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“My lord.”

Nicholas looked up in surprise. The footman must have stepped into the drawing room and moved across it so unobtrusively that Nicholas hadn’t even realized he’d entered until the servant stopped beside the couch to lean down and murmur near his ear. Not that Nicholas minded. His mother and the marquess had been lecturing him for over an hour.

He turned his head slightly. “What is it, James?”

“There is a woman crying in the stable.”

Nicholas raised a brow

“Thirty is a very good age to marry,” his brother the marquess was saying. “I married at nine and twenty, only a few days shy of thirty.”

“Who is she?” Nicholas asked the footman.

“I am not certain, my lord. The groom came to tell us.”

“Did the groom say what was the matter?”

“No, my lord.”

“Why doesn’t the groom ask her to leave?”

“Nicholas,” the dowager said loudly, her voice echoing off the walls of the drawing room. “Are you attending? Your brother makes a very good point.”

“I am listening, Mama,” Nicholas said, smiling at her. He’d been listening for almost an hour now, but he didn’t mention that. He’d known what this afternoon was about as soon as his sister and the marchioness went off together for a walk, leaving him alone with his brother and mother for a friendly chat.

But this chat was more reminiscent of his time in the army and a general giving him his marching orders. He had been listening, even as the footman relayed his message, even as the pain in his leg grew from uncomfortable to unbearable. Both of his legs had been crushed when his horse fell on him during the war. The right leg had healed for the most part, though it still hurt and was terribly stiff in the morning or when the weather was damp. His left leg was mostly unusable. He could put a little weight on it and had some range of motion, enough that he could walk if he leaned heavily on a cane. His left knee, in particular, had suffered the worst of the damage and it pained him any time he had to bend it for very long. He’d now been sitting with it bent for almost an hour and he’d been in agony for approximately forty-five minutes of that hour. He desperately wanted to prop it up on the couch and stretch it out, but if he did so in front of his mother, she would look at him with that awful pity in her blue eyes, and his brother Henry would look away as though embarrassed.

“Henry, do go on. You were saying thirty is a good age to wed.” Nicholas inclined his head toward the footman. “Does she refuse to leave?”

“No one can get close enough to her, my lord. She has a pig guarding her.”

Nicholas almost laughed at this, but the footman’s expression was deadly serious. “I see,” Nicholas said, forcing his expression to remain somber. “Assure the groom I will be there as soon as I can to deal with the situation.”

“Yes, my lord.” The footman bowed and made his exit.

“As I was saying,” his mother continued, “I think a house party is just the thing. We will invite a half dozen or so of the most eligible young ladies to come to Battle’s Peak for a week of games and riding and the lovely summer weather. At the end of the week, you will choose one to marry.” She produced a sheet of vellum. “I have made a list of the ladies I think we should invite. Your dear sister-in-law was kind enough to add her own suggestions.” She held the vellum out to him. “Would you like to peruse it?”

Nicholas liked anything that would allow him to move from his present position. He stood awkwardly, grasped his walking stick, and made his way across the room to his mother. Though it was only a few steps, it seemed to take hours. His mother looked away as he moved toward her, pretending to take in the newly remodeled drawing room. His sister Florentia had done it in the Greek style, with columns in white and white plaster and moldings on the walls and ceilings. Groupings of chairs and couches, all upholstered in pale cream and gold, were placed throughout the long, rectangular room.

Nicholas took the paper and stood in front of his mother, forcing her to look at him.

“Are all of the ladies from London?” the marquess asked. “None are local?”

Undoubtedly, he was thinking of the daughters of Mr. Kentworth, whose land bordered Battle’s Peak on the south.

“Your dear Mary made inquiries there, but the eldest girl is only eight,” his mother said. “There is the Blackstock family,” she said. “Mr. Blackstock was a gentleman, but he passed away a few months ago, and I’m afraid Miss Blackstock has been allowed quite shocking freedoms since then.”

Nicholas could only wish he’d be allowed the freedom of escaping from this room. He finally looked down at the list. He recognized the family names but none of the ladies. Even without knowing them, he knew they would be gently bred girls who were accomplished in all of the feminine arts—drawing, singing, playing pianoforte, and embroidery. They would speak French and wear the latest fashions and they would pretend they didn’t mind that he was a cripple, but inside they would be completely disgusted. No lady of Society would consider marrying him unless her parents were desperate for a good match or in need of money. Without thinking, Nicholas crumpled the list into a ball and tossed it in the hearth. His mother gasped and his brother sputtered, “What’s this now?”

“I’m not marrying,” Nicholas said.

“But we just discussed—” his brother began.

“You talked, and I listened,” Nicholas interrupted. “I did listen,” he added before they could protest. “Not once did either of you mention the most important consideration. I am a cripple.”

“Nicholas, do not speak that way,” his mother chided him.

“Why?” He leaned heavily on his stick to make a point and also because he needed to take some of the pressure off his left leg. “Because if we pretend I do not have an injury it will go away? I have unfortunate news, Mother. I will not be miraculously healed, and you know as well as I that every lady on that list will pity me and pray to God her parents don’t force her to marry me.”

His mother opened her mouth but didn’t seem to know what to say. Henry stepped in. “They’re young and foolish. Mary and I didn’t wed for love. That’s something that comes in time.”

“Mary also didn’t feel pity and disgust for you.”

“What are you saying, Nicholas?” the dowager demanded. “You have been back from the war for over three years. I have been patient. I have been understanding. You wanted to come here and recover, we allowed it. You did not want to travel to London for the Season, we allowed it. But if you will not come to London, then I must bring the eligible ladies here.”

“No,” he said.

She waved a hand. “You cannot possibly mean that you will never marry.”

“Plenty of men don’t marry—”

“But you are the son of a marquess. You must marry.”

“Third son and, as Henry pointed out, I am thirty years old. I don’t have to do anything.”

Now would have been the time for a dramatic exit. And if he could have walked faster than a snail, he would have made one. As it was, he hobbled across the floor and was able to hear all of his mother’s muttered insults, including how he was spoiled, willful, and stubborn.

He was stubborn. Nicholas could admit to that. But so was his mother.

He’d told her a dozen times, probably more, that he wanted to be left alone. What had she done? Sent his sister Florentia. Nicholas liked her well enough, and she stayed out of his way, but now his mother had come with the marquess in tow, seemingly for the sole purpose of prodding him into marriage.

Nicholas made his way toward the door that opened to the back of the house. He was closer to the stables that way. He nodded at the footmen he passed. Years ago, he would have strode quickly past them and not even noticed. Now he had plenty of time to take in their appearances and note whether they looked happy or irritable, weary or well-rested. At this moment the servants looked strained, as though they too were feeling the stress of his mother’s visit.

He finally reached the exit and stepped into the warm afternoon. The sunlight poked out from a blue sky filled with puffy clouds. It was a perfect day for riding, except he didn’t ride any longer. If he had, he would have saddled a horse and escaped his family that way. He would have come back in a much better temper as riding always restored his good mood. Now his escape options were far more limited. He wondered if it was time to seriously consider the ultimate escape—Canada. He had been contemplating booking passage on a ship and starting over where no one cared if he was Lord Nicholas St. Clare. He could just be Nicholas St. Clare, a cripple. And no one would pity his mother or his family or whisper behind their fans about what a shame it was because he had been such a handsome, athletic young man.

He’d reached the stable and a groom ran to meet him. The lad doffed his cap. He was sixteen at most and looked relieved to see him. “My lord, I don’t know what to do. The lady refuses to leave.”

“Why has she taken refuge in my stable?”

“I don’t know. I can’t get close enough because of the pig. I tried to talk to her, but I had to shout, and she was crying so hard I don’t know if she heard me.”

Nicholas looked about. “Where is John Coachman and the other grooms?”

“Lady Florentia and Lady Mary asked the coachman to drive them about.”

Nicholas nodded. “I see. Well, leave her to me then.”

“Yes, my lord.” The groom doffed his cap again. “Be careful, my lord.”

Nicholas smiled and hobbled toward the open door of the stable. During the war he’d been known as a horse whisperer—all of his life, really. He’d always had a way with horses. He seemed to understand their fears and their needs and how best to respond. The ability to connect to his horse made him a good rider, and it also served him and his troop well during the war when he was frequently called upon to steal horses. He never had a problem convincing a horse to go with him. It just took some soft words and a bit of coaxing—maybe a little treat—and he won the horse over easily.

Pigs were another matter, he thought as he stepped into the stable and was met with a large white pig covered with bristly white hair and several large, black spots. The pig had round, floppy ears that pricked up at his arrival, and she or he pawed at the ground and snuffled. There was no sign of a lady, but with one glance down the row of the stable, he saw several horses snorting with their heads high—a clear sign they were uncomfortable or detected danger.

The pig snorted as well, but Nicholas was not well-versed in pig vocalizations and wasn’t sure if the pig was friend or foe. He stopped just inside the stable, deciding not to test his luck with the pig. “Hullo!” he called. “Is anyone here?”

No answer except more snorting and head tossing from his horses. He moved inside, another slow step, and the pig watched him warily. “Hullo? Miss?”

Still no answer, but he thought he heard a telltale sniffle.

“If you are inside, might you call off your pig? I’d like to talk to you,” he said, beginning to feel rather like an idiot. “Nice pig,” he told the animal, who was grunting loudly now. “Is this a Hampshire pig?”

“A Gloucestershire Old Spots. Now go away,” said a feminine voice.

Nicholas took the words as a good sign. He was making progress. They’d come from the right rear of the stable. There were a couple of empty stalls there and she was probably hiding in one.

“I can’t go away,” Nicholas said, edging closer. “I live here. I’m Nicholas St. Clare. Who are you?”

“I can’t go away either,” she said, her voice muffled with congestion. “I can’t go home.”

“Why is—” This was ridiculous. He did not want to yell down the length of the stable while a pig directed a menacing stare at him. “Miss, would you mind very much calling off your Gloucestershire Old Spots so we might speak face to face?”

For a long moment there was no answer, and then he thought he caught sight of a head peeking out from a stall. A moment later, there was a shrill whistle. The pig’s ears twitched, and the creature turned its head. “Sweetie, come!” the woman called.

With a last look at Nicholas, the pig lumbered back toward the stall. Nicholas followed, lumbering himself as he made his way past the stalls of horses. He spent most of his days in the stable. He didn’t ride any longer. He would never ride again, but he enjoyed the company of the horses, and grooming and caring for them took his mind off his shattered legs. Finally, he came to the stall and peered down at a woman sitting on a small stool and dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. She was pretty, even with red-rimmed eyes and splotches of pink all over her face. She had hair the color of amber—not brown but not quite blond—and large brown eyes with long lashes. Her eyes reminded him of a fawn’s eyes. They were wary but curious. She was dressed simply in an earth-colored under dress and brown over dress. Her hair fell in wild waves about her shoulders and was sprinkled liberally with hay. At one point it might have been pinned up, but Nicholas rather doubted it.

“You are Lord Nicholas,” she said.

He gave a slight bow and waited for her gaze to slide over his damaged legs and his walking stick and for the pity or horror to creep into her eyes. “I am,” he said. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

“We haven’t.” Her gaze didn’t waver from his face. “I don’t go out into Society. Until recently.” And with that, she started weeping again. She covered her face with her handkerchief and sobbed quietly, her shoulders shaking. Nicholas would have knelt beside her, but of course he couldn’t manage to do more than lean on his stick.

The pig, who had gone to the far end of the stall, glared at Nicholas, and he would have sworn it wore a look of reproach. Nicholas gave the animal a pleading look, and perhaps it worked because the animal nudged the woman with its snout. The woman sniffed and rubbed the pig’s head. Finally, she sniffed again, and straightening her shoulders, dabbed at her nose and eyes. When she had composed herself, she took a breath. “I’m sorry to have disturbed you. I shouldn’t have come here. I was out walking, and I began crying and—well, you see the state I am in.”

Strange. Certainly, she must have noticed his walking stick or the way he stood awkwardly with all of his weight on it. Her gaze had dipped down, but she hadn’t seemed repulsed.

“Has something happened?” Nicholas asked. “Are you ill or is anyone in your family—”

“No but thank you for asking. My problem is not that sort.”

She was definitely educated. She spoke well and if she knew who he was, she must be local. “I’ve been told I am a good listener. If you want to talk,” he added.

She shook her head. “No. Not about this.”

“Then would you like to come inside? I could have the cook prepare some tea. We have several comfortable chairs where you could cry.”

She gave him a watery smile. “Thank you. But I have almost wrung myself dry. I should probably go home.”

He found that he didn’t want her to leave quite yet. He hadn’t had a conversation with anyone but a family member in some time. Not only that, but for once the conversation didn’t involve his injury or marriage. This woman—whoever she was—hadn’t seemed to care that he was a cripple. She couldn’t have failed to note the stick and the way he favored his left leg, but she didn’t immediately offer him a seat or behave as though he was an invalid.

“I would escort you home,” he said, “but—” And he gestured to his leg.

She glanced at his leg impassively. “I don’t live very far, but thank you. You have a lovely stable. I will recommend it to anyone else who needs a good cry.”

“Please don’t,” he said. “The horses and grooms rather prefer tearful humans to go to the house. I believe I mentioned we have several comfortable chairs. Perfect for long or even short bouts of weeping.”

“I shall keep that in mind.” She rose and he noted she was of medium height, slender, with a hint of curves below the waist and more than a hint at her neckline. He might never plan to marry, but he was still a man, and he couldn’t stop himself from looking. “And I am sorry to have troubled you.”

“It was no trouble,” he assured her. She gave him a dubious look and then whistled as loudly and shrilly as any man might do. “Come, Sweetie!”

The pig trotted to her side. She gave a quick bob. “Good day, my lord.” Lifting the hem of her skirt, she started away, the pig at her side as though it were a dog. Nicholas noted the lady’s rear view was as pleasing as the front. If he was not mistaken, she had a nicely rounded bottom. 

Right before she reached the door, Nicholas pulled his gaze from her backside. “Wait,” he called. “I didn’t ask your name.”

She glanced over her shoulder, all that amber hair whipping around. “Amelia Blackstock,” she said. “No doubt you’ve been warned about me.” And then she disappeared through the door, taking her Gloucestershire Old Spots with her.
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Amelia had walked for about ten minutes before she realized she was heading in the wrong direction. Actually, Sweetie realized it and nudged her legs then stopped walking, plopped down, and gave a stubborn grunt. Amelia glanced back in bewilderment then looked around and realized she had gone south when she should have gone north. Leave it to Sweetie, whose first priority was always her stomach, to alert Amelia to her mistake. Sweetie didn’t like to stray too far from her feeding trough this close to mealtime.

“Oh, no,” Amelia said, feeling silly. “I wasn’t even paying attention.”

As always, Sweetie listened with interest and then rose to her feet as soon as Amelia changed directions for home. Now Sweetie trotted in front of her, leading the way. She was surprisingly fast for such a large animal. Amelia kept her gaze on Sweetie and tried to keep her thoughts from wandering again. That was rather difficult when she was still flustered by her meeting with Lord Nicholas. She hadn’t expected him to be so handsome. He had golden hair that fell in a perfect wave over his forehead. His eyes were a pale blue that reminded her of the summer sky. She looked up. Yes, exactly the color of a sun-washed summer sky. He’d been tall and dressed in clothes that certainly accentuated his broad shoulders and slim hips.

She’d heard he had been injured in the war and not paid much attention as she’d been consumed by her own worries at that time. Now she realized he must have injured his legs somehow as he used a cane to walk. Why hadn’t anyone ever mentioned how beautiful he was?

And why was she thinking so much about his looks? Wasn’t she in trouble right now for admiring another man overly much?

She had to walk quickly to keep up with Sweetie, and it was less than a quarter hour before she’d reached her family’s small estate, which bordered Battle’s Peak for about a half mile on the northern edge. Catmint Cottage, the name her great-grandfather had given to the house he’d had built on the land he’d inherited, had been named for the profusion of purple-blue flowers that bordered the area around the gray stone house. The estate had been larger a century ago, but her father had had to sell a portion to pay for his mother’s long illness and then an even larger portion to pay the taxes when, a few years later, he was injured. Now they had only two tenets and enough money for Rose and a cook two days a week. Most of the rooms at Catmint Cottage were closed and the furnishings covered. Amelia and her mother were the only family members who lived here now. No need for all the extra bed chambers and sitting rooms.

Sweetie gave a little squeal of delight and began to run. Amelia looked up and spotted Rose, the maid, hanging clothes to dry on a line. “Now what do you want?” Rose asked sternly when the pig stopped before her and looked up hopefully. “So sure I have something for you?”

The pig made a snuffling sound and sniffed the ground then looked back up hopefully.

“Very well,” Rose said, reaching her red, work-roughened hands into her apron and pulling out a dried apple. “Here you are then.”

Sweetie took it and crunched loudly as Rose wiped her hand on her apron.

“You spoil her,” Amelia said as she came closer.

The lines around Rose’s mouth deepened as she smiled. “And you are one to talk, Miss Blackstock.”

Amelia managed a smile that she didn’t really feel. “Guilty as charged.”

Rose reached for a shift and pinned it up, her white hair glinting in the sun. “It’s good to see you out and about. You were locked up in that house for too many years. I’ve always said a long walk does wonders for a body.”

She had said that often, and it was one of the reasons Amelia had gone for the walk that had ended at Battle’s Peak. But though she felt more energetic than she had before, her worries still lay heavy on her shoulders.

“Next time see if you can convince your mother to go with you.”

That was a Herculean task if ever she had heard one, but Amelia nodded. Sweetie nosed about her boots, sniffing hopefully for scraps to eat. Amelia went to the bucket with scraps that hung near the house, Sweetie right on her heels, and dumped the food in the trough. She checked the pig had fresh water and walked back to Rose. She would have helped hang the clothes, but her hands were dirty from her walk.

“How is she today?” Amelia asked. “Is she awake yet?”

“She is,” Rose said. “I made her some tea and toast.”

Amelia didn’t ask if her mother had eaten it. She would see that for herself in a few moments. “How did she seem?” Amelia asked.

“About the same,” Rose said, not looking at Amelia. That meant she was still not doing well. She had gotten out of bed today, which was something. Amelia tried to take solace in that small victory.

“I’ll go check on her.”

Rose nodded and continued pinning a petticoat to the line. Amelia went in the back door of the house, leaving the door open so Sweetie could come inside if she wished and Rose did not have to fumble with the latch and the heavy laundry basket. She passed through the small kitchen, pausing to check the herbs she had hung last week, and then made her way into the house proper. Built in the last century, the house was drafty and damp in the winters but actually quite comfortable in the spring and summer. The carpet was worn and there were empty rectangles on the walls where paintings had once hung before being sold. The doors to the rooms on the ground floor were all closed, making the vestibule dark. Amelia glanced at the closed door of the dining room then decided to try the drawing room instead.

She entered the dark room and found her mother immediately. Marianne Blackstock sat in a chair, her black-clad body looking small against the high back. On the table beside her sat a tray with untouched tea and toast. Amelia wanted to turn right around and walk back out, but she forced herself to be cheerful. “Good day, Mother,” she said, her voice bright. She crossed the room to the curtains.

“Oh, don’t—” her mother began, but Amelia was merciless and pulled them wide to allow the sun in. Her mother held up a hand to shield her face. Her skin looked even paler in the warm glow of the afternoon light.

“You haven’t touched your tea or toast,” Amelia said, coming to stand beside her mother. Her mother made no response, just pressed her hand to her temple. Her hair, a slightly lighter shade than Amelia’s, was streaked with white. It lay heavy on her shoulders as she hadn’t bothered to pin it up. She also hadn’t taken the time to dress and still wore her nightgown and a robe over it.

Amelia sat in the chair opposite her mother. “You must eat and keep up your strength,” she said.

Marianne Blackstock lowered her hand and looked at the tray as though just seeing it. “I will,” she said.

“Why don’t you allow me to help you dress?” Amelia asked. “I’ll brush your hair and pin it up then make you a fresh cup of tea.”

“No, thank you, my love,” her mother said, her voice faint. “I have a megrim today. I’m not feeling at all well. If you could help me back to bed, I would be grateful.”

Amelia tried to hide her sigh, but she rose and helped her mother back to her bed chamber. The task seemed to take hours as her mother walked slowly, and the bed chambers were on the first floor. Once Amelia had her tucked into the dark room, she went to fetch a fresh cup of tea. Sweetie had found the abandoned toast and was chewing the last crust in the drawing room. Amelia didn’t even scold her. No point in wasting it. Instead, she took the empty plate and cup to the kitchen and heated a fresh kettle of water.

A few moments later, Rose entered with the laundry basket on her hip. “Oh, Miss Blackstock, I can do that.”

Amelia waved a hand. “It’s no trouble. Mrs. Blackstock has a megrim and went back to bed. She can take tea in her room.”

Rose looked as though she wanted to say something then closed her mouth again.

“What is it?” Amelia asked. “Go ahead.”

“I don’t want to speak out of turn, Miss, but...”

Amelia raised her brows and nodded.

“I wonder if we should call that doctor back. Your mother does not seem to be improving.”

A cold finger of fear pressed against her back and tried to push its way in, but Amelia had years of practice pushing back. “It’s only been a few months since my father died,” Amelia said, trying not to sound as defensive as she felt. “She needs more time. And I’ll never call that doctor back. He wanted to bleed her, as though putting leeches on her would cure her of grief.”

“We could consult another doctor.”

“I’ll think about it,” Amelia said to mollify her. The truth was she didn’t have the money for fancy doctors and treatments. She knew what troubled her mother. For eight long years, from the time Amelia had been five until she was thirteen, her mother had nursed Amelia’s paternal grandmother. The woman had been like a mother to Marianne Blackstock, who had grown up without a mother of her own. They’d spent thousands of pounds on treatments and remedies. They’d consulted a dozen doctors. None had been able to heal Georgiana Blackstock or stop her slow, agonizing decline.

The death of her grandmother had been followed by three years of relative happiness. Her father and mother had begun to talk of the future, Amelia’s future. They had discussed balls at assembly rooms and even a shopping trip to London. Amelia had been poised to make her come out shortly after turning sixteen and then her father had been injured in a hunting accident. The poachers had been on their land illegally and hunting out of season. They had mistaken her father for an animal and shot him. And then the cowards had fled, leaving her father lying on the ground in a pool of his own blood.

By some miracle, her father had not died. The pistol ball had gone right through him. Unfortunately, it had torn through his spinal cord on its way out, leaving him paralyzed from the chest down. For the next ten years Amelia and her mother had spent every hour of every day caring for her father. He was prone to respiratory troubles and the doctors had advised them to make sure he was not prone for too long. They also had to keep his leg muscles from atrophy and that involved a regimen of moving the legs and exercising them. He had to be bathed and fed and his waste dealt with. Some months, he was in good spirits and health for weeks. Other months, he was dejected and begged for his wife to put him out of his misery.

He had never expressed such sentiments to Amelia and he never spoke them when she was nearby, but she had overheard them on more than one occasion. Luke Blackstock did not want to be a burden to his wife and child. Sometimes Amelia wished her mother would agree to her father’s wishes and free all three of them from this prison. But mostly she was glad her mother was strong and refused. Amelia had loved her father, and his death six months ago, though expected, was painful.

Her mother had immediately gone into mourning. She’d taken to her bed for days at a time. Amelia had as well. They were both so tired from years of caretaking that it seemed they could not rest enough. But eventually Amelia had recovered her strength and her energy. Her mother had not. And her mother’s inattention had allowed Amelia freedoms she would not normally have had. Though she was a spinster at six and twenty, she had been all but locked away for a decade. She craved freedom and people and excitement.

At first, she had felt a niggling in the back of her mind that she had forgotten something—that she needed to be home to care for her father. When she realized he was gone, grief washed over her. But she found that if she went into the village and spoke with shopkeepers and the girls she had grown up with but lost touch with, those feelings faded. And, of course, there were handsome men to flirt with, and when she was with them, she forgot all her heartache.

Except one of those flirtations had gone too far, and now her monthly courses were late and she had a new worry. This time she had no one but herself to blame. What would she do if she was with child? What would her mother do? Her poor mother could not even manage to eat without being cajoled. She couldn’t offer Amelia any solace or advice.

Amelia finished steeping the tea and placed the teapot, a cup, and a few biscuits on a tray, which she carried to her mother’s room. Sweetie, ever hopeful at the prospect of more food, followed her up the stairs, but Amelia closed her mother’s door before the pig could go inside. Her mother did not mind the pig, but there were limits to her tolerance and her bed chamber was one of them.

“Mama,” Amelia murmured. “I brought you tea and biscuits.”

“Thank you, my love,” her mother said, her voice faint and muffled by her bed covers.

“Would you like me to help you sit?”

“No, love. I just want to rest. I’ll take the tea soon.”

Knowing her mother would probably do no such thing, Amelia placed the tray on the bedside table and sat in the rocker by her mother’s bed. “Is there anything I can do to help? A cold compress?”

“Amelia, dear, you have spent enough time at sickbeds. I just need a nap, and I’ll be fine. You go have fun.”

Amelia had listened to her mother one too many times and now she was dealing with the consequences of her fun. Amelia rocked slowly in the chair. “I’d rather stay close to home today, Mama.”

Her mother reached out and patted Amelia’s hand. Her mother’s hand was pale and bony, and Amelia wished she could force her mother to eat and walk in the sun and do anything but waste away like this. “You always were a good girl,” her mother said.

Amelia felt her cheeks heat. She was not a good girl. She was a ruined woman who would soon be shunned by everyone of good society. She’d bring shame on her mother, who was already buried in grief. A pregnancy would be the last nail in Marianne Blackstock’s coffin.

“I try,” Amelia whispered.

“You know your father always wanted a girl,” her mother said, her voice growing weaker as she began to drift into sleep.

“I didn’t know that,” Amelia said, a bit surprised at this revelation. Her father had never behaved as though he was disappointed he did not have a son, even though the lack of one meant his property would all go to his cousin one day. Fortunately, that cousin had been in India for the last decade. The lawyers had written when her father passed away, but thus far there had been no reply. Amelia hoped that when he returned, he would allow Amelia and her mother to stay at Catmint Cottage, but there was no guarantee.

A few days ago, that had been Amelia’s greatest worry. Now, she had an even bigger one.

“He was so pleased when the midwife told him he had a daughter. He couldn’t wait to hold you and show you to all of the tenants.”

Amelia smiled at the description. It was lovely to think of her father happy and joyful and not the shriveled man who had begged for death.

Amelia took a breath. “How did you tell him?” she asked. “How did you tell him you were expecting a child?” She made her voice light and curious, but she had a serious reason for wanting to know. Although she did not know how to reach Jonathon Wickersham, she knew who did. And she wondered if she should let Wickersham know he was to be a father. Was it too soon? Would he care? Or would he rush back to beg her to marry him?

Somehow, she doubted the latter would occur. Wickersham was a soldier, and he seemed to enjoy traveling about the country. He probably had a pretty girl in every town he visited. Would he even remember Amelia? He wasn’t in love with her any more than she was in love with him. It had been a mistake to lie with him. It had been an enjoyable evening, and she hadn’t regretted it...until now.

“Oh, I didn’t need to tell him,” her mother said. Amelia had almost forgotten that she’d spoken. “He figured it out all on his own. He probably knew before I did.” She squeezed Amelia’s hand lightly. “And he was so happy. So happy.”

Amelia did not move until her mother was asleep. She left the cooling tea on the table and moved quietly out of the bed chamber. Sweetie was no longer outside the door, but Amelia found her on the floor of her own room sleeping on an old mattress that she’d given to Sweetie when the pig had taken up only a quarter of the bed. Now when Sweetie stretched out, she was larger than the mattress. Amelia went to her dressing table, opened a drawer, and pulled out a sheet of foolscap. She didn’t spend much time brushing and primping and the drawers of the table were full of books and pamphlets and clippings from magazines or papers. She rummaged around more and found a quill and ink and then stared at the paper before her. Finally, she dipped the edge of the quill in the ink and wrote, Dear Corporal Wickersham.

The tip of the quill broke and the M smudged and Amelia sighed. She’d have to start again. Except she’d begun this letter three times already and had never gotten further than the salutation. What was she supposed to say? I’m carrying your child? I think.

Perhaps she should wait until she was certain.

Except she had never been late before. Never.

Amelia did not know much about pregnancy, but she’d never been excluded from conversations or restricted from reading what she liked. She knew a missed cycle was one of the first indicators of pregnancy. Every morning she woke and checked hopefully for signs of blood on her nightshirt or bedclothes. And every morning there was nothing. This morning she’d been so distraught, she’d left early with Sweetie to go for a walk. That hadn’t ended well. Lord Nicholas had to kick her out of his stable. He’d done it nicely, of course. She should be thankful he was a kind man.

She didn’t deserve kindness, not when she would bring shame and scandal upon her family nine months from now. Hadn’t her mother been through enough? She was so close to breaking, and Amelia had no doubt that she would be that final straw. It was enough to make her weep again. Amelia buried her face in her arms and sobbed.

***
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NICHOLAS HAD NEVER had the gift of strategy or negotiation that his friends in the war had possessed. He’d been asked to join Lieutenant-Colonel Draven’s troop of doomed soldiers because he had distinguished himself in the cavalry and he had a way with animals. He could coax oxen into going another mile with their heavy burden of weapons or supplies. He knew what poultice to use when a general’s horse was hobbling. But what had really captured Draven’s interest was when Nicholas had managed to sneak into the enemy camp under cover of darkness and lure three dozen of their horses to the British camp. Not surprisingly, the British victory at dawn the next day had been quick and decisive.

Less than a fortnight later, Nicholas had stood before Colonel Draven who explained that his troop would be far from supplies and would need to be self-sufficient. Not only was Nicholas a decorated cavalry officer Draven wanted to fight with his chosen troop, he wanted Nicholas to ensure the troop always had horses at their disposal.

Nicholas had agreed right away, but Draven had raised a hand to stay his answer. “Let me ask you this first, my lord,” the colonel had said, his bright blue eyes fixed on Nicholas. “Are you afraid to die?”

Nicholas had thought the man a bit strange and the question rather odd. But then some of these older soldiers had been fighting for so long they had become somewhat eccentric. “Of course, I’m afraid to die,” Nicholas had answered.

The colonel had smiled. “You’re the first man I’ve recruited who’s told me the truth, and so I’ll tell you a truth, my lord.” Draven leaned close. “There are worse things than death.”

At the time, Nicholas had assumed the colonel meant the demise of the British empire and rule under Napoleon. Now he understood better. How many times had he wished he’d died rather than come home a cripple? There were days, early on, when the pain had been so bad that he’d prayed for death. Now the pain was tolerable and most days he did not want to die. Except today. Today he wished someone would put him out of his misery.

When Nicholas had returned from dealing with the woman in the stable, his mother and brother had started in right away about the matchmaking house party. Florentia had returned shortly thereafter and helped Nicholas escape, but she would not be able to save him during dinner tonight. Even as his valet finished brushing his coat and moved to help Nicholas don it, Nicholas was dreading the hours’ long ordeal.

He had to think more like Stratford. He needed a strategy for escape. But how could he escape his own home? Impossible.

“Is that all, my lord?” his valet asked.

“Yes, Mr. Glick.”

The valet gave Nicholas his walking stick and moved away and into his dressing room. Now Nicholas would have to make his way down the stairs and to the dining room. His leg ached just thinking about it. Perhaps if he thought hard about how to deal with his mother and avoid an onslaught of silly, young women in his home, he would be able to forget the pain. He made his way toward the stairs, passing the portraits of his ancestors in the gallery. Finally, he started gingerly down the stairs, his stick tucked under his arm and his hand gripped about the railing as though his life depended on it—which it did.

What he really needed was Stratford to swoop in, assess the situation, and draw up a battle plan. But he was on his own, and thus far he could see no escape.
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Three
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She couldn’t find Sweetie. It was her own fault. Even though she’d vowed to stay home and stop flirting with men, she couldn’t say no when the girls from the village came and begged her to go to the assembly rooms with them for the dance. Amelia had agreed and then everything had been a flurry of hair and dresses and gloves, and she’d forgotten to feed the pig.

She’d remembered just after eleven and had left the dance early to feed poor Sweetie. She felt awful that she’d forgotten, so awful that she hadn’t even minded that she would have to miss her dance with Charles Woolf, who was the most handsome man in the village. It was probably for the best that she did not dance with him. She’d gotten into enough trouble with handsome men.

But when she arrived home, she couldn’t find Sweetie. The house was dark, and her mother and Rose were abed. Amelia had taken her lantern into the yard and searched there and the barn. Then she’d gone to all of Sweetie’s favorite spots, but she hadn’t found the pig. What she had found was ground that had been uprooted. Like any pig, Sweetie loved to root in the earth and had a strong snout for just that purpose. The pig had obviously been looking for food, and Amelia followed the upturned earth. There were stretches where the ground was undisturbed, and Amelia feared she’d lost the trail, but then she’d find another area of destruction and continue on. After about a quarter of an hour, she knew exactly where Sweetie had gone—Battle’s Peak.

She should have thought of that before. Sweetie had eaten all of the horse feed she could find when Amelia had stopped in the stable a couple of days ago. Sweetie was ruled by her belly and would remember the food there and return. Of course, the stable would be closed for the night. It was nearly midnight, after all, so she just hoped Sweetie would be rooting around there still. Lifting her skirts, Amelia hurried toward the Marquess of Averstow’s property. She despaired of the state of her shoes after trekking through all the mud, but it was too late to salvage them now. She couldn’t even feel too bad about ruining them. It had been years since she’d run about in the dark, and she’d forgotten how much fun it could be. She’d forgotten how the sky was full of stars on a night like this, so full that she felt she could almost pluck one from the sky. And she loved the sounds of insects chirping and owls hooting and the stillness of the world blanketed in darkness but for the beam of her lantern.

Finally, she reached the stable and stopped. The door was open. Amelia didn’t know how Sweetie had done it, but she managed to open the door and was probably inside eating Lord Nicholas out of horse feed. Amelia swore. She did not want to enter the stable at night. This property was a breeding farm, and the horses were extremely valuable. What if she was shot under suspicion of being a horse thief? She’d just have to be quick and quiet.

She lowered the lantern’s shutter and picked her way across the yard until she reached the open stable door. She stepped inside, allowed her eyes to adjust to the darkness, and was about to whistle for the pig when she heard a man’s voice speaking low. Amelia couldn’t make out the words, so she moved silently closer.

“You’re not so scary, are you?” the man was saying. “You’re simply protective. Like a guard pig.”

She moved closer again and peered inside an empty stall to find Lord Nicholas half-sitting on a tall stool, one leg stretched out before him. He was scratching Sweetie on the head, while Sweetie happily slurped up whatever was in the trough. Of course, as soon as Amelia peered around the corner, Sweetie must have heard or smelled her. She lifted her head, made a loud whining sound, and came to snuffle at Amelia’s skirts. “You are a very naughty girl,” Amelia said. She looked over at Lord Nicholas to see him push to his feet. She wanted to tell him not to go to so much effort for her, but she knew it was probably a point of pride for him. “My lord, I am so very, very sorry Sweetie has disturbed you.”

“No apology necessary,” he said. She caught the wince of pain he gave as he put weight on his left leg. “She’s a clever girl.” He glanced at her as she dipped her head back in the trough, grunting happily. “She opened the stable door all on her own. Of course, if I hadn’t been here, it would have been locked.”

“I wouldn’t put it past her skills to unlock it. She’s too clever for her own good.” Amelia tilted her head in curiosity. “If you don’t mind me asking, why are you here this late? Is one of your mares in labor?”

He shook his head. “Nothing like that. My mother and brother are visiting and have invited the Kentworths for dinner. This was the only place I could think to escape and catch a moment of peace and quiet. And what about you?”

“Me? Oh, you mean why am I here in the middle of the night?” She’d been staring at him, admiring his male beauty, and was taken off guard at his question. “I was looking for Sweetie, of course. It’s completely my fault she went wandering. I forgot to feed her before the ball this evening.”

“Ball?” His gaze slid over her, making her whole body flush with warmth. “Ah, that explains the dress. At the assembly hall?” His brows rose.

“Yes. I left early—as soon as I remembered.” She gestured to the pig who was sniffing at the now empty trough, hoping to find some overlooked morsel. If she kept her gaze on the pig, perhaps he wouldn’t notice her pink cheeks and the difficulty she was having catching her breath. He was having quite the effect on her. “Apparently, it was not soon enough. I am sorry to have disturbed your peace and quiet.”

“I don’t mind. I’m pleased to see you are no longer in tears.”

Amelia felt her cheeks burn hotter. Little chance the light was dim enough that he didn’t notice. “I was hoping you had forgotten about that.”

“A man doesn’t forget a pretty woman weeping in his stable.”

Her cheeks were flaming now. She was tempted to put her hands against them to cool them. A few months ago, she would have mumbled some response and ran away, but now she had some practice in the art of flirtation. And though she had never flirted with anyone as esteemed as the son of a marquess—and a war hero at that—she was not intimidated. Well, not very intimidated.

“No more than I have forgotten the brave man who came to my rescue.”

“Brave?” He leaned against the stall opening, the gesture casual. She could almost believe he did it out of habit, but she could see it also took weight off his bad leg without him having to use his cane.

“You were the only one brave enough to take on the ferocious Sweetie.”

He glanced down at the pig, who was now snuffling about the hay on the ground, moving it here and there. “She is quite fearsome.”

“You should see her when she’s hungry.”

“I’m afraid, Miss Blackstock, even my bravery has limits.”

She smiled at his quip and realized in the past few moments with him she had smiled more than she had in weeks. Not only was he handsome, he was charming. A dangerous combination, especially for her. She’d been snared by his charms, and now every smile he gave her caused her belly to flutter.

Sweetie had discovered some edible item just beneath the trough and frantically pushed at the wooden box in order to reach it. The trough jolted sideways, right toward Amelia. She heard the screech of the wooden legs just in time to jump out of the way. The only place to jump was toward Lord Nicholas, who caught her just as she careened into him. But her momentum was too great, and she put them both off balance and they tumbled to the ground. Fortunately, her landing was soft, as he held onto her so his body cushioned her fall.

“I’m so sorry!” she said as soon as they landed. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine,” he said. “The hay softened my fall. And you have nothing to apologize for. It’s my damn leg that gave out.”

“Rubbish. I crashed into you like a pair of oxen.” She was still lying half on top of him, her skirts tangled under his legs, making it impossible for her to move away. He would have to shift his weight, and she worried it might be painful. Fortunately, she had landed on his right leg, which seemed the stronger of the two. “I should try and stand but you’re on my skirts...”

“Ah, sorry.” He seemed to blink and come out of a trance. “Give me a moment to catch my breath.”

He was in pain. He didn’t want her to know it, but she could see it in his eyes. They creased at the corners as though he was trying to avoid flinching.

“Take all the time you need. I’m perfectly content to sit and admire your eyes. They really are the loveliest shade of blue.”

Lord Nicholas went perfectly still, his gaze darting to hers and holding. Amelia realized too late that she shouldn’t have spoken her thoughts out loud. Women were not supposed to compliment men. It was considered forward. Not to mention, she should not be complimenting a man she just met. He would think her some sort of wanton.

Which wasn’t far from the truth.

“I shouldn’t have said that,” she whispered. “You will think I have no manners.” She looked away from that piercing gaze, lowering her chin.

“Actually,” he said, his voice soft. “I rather like your lack of pretensions. It’s a refreshing change.”

She glanced up at him. “It is?”

“Not to mention, it’s nice to have someone mention my eyes. No one looks at anything but my legs these days.” His voice was low and like velvet over her skin. Her thoughts were all muddled now at the feel of his body against hers and the warmth of him. The scent of him.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“It’s true.”

“It’s not. Why, when I was here the other day, I couldn’t stop staring at your eyes and your face and that hair.” She really should stop talking. “Why should I care about your legs?”

He shook his head, seeming not to believe her.

“Do you know I even started home the wrong direction because I was so busy thinking about how your eyes matched the color of the sky?” She gestured to Sweetie, who had eaten whatever it was that had drawn her attention and was now back to snuffling about. “Sweetie had to correct me and remind me of the right path.”

Lord Nicholas stared at her as though she were a unicorn. She couldn’t help it. Her gaze lowered to his lips. This is how you end up in trouble, she reminded herself. This wasn’t exactly how it had started with Wickersham, but she now knew that a kiss led to a touch led to...well, a baby. And that led to ruin.

But the way he looked at her. The way his gaze slid over her lips made her forget she was ruined and her life was in shambles. What was one more sin? How could she possibly resist when he was looking at her like she was a tropical island, and he was a man who’d been swimming in the middle of the ocean for weeks.

“Would you think me terribly forward if I kissed you?” she murmured, her voice low and seductive without her even meaning to make it so. A kiss would take very little effort. They were so close that she only need lean forward slightly.

“Yes, but I think I should mention that I’m coming to realize I like forward women.”

Amelia smiled and tilted her head, leaning close until their mouths were just a breath apart. Although she had intended to kiss him, he was the one who finally bridged the gap and pressed his lips gently against hers. A frisson of pleasure coursed through her at the barest brush of his mouth. Her hand closed on one of the buttons of his coat. She needed something to keep her grounded.

He nibbled lightly at her lips, and Amelia’s chest grew so tight she feared she couldn’t breathe. And then she feared she would never breathe again if he didn’t kiss her more—kiss her fully. She yanked at the button she held, pulling Lord Nicholas closer. His hand, which had been resting on the small of her back, slid up to cup the back of her head as he deepened the kiss. His mouth slanted over hers, his tongue flicking out to taste her lips. Amelia couldn’t stop a small moan from escaping. She craved physical touch, craved the sensation of being held, pressed close. Her breath quickened, and she met Lord Nicholas’s tongue with a touch of her own. He started in surprise then yanked her closer and kissed her more deeply.
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