His voice rose sharply, and Francesca reached back and clicked the door shut. If her mother heard his bellowing, Francesca would have to deal with two dragons instead of one.

“I imagine you’ve been to the stables.” Francesca tried to keep her tone cheerful, innocent. But it wasn’t easy with her father’s already red face turning that distressing shade of mulberry.

“Correct. And do you happen to know what I found there?” He tugged at his cravat, and she saw the veins in his neck stood out too.

“Thunder?” Francesca dislodged a sparkling white pebble from the walk with her boot and scooted it around.

“If Thunder is the name of that ragged colt cowering in the back stall, then you are correct again.”

Francesca glanced in the direction of the stables. “Cowering? You didn’t scare him did you, Daddy? He’s very sensitive right now.”

“By God!” Her father’s voice exploded, and the gray hair at his temples seemed white compared to his purple face. “Am I now to concern myself with whether or not I’ve damaged the feelings of a horse?”

“Daddy, I didn’t mean—”

“I told you last week, no more animals!” He pointed an accusatory finger at her. “None. Not one.”

“I know, but—”

“And this morning I find Shepherd in the back of my stables coaxing an ugly colt—”

Francesca jerked her chin up. “Thunder is not ugly!”

“—that looks suspiciously like Skerrit’s ugly colt into eating a handful of carrots.”

“Did he eat them?”

“No!”

“Oh.” Francesca looked down and prodded the pebble again. “That’s not a good sign,” she murmured under her breath.

“My feelings exactly! My house is being overrun by beasts!”

“Now, Daddy—”

Her father held up his hand. “I don’t want to know how you acquired the horse, where he came from, or where he goes. I am not feeding another of your charity cases.” His hand latched onto his cravat again, loosening it further. “I want the beast gone. Out of my stables.”

“Daddy, I can’t do that!”

“You can, and you will.” His tone had an ominous finality.

“But if you’d seen the way Skerrit treated that poor animal, you’d feel exactly as I do. Once I spend some time with Thunder, he’ll—”

“By God!” He slammed his fist into the door beside her.

She jumped. He’d never done that before.

“Do not test my patience. I am riding into Selborne village this morning on business. When I return for dinner, I want the beast gone. Is that understood?”

Francesca looked into his face, and her spirits fell. Argument was futile. She’d never seen him so angry or resolved. Clearly even her most fervent pleas and protests on Thunder’s behalf would not dent the armor shielding his heart.

“Yes.” Her boot made another jab at the stone, and she saw she’d amassed a small pile of round pebbles.

“Good.”

She scooted aside, and he marched past her, pausing with his hand on the door handle. “You’re a good girl, Franny.” His voice softened a little as he said her name. No lover of Italian, he always used the English version of her name. The door opened behind her then shut with a shuddering bang.

The sky, which had seemed so vivid a blue from her bedroom window, now loomed a dismal steely gray. In the distance, clouds moved in, threatening to block the sun completely by afternoon. She trudged down the path to the stables, and with every step, her boots felt as though they were mired in muck.

She waved halfheartedly as Davis gave his usual greeting, but she barely noticed the gardener today. She didn’t even hear Nat, the youngest of the grooms and a favorite of hers, as he called out, “Halloa, Miss Dashing!”

Gaze fixed on the ground, she turned over every option she had to help Thunder. Her choices were severely limited. If only she could make her father understand.

This wasn’t the first time he’d given her an ultimatum. He’d been giving them regularly since she brought home her first stray dog at age five. But today her father had worn the same determined expression she’d seen two years before when her mother had tried to convince him the family needed a new carriage. The viscountess had cajoled, pleaded, and raged for weeks to no avail. There had been no new carriage and, unless there was a miracle, there would be no reprieve for Thunder.

She understood her father’s reasoning. A horse wasn’t a wet, skinny kitten or an abandoned baby squirrel. A horse was expensive to house, feed, and care for.

Francesca entered the stable and went hurriedly to the back corner of the barn, where she’d hidden Thunder last night.

The chestnut colt glanced at her warily. His flanks twitched, and he hid his nose against the wall of his stall. Poor baby! How could her father be so cruel?

“Good morning, Thunder,” she cooed. “What a good horse you are.” She inched forward into the stall.

It smelled sweet and clean. Alfred Shepherd, the head coachman, had spread fresh straw for bedding. Light filtered through a nearby window, and a pail of water and a bucket of feed sat in the corner. Francesca frowned, as both buckets looked untouched.

Reaching out, she ran her hand lightly along Thunder’s bony body, fingers tangling in his matted mane. The horse shuddered and pushed his nose further into the wood wall of his refuge.

“Careful there, Miss Dashing.” She heard Alfred’s whispered words behind her. “He’s skittish.”

She nodded and freed a knot in Thunder’s scraggly brown mane. Thunder’s skin twitched. He cowered—hunching his shoulders, tucking his tail under, and shuffling his freshly trimmed hooves close together.

“Here. Try this.”

Francesca took the lump of sugar Alfred held out to her, smiling into his crinkled blue eyes.

With a smoothness requiring infinite patience, she extended her hand, palm open and filled with sugar, near the horse’s jaw.

“Here you go, baby.” The horse pricked up his ears, and Francesca saw his nose wrinkle with interest. “Come on, sweetie. Try some. It’s good.”

Thunder’s eyes rolled toward her, followed by his head and nose. He sniffed at the sugar.

Withdrew.

Sniffed again.

She held her breath when his large pink lips finally reached out and nibbled the sugar in her palm. One taste and he made quick work of the rest. He continued to lick her hand, swiping every last sugar granule, then gave her an expectant look.

Francesca took a chance and rubbed the back of her hand along Thunder’s velvety chocolate nose. He tolerated the caress for a moment before shying away.

“I think you’ve got a new friend there, miss,” Alfred murmured.

Thunder’s ears pricked up.

“I hope so,” Francesca said. “Do you think he’ll let me exercise him?”

Alfred rubbed his grizzled gray beard. “Oh, I think he might. Especially if you tempt him with more sugar.”

“I’m afraid Thunder and I share the same weakness.”

Alfred leaned against an empty stall, the sunlight catching the silver in his salt-and-pepper hair. “I’m inclined to agree, miss. I tried apples and carrots this morning and neither tempted him. This one’s got a sweet tooth.” He grinned, nodding at Thunder.

Francesca moved out of Thunder’s stall and stood next to Alfred. Alfred Shepherd had been with the Dashing family since before her birth and had worked his way from stable boy to head coachman, one of the senior positions at Tanglewilde. His love of animals ensured he and Francesca were fast friends from the time she could walk. Everyone else called him Mr. Shepherd, but he would always be Alfred to Francesca.

“My father told me about the carrots.” Her attention remained on Thunder.

Alfred nodded. “I told his lordship earlier the horse’ll be a right fine animal when we put some food in his belly.”

“Too bad Daddy’s grown a crab apple for a heart.”

“Now miss, Lord Brigham is a good man.”

Francesca raised her eyebrows. “Really? He just ordered me to have Thunder gone by the time he returns for dinner.”

“I thought something was bothering you when you came in.”

Francesca’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t know what to do.” She put a hand to her forehead to stave off the headache pricking behind her eyes.

“Maybe if you tried telling him—”

Francesca shook her head, miserable. “I tried. He wouldn’t let me say a word. He really means it this time.”

The old coachman squared his shoulders. “Well then, we’ll simply have to figure out something until his lordship changes his mind.” He winked. “And if I know you, miss, he’ll change it in no time.”

Francesca wished she could be so optimistic. They coaxed Thunder outside and walked him around the smaller of the paddocks. He was still skittish, but they had plenty of sugar to tempt him into obedience. It seemed the more sugar they chipped from the cone, the more they chipped away at Thunder’s distrust.

“Well, it’s obvious I can’t give him back to Skerrit, and Daddy will never agree to pay the livery stable in Selborne.” Thunder pulled at his halter, and Francesca automatically extended a palm with sugar.

Alfred rubbed his beard, the wrinkles at his eyes creasing deeply. “I know it’s none of my business, miss, but how did you come to acquire the horse?”

Francesca bit her lip, not wanting to mention Winterbourne. She had a feeling even the servants knew his bad reputation. “A—a friend purchased him for me.”

“I see.” Alfred narrowed his eyes. “Then might I make a suggestion?”

“Of course.”

“Why not appeal to the”—he gave her a sideways glance—“friend who gave you Thunder to house him? Temporarily, of course.”

“That’s a horrible idea, even if Winter—the friend agrees. I wouldn’t be able to visit Thunder. How will I know if he’s being treated well?” She gestured to the colt, who was still nibbling at the grass of the paddock.

“Surely you don’t think your friend would mistreat the horse?”

Francesca bit back her next argument. She remembered the easy familiarity Winterbourne had shared with his animal. The horse and rider clearly trusted each other. But this wasn’t a matter of trust. Now that she had Thunder, she wanted to keep him, and if she brought him to Grayson Park, she might never see him again. What if the marquess decided to sell him?

And if she was truly honest with herself, Francesca had to admit that none of these issues was her real concern. Her real concern was her own response to Ethan Caxton. It was bad enough that he’d humiliated her at the Harcourts’ ball. Even worse, yesterday he’d given every indication that he had absolutely no memory of the incident.

But she remembered it all too well, and her reaction last night was further evidence she couldn’t trust herself around the man. She should hate him for what he’d done. What was wrong with her? She was a fool for harboring this ridiculous infatuation for a man who obviously cared nothing for her.

“What are you planning to do, miss?” Alfred asked, motioning for her to precede him through the paddock gate.

She sighed, and with another offer of sugar, coaxed Thunder back to the stable. “I don’t know yet.” She glanced up. Despite her bad mood, the sky was once again blue and clear as a freshwater lake. The few white clouds moved lazily as boats, their sails rising puffy and high. The breeze tickled the trees and the warm sun flashed off the quartz rocks and pebbles on the path.

At the stable door, she handed Thunder’s halter to Alfred. “I need a walk. Maybe the fresh air will help me figure this out.”

A walk would clear her head, would distract her from the realization that, in all likelihood, she would have to approach Winterbourne about Thunder. An awkward situation, at best. Then why, she scolded herself, was she beginning to look forward to it?

He was one of the most notorious rakes in England, she reminded herself, turning her back on Tanglewilde and heading for the green fields of Hampshire. His exploits and transgressions were the stuff of legends. Being in his arms yesterday, even for a moment, she’d felt like a schoolgirl discovered with her hands full of sweets. She felt guilty just being near him. He’d held her, whispered in her ear. She was practically a fallen woman now.

Yes, he was that bad.

And worse! The rumors about him curled her toes, they were so scandalous. Rumors of liaisons with courtesans, widows, even unmarried young ladies. Francesca frowned, stepping over a boulder. She wasn’t sure she believed him that debauched, but it would certainly fit his reputation.

Francesca had been so wrapped up in her thoughts that she’d paid little attention to her destination, but now she realized she’d reached the charming clearing where she often came to be alone, think, or reflect.

Reflect on the fact that the Marquess of Winterbourne was not a nice man. Nor one to be trifled with. She should pray she’d never have to see him again, release the sliver of hope lodged stubbornly in the back of her mind that one day he’d come to her, declare his love, and sweep her into his arms.

Oh, she was such a fool! She plopped down under the shade of a large oak tree. The morning dew lingered on the shadowed grass, wetting her skirt through the thick folds of her mantle.

She felt a part of this place, had always felt a connection to the natural world. The air here had a mystical, spiritual feeling, and it seemed to her that angels whispered in the rustle of trees. But today she felt uneasy, as though something or someone watched her. She glanced behind her, saw nothing but the swaying tree branches and rustling leaves. With a small shudder, she clasped her hands.
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Ethan galloped across the rolling fields, heading for Skerrit’s farm. Rain didn’t pound down on him for the first time in several days, but that was the only bright spot in his dreary day. After speaking with the magistrate the night before, it was clear the man knew nothing of Skerrit’s involvement with the smugglers. But Ethan was increasingly convinced the farmer’s murder was linked to his role in the smuggling ring—a role Ethan would now have even more difficulty verifying.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
‘?retty much everything
that I love when reading
e Yo a historical novel.”
—Danielle,
Ramblings From This Chick

REG Y SPIES’
SERIES

e YOU





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





