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Chapter 1
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All horses belonged to Satan himself and should burn in eternal hellfire.

Hudson groaned as he lay on his back in the mud from last night’s rainstorm. The downpour had trapped him at a coaching inn, and ideally, he would have stayed a day or two longer to let the roads dry, but it was December twenty-third. His entire family would be gathered at the family’s Cotswold estate, waiting for him to arrive from London.

Slowly, Hudson wiggled his arms and legs, but nothing seemed to be broken. Overhead, clouds scuttled across a leaden sky, promising snow.

His mare had startled at nothing, throwing him into the mud, and had then taken her leave of the whole affair. Hudson had to get up and start walking; he wasn’t that far from his family’s estate, and quaint little villages and farmers’ cottages dotted the landscape. Surely someone would lend the fourth son of the Marquess of Waterbury a horse so he could get to the family seat before the holiday.

Wincing, Hudson slowly sat up. His bloody family didn’t even like Christmas. There would be no decorations or gifts waiting for him, no caroling, or really anything other than his mother, the Marchioness, insisting that the entire family file into the front pews on Christmas morning to listen to the preacher intone for an hour about the birth of Christ, and another hour telling everyone they were going to hell.

It was a point of pride for his mother, and it gave his father a chance to corner his children and ensure they were upholding the family’s honor, and all that.

It was the worst week of the year for Hudson. He much preferred the other fifty-one during which his family more or less forgot his existence. He was the youngest boy, which meant that, even though he was thirty-three and a solicitor, his aunts would still pinch his cheek.

Hudson ran his hands through his hair and came away with more mud, a few shades lighter than his black curls, one leaf, and two sticks. His hat had ended up somewhere or other. His dark green greatcoat had new tears, his waistcoat had lost a few buttons, and his trousers were mud-spattered and torn.

Wonderful.

In a moment of panic, he patted his front pocket, the rustle of paper letting him know that he hadn’t lost the paper there in the fall.

He couldn’t wait for his youngest sister to lecture him like he was five. At least they had a correspondence, and she grudgingly accepted him for what he was. Honestly, his father never pried beyond the fact that Hudson worked as a solicitor. If his older brother was in a hurry to inherit, he should just pay Hudson to tell his father that the work he did out of a small, rented office was as the representative for a number of Molly Houses in the city. The old Marquess would quickly shuffle off his mortal coil.

Shakily, his back protesting, Hudson climbed to his feet. Around him, softly rolling hills spread out in every direction, the grass now brown in the winter chill. Neat hedge rows and stone fences marked fields where cows and sheep would graze in the summer. Little copses of trees filled up gullies and crowned hill tops, their branches bare for winter.

“Blast,” Hudson muttered under his breath, the word swirling away as vapor in the cold air.

A loud, melancholy bleat from close by made him jump.

It sounded again, forlorn and despairing. Or maybe that was just his prospects at the moment.

He took a step, then another, and a third bleat battered at his good sense.

“Alright,” he said. “I’m coming. Now, where are you?”

He shouldn’t be doing this, but he never could leave something or someone in distress. That’s how his clients in London had ended up being people who had nobody else to turn to.

He followed the bleating off the road to his left, the thick mud sucking at his riding boots. A few scraggly trees with an abundant nest of thorny undergrowth marked a runoff ditch between two stone fences. Remnants of what had to be an old monastery made up some of the stones piled on each other. One had once been part of a window, the stained glass now long gone, and from another, a carved cherubic angel beamed a placid smile.

Amid the thorns was a gruff-looking billy goat with his horns stuck in the brambles. It twisted its neck so one eye was looking at Hudson and bleated again; this time it sounded like a question.

“Well, hello there,” Hudson said, eyeing the tangle of brambles. “I’m going to get you out.”

The ground was a mushy mess as he edged his way over to the goat. Its coat was as mud-crusted as Hudson’s boots, but he thought it was a sable and white piebald. God’s teeth, but the last fellow who’d Hudson had euphemistically “rented a room to” in the small flat above his offices would have thrown a conniption at seeing the sheer amount of dirt covering Hudson, let alone the goat. Hudson had asked him to move out last year when it became clear that, while the man had been fastidious in his appearance and desired his home to be too, he had been expecting Hudson to do the lion’s share of the work, and would either rage or sulk if Hudson so much as left the morning’s paper on the table next to his chair.

Hudson had the tendency to forget books, newspapers, articles of clothing, and probably his own head if it wasn’t attached; there’d been a lot of raging. The fellow simply hadn’t been interesting enough to make up for his faults. Now he lived in Paris or Milan. Good riddance.

But there was another thing that would give his father a fit if he knew.

“Good goat,” Hudson said, grimacing while reaching through thorns that tore holes in his coat. A stout wind blew, and one of the trees creaked ominously. “I’ve got you.” His feet slid in the mud, but he was nearly to the stuck goat. This close, he could see that one of the goat’s front legs had twine about it that’d gotten caught in the brambles. It must have rammed the bushes with its horns trying to get free, but only ended up getting itself more entangled. Poor thing.

The stone cherub continued smiling inanely as Hudson finally put a hand on the goat’s side. The animal felt cold, but its skin quivered under his touch, and it bleated sadly.

“Okay, let’s start with your leg.” He leaned over the goat, and felt down the trapped leg, the goat’s fur rough under his fingers. “Wow, you smell terrible,” Hudson gasped as he ended up with his face shoved into the goat’s neck.

“Bah,” the goat said. Hudson thought he might be agreeing.

He got hold of the rope and, with a few twists and grunts, worked down the goat’s leg and over its hoof. The goat immediately started bucking and wiggling, tossing Hudson backwards so he fell on his side in the brambles, earning him more small tears to his once fine clothes.

“Ouch,” he said, getting to his knees. “Stop that.”

The goat absolutely did not stop.

“Fine, guess I’ll be taking the bull, er...goat by the horns.”

He waited until the goat paused for a moment, its breath blowing hard, and grabbed its horns with both hands. He braced his feet. Overhead, the tree creaked loudly. The wind picked up, blowing hard. The goat panicked and bucked again.

Hudson bellowed, the goat bleated, and the tree cracked.

With all his strength, he pushed the goat’s head forward, freeing it from the brambles, then grabbed it around the middle and heaved it backwards. Both he and the goat flailed, and he ended up flat on his back again, goat on top of him, just as the old tree lost its battle with the wind and crashed to the ground.

Hudson was tired of animals and mud. Also, trees.

The goat scrambled to its feet. Hudson lay there and blew out his breath. “You’re welcome.”

The billy goat, its beard caked in mud like Hudson’s hair, nosed his face. It licked his cheek.

With a sigh, Hudson pushed it away. “Don’t blame you, I like kissing boys too, but you’re really not my type. There wasn’t even mistletoe.”

The goat bleated.

“You know what, that’s your name now.” Hudson climbed to his feet. “Now go home, Mistletoe, I have a very terrible Christmas to attend.”

He squelched his way through the deep mud of the ditch that pulled at his boots to the slightly less deep mud of the road. Pulling his tattered coat around him, and shivering in his damp clothes, he started walking toward his family’s land. Maybe he’d make it right after midnight, and his parents would be asleep. He could slip in, clean up, and then greet everyone at breakfast.

He trudged on, bending his head to hide his face from the biting wind.

From behind him came the sound of four little hooves in the mud.

He lasted a good fifteen minutes before he looked. Mistletoe was indeed following him. The goat favored the front leg that’d been stuck in the twine.

“Go home,” Hudson said again, shooing it with his hand.

The goat stared at him.

“My sister will eat you,” he told it, then resumed his trek.

An hour later, the goat was still there, shivering as hard as Hudson was in the icy wind. He stopped as he reached a crossroads. He was certain he was supposed to turn right. Mostly certain.
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